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Abstract: This paper aims to interpret the leading heroine Gong Er in the film The Grandmasters in 
light of two key words—“light” and “shadow”. How the Gong Family sustains itself in the Martial 
World is also explored to dig into the character and motives of Gong Er and the spiritual core of 
traditional Chinese martial arts. 

1 INTRODUCTION 

The Grandmasters is a commercial martial arts film directed by Hong Kong director Wong Karwai 
and starring Tony Leung and Zhang Ziyi. The film builds up a full portrait of grandmasters of various 
schools of martial arts in both north and south China during the Republic of China (1912-1949), 
interlaced with the legendary life of Ip Man. Released on January 8, 2013 in Chinese Mainland, the 
film won the best film of Hong Kong Film Awards and China Golden Rooster and Hundred 
Flowers Film Festival, and garnered overwhelmingly good reception. It was graded 8.1 by 540,000 
viewers on Douban (a popular source for movie and TV content in China), with 32.2% five-star and 
45.0% four-star ratings. Currently, there are four versions, including the 3D re-release, Chinese 
mainland, US and international versions. This paper intends to review the 130-minute Chinese 
mainland version. 

In The Grandmasters, “light” and “shadow” are two words which, to a great extent, forebode the 
plot and characters. The pair of concepts, mentioned twice by the Gong Family specializing in Bagua 
(Eight-Trigram Palm) and  Xingyi (Shape-Intent Fist), reveals the cultural core of the film. Gong 
Baosen, head of the Gong Family, once said to his daughter Gong Er, “In life, ability isn’t everything. 
Some thrive in light, others in shadow. The times make us what we are.” His brother Ding Lianshan 
also mentioned the concepts to Mr. Ip, “Some work in the light, others in shadow. The face of a school 
must be spotless. Blood must flow only in the shadows. It not, if it stains the face, then the school itself 
my perish. The face offers the cigarettes. The dirty work is down in the shadows.” A good grasp of the 
profound connotations of the two concepts makes the prerequisite for understanding the film. 
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2 CONNOTATIONS OF “LIGHT” AND “SHADOW”  

“Light” and “shadow” correspond to two types of people in the Gong Family as represented by Gong 
Baosen and Ding Lianshan respectively. The “light” refer to the best of the martial arts masters and 
the face of the Gong Family such as Gong Baosen. As the patriarch in the family, his words and deeds 
represent the image of the entire clan. 

The “shadow” refer to those underpinning the Martial World and the “light” of the Gong Family, 
such as Ding Lianshan. He serves as the guard in the shadow. As he put it himself, he secretly takes 
care of people and matters that others cannot in the light of day, so that the face is not stained to 
compromise the prestige of the Gong Family. 

In one scene, Ding Lianshan intended to light Ip Man’s cigarette, when his real motive was to 
provoke the latter. It is not difficult for viewers to notice the malice hidden under the smile on his face. 
When lighting the cigarette, he clamped the fire with his right middle finger and index finger with four 
fingers pointing straight at Ip Man’s face, ready to poke his eyes. At the same time, with left hand 
behind, he could instantly push the table aside to attack Ip Man as he leaned over. 

The way Ding Lianshan poised himself indicates his cruelty and ruthlessness. What he said 
suggests that guards like him have dealt with quite a few people and matters in the shadow. 

“The face of a school must be spotless. Blood must flow only in the shadows. It not, if it stains 
the face, then the school itself my perish.” The statement clearly points out the relationship between 
“light” and “shadow”. Contradictory as they might seem, they are actually interdependent as the former 
puts up the front while the latter keeps guard secretly. This is also the ground on which the Gong 
Family sustains itself. 

3 GONG ER: “LIGHT” AND “SHADOW” OF THE GONG FAMILY 

The heroine Gong Er, also called Gong Ruomei, is the only daughter of Gong Baosen. With a natural 
talent for martial arts, she is also tough, staunch and unwilling to give in. She and Ma San studied 
directly from her father. Gong Er inherited the “silk” while Ma San the “steel”. And she is the sole 
heir to the famous “64 hands.” After her father was murdered  by Ma San, Gong Er has committed 
herself to avenging her father. Ma San said to her, “You are marrying out. You don’t count.” In 
response to this, Gong Er called off her engagement, cut her hair, and vowed never to marry or teach. 

In general, the “light” and “shadow” of the Gong Family do not refer to any single person. Gong 
Baosen and Ding Lianshan represent the older generation while Gong Er stands out in the young 
generation.  

Gong Er is the “light” of the Gong Family. After Gong Baosen’s death, Gong Er inherited her 
father’s leading position, widely recognized as the “face” of the family. She mastered the “64 hands”, 
his father’s trumps. Following her father’s death, Ma San turned into a traitor and the other disciples 
dispersed everywhere. She then left northeast China for Hong Kong. Gong Baosen, in one contest 
against Ip Man, said, “Never give up the faith. Keep the light burning.” This is principle that runs 
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through Gong Er’s whole life. She is the light. As long as she keeps going, the Gong Family, and its 
Bagua and Xingyi martial arts will last. She is the living symbol of the Gong Family. 

Gong Er is also the “shadow” of the Gong Family. She worked as the “shadow” twice, once when 
she consulted Ip Man after her father’s defeat and once when she sought vengeance on Ma San for 
killing her father. 

After Gong Baosen lost to Ip Man, Gong Er had an invitation sent to Ip Man, asking for a contest. 
She said, “The Gong Family has never lost before.” Following the Northern custom, after the contest 
between Gong Baosen and Ip Man, a banquet was supposed to hosted at the Gold Pavilion at the cost 
of the winner, but Ip Man did not do it. Gong Baosen intended for Gong Er to attend the banquet in 
his place, but she told her father, “Don’t worry. I’ll do the right thing.” Behind the reassuring words 
was the insinuation that “the Gong Family has never lost before”. Seeing herself as the “shadow” of 
Gong Baosen, she implied her determination to fight Ip Man and regain the face lost.  

The second time was Gong Er’s insisting on avenging his father. Gong Baosen, knowing Ma 
San’s evil intentions, drove him out of the school. Afterwards, the latter turned into a collaborator. 
Gong Baosen was furious and confronted Ma San, trying to talk him out of his treason and take back 
the “legacy” of the Gong Family. However, Gong Baosen suffered a forceful kick and died. Later, 
Gong Er found Ma San to seek vengeance and made some thought-provoking remarks. She did not 
say anything about avenging his father, but claimed to take back the “legacy” of the Gong Family. 
When Gong Baosen got killed, she was not present, but she made strikingly similar remarks to her 
father. The “legacy” of the Gong Family here refers to the “face”. In the retirement ceremony up north, 
Gong Baosen intended for his top disciple Ma San to be his successor, i.e. the new “light” of the Gong 
Family. However, he ended up collaborating with the Japs, which was a sheer stain on the martial arts 
code of honor, the national interest and the reputation of the Gong Family. As a consequence, Gong 
Er felt obliged to commit herself to taking back the “legacy” of the Gong Family. Depressed as she 
was, she must avenge her father and get out of the “shadow” to restore the family’s “light” of honor. 

The Grandmasters is not an effortless film for ordinary movie-goers. With characters’ subtle 
emotions, reserved movements and obscure lines, viewers need to chew and think over the details, 
especially the perplexing choice on the part of Gong Er. The Gong Family had its heyday under Gong 
Baosen’s leadership, who combined Bagua and Xingyi, chaired the Northern Martial Arts Union, 
brought together Tongbei, Cannon Fist, Tai Chi and other schools, contributing to the family’s 
overriding position in the Martial World. Following Gong Baosen’s death, the whole family declined 
and disciples scattered. With such a dramatic contrast, it is natural for the viewers to be strongly 
affected. As for Gong Er, the sole heir to the “64 hands”, stopped teaching up till her death. As a result, 
the martial arts running through the Gong Family were lost to the world.   

Gong Baosen, on his deathbed, asked Gong Er not to seek vengeance. But she did not listen. In 
order to shut Ma San up, she called off the marriage, cut her hair, and vowed never to marry or teach. 
Such a decision can be attributed to her identity as both the “shadow” and “light” of the Gong Family. 
To fulfill her responsibilities as the “shadow”, she fought against Ma San at the railway station to take 
back what belonged to the Gong Family, and suffered internal injuries, leading to her early demise. 
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Besides, as the “light” of the family, she did whatever she needed to be perfectly justifiable either in 
taking back the “legacy” or in succeeding her father as the head of the family. 

4 THE CORE OF GONG ER’S MARTIAL ARTS SPIRIT  

In terms of respect to the traditional martial arts code of honor and family values, Gong Er went much 
further than her father. She had opportunities to teach and continue the school of Bagua and Xingyi, 
but she rejected them.  

At the railway station, she fought and defeated Ma San. Upon his death, he said, “The Gong 
Family legacy I return to you.” By the word “return”, Ma San meant that it was on his own initiative, 
so that Gong Er would not need to cut her hair or stop teaching Bagua and Xingyi. But Gong Er said 
to him, “Let’s be clear. You didn’t return it. I took it back myself.” This indicates that in Gong Er’s 
view, the lost “face” and dignity of the Gong Family must be taken back no matter what, even at the 
cost of no successor to the family legacy. Another opportunity pops up when Ip Man tried to persuade 
Gong Er, “Your father once said, never give up the faith. Keep the light burning. I hope that one day 
I'll see the 64 Hands once more.” Gong Er was that light. Ip Man deliberately mentioned what her 
father said in an effort to persuade her to start taking disciples. With tears trickling down her face, 
Gong Er still did not change her mind. Respectful as she was of her father, she gave more priority to 
the “face” of the family. She made the same decision back when she learned about her father’s defeat 
and mounted a challenge to Ip Man behind her father’s back.   

Two reasons can explain why Gong Er put so much stress on the “face” of the family. First of all, 
the Martial World values rules and order the most. To Gong Er, the order is the “face” of the family. 
A school with great martial arts must not lose dignity. Besides, to stand up for the family was Gong 
Er’s self-made choice. Following the Japanese army’s invasion of China, the Martial World gradually 
lost its vigor and vitality. In such changing times coupled with the influx of western ideas, the 
traditional culture was rendered obsolete and the Martial World chaotic. Even if Gong Er broke her 
vows and started to teach, no one would call her unfaithful. But she obstinately held on to her rules 
and order. On her deathbed, she said, “A great age offers a choice: stay or move on. I choose to remain 
in my era, the times when I was happiest.” 

“But I am not for a lifetime, I am for a moment,” once said Gong Er. For one thing, she did not 
insist on fostering successors to the “64 hands” of the Gong Family. For another, she only wanted to 
take back the “face” of the family even at the cost of no successor to the family legacy. To her, being 
a grandmaster means not being the highly esteemed and incomparable predecessor with lasting 
influence, but being the resplendent master even without successor. 

5 CONCLUSION 

“Light” and “shadow” are two concepts that run deep into the Gong Family. They are also the code of 
conduct that governed Gong Er’s whole life and decision making. The “light” put up the front while 
the “shadow” guard underneath. As for Gong Er, she is the only one in the family who is both the 
“light” and the “shadow”. With a proper understanding of this pair of concepts, one can truly interpret 
Gong Er’s emphasis on rules, order and family values and her firm adherence to the vows.  
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