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JET LI ONCE UPON A TIME IN CHINA: THE MARTIAL ARTS MASTERPIECE THAT
REDEFINED CINEMA

When cinema fans discuss the greatest martial arts films ever made, few titles command as much
respect as the classic starring Jet Li, Once Upon A Time In China. Released in 1991 and directed
by the visionary Tsui Hark, this film did more than just showcase breathtaking fight choreography. It
reintroduced the  world  to  a  real-life  folk  hero,  elevated  Jet  Li  from a  promising  talent  to  an
international superstar, and set a new standard for how historical martial arts epics could be crafted.
For anyone who appreciates action cinema, understanding the profound impact of Jet Li in Once
Upon A Time In China is essential to appreciating the genre's evolution.
The film serves as a semi-fictionalized biography of Wong Fei-hung, a legendary Chinese physician,
martial  artist,  and  folk  hero  who lived  during  the  late  Qing  dynasty.  While  many actors  had
portrayed Wong Fei-hung before,  Jet  Li's  interpretation was different.  He brought a combination of
grace,  moral  conviction,  and explosive power that  made the character  feel  both timeless and
intensely  human.  This  article  explores  every  facet  of  the  film,  from  its  historical  context  to  its
legendary fight scenes, explaining why the collaboration between Jet Li and the character of Wong
Fei-hung in Once Upon A Time In China remains a defining moment in world cinema.

THE RISE OF JET LI BEFORE ONCE UPON A TIME IN CHINA

Before he became synonymous with Wong Fei-hung, Jet Li was already a phenomenon in China. Born
in  Beijing  in  1963,  Li  began  training  in  wushu  at  the  age  of  eight.  His  natural  ability  was
extraordinary;  by the time he was a teenager,  he had won the national  wushu championship
multiple times. His first major film role came in 1982 with Shaolin Temple, which was a massive box
office success across Asia. However, the international audience had not yet fully embraced him.
Jet Li's career in the late 1980s was steady but had not reached the iconic heights it would later
achieve. He starred in a few films that showcased his athleticism, but none had the narrative depth
or cultural resonance that Once Upon A Time In China would provide. When director Tsui Hark
cast him as Wong Fei-hung, it was a gamble. Some critics doubted whether a wushu champion could
carry a character with such historical weight. Jet Li proved them wrong almost immediately. His
performance in Once Upon A Time In China was not just physically impressive; it was emotionally
intelligent. He portrayed Wong Fei-hung as a man caught between tradition and modernity, a theme
that resonates deeply even today.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF ONCE UPON A TIME IN CHINA

To fully appreciate the film, one must understand the turbulent era it depicts. The story is set in late
19th-century  Foshan,  a  time  when  China  was  being  carved  into  spheres  of  influence  by  Western
colonial powers. The Opium Wars had weakened the central government, and foreign interests
dominated trade and politics. Chinese citizens faced humiliation and exploitation in their own land.
Into this volatile environment steps Wong Fei-hung, a man who represents the best of Chinese
values: discipline, compassion, and resistance against oppression.

Wong Fei-hung: The Real Man Behind the
Legend
The historical Wong Fei-hung (1847-1924) was a real martial artist, physician, and revolutionary. He
was a master of the Hung Ga style of kung fu and treated patients with traditional Chinese medicine.
His reputation as a defender of the poor and a teacher of martial arts made him a folk hero long
before cinema discovered him. Over seventy films had featured Wong Fei-hung before Jet Li took on
the role, but most were made in the 1950s and featured actor Kwan Tak-hing. Jet Li's version in
Once Upon A Time In China modernized the character while respecting the original spirit of the
legend.

The Anti-Colonial Themes in the Film
One of the most striking elements of Once Upon A Time In China is its unapologetically anti-
colonial  stance.  The  film  does  not  shy  away  from  showing  the  brutality  and  arrogance  of  foreign
powers. Western soldiers, missionaries, and businessmen are depicted as exploitative and violent.
Jet  Li's  Wong  Fei-hung  stands  as  a  bulwark  against  this  oppression,  but  the  film  is  careful  not  to
reduce him to a simple patriotic caricature. He struggles with the moral complexities of violence and
the tension  between preserving  Chinese  culture  and accepting  that  some Western  ideas,  like
modern  medicine  and  governance,  have  value.  This  nuanced  approach  makes  the  film  far  more
sophisticated  than  a  typical  revenge  story.

JET LI ONCE UPON A TIME IN CHINA: THE PLOT AND CHARACTER DYNAMICS

The narrative follows Jet Li's Wong Fei-hung as he navigates a series of conflicts with foreign powers
and  local  gangsters.  The  film  opens  with  a  powerful  sequence  showing  Chinese  coolies  being
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mistreated by Western overseers. Wong intervenes, demonstrating his martial arts prowess and his
commitment to justice. This sets the stage for a story that balances personal relationships with
larger political struggles.

The Relationship with Aunt Yee
A  significant  subplot  involves  Wong's  Western-educated  cousin,  Aunt  Yee,  played  by  the  talented
Rosamund Kwan. She represents modernity and the allure of Western culture, which creates both
romantic tension and philosophical conflict with Wong. Jet Li and Kwan share a wonderful chemistry,
and  their  interactions  provide  some  of  the  film's  most  tender  moments.  Yee  challenges  Wong's
traditional  views,  forcing  him to  confront  his  own prejudices  and evolve  as  a  character.  This
relationship adds a layer of emotional depth that elevates Once Upon A Time In China above
standard action fare.

The Villains and Their Symbolism
The  antagonists  in  the  film  are  not  just  cartoonish  bad  guys.  The  primary  villain,  a  Western
mercenary named Jackson, represents the brute force of colonialism. There is also a Chinese traitor
who collaborates with the foreigners, embodying the internal corruption that plagued China during
this period. Jet Li's Wong Fei-hung must defeat both external enemies and the internal decay that
threatens his culture. The fight scenes are thus loaded with symbolic weight; each blow is not just
physical but ideological.

THE ACTION CHOREOGRAPHY: A REVOLUTION IN MARTIAL ARTS CINEMA

If the story provides the heart of Once Upon A Time In China, the action is its soul. The film was
choreographed by the legendary Yuen Woo-ping, who later gained international fame for his work on
The Matrix  and Crouching Tiger,  Hidden Dragon.  Yuen Woo-ping's  genius was in  blending the
acrobatic grace of wushu with the gritty realism of actual combat. Jet Li, with his extensive wushu
background, was the perfect instrument for this vision.

The Use of Props: Fans, Benches, and
Ladders
One  of  the  most  memorable  aspects  of  the  fight  scenes  in  Once  Upon  A  Time  In  China  is  the
creative  use  of  props.  In  one  iconic  sequence,  Wong  Fei-hung  uses  a  ladder  to  fight  off  multiple
attackers. This scene is a masterclass in cinematic choreography. Jet Li spins, balances, and strikes
with the ladder, turning an ordinary object into a devastating weapon. Similarly, he uses a fan
throughout  the  film as  both  a  defensive  tool  and  a  symbol  of  his  refined,  scholarly  nature.  These
inventive fight scenes gave the film a visual identity that countless later movies would try to imitate.

The "No Shadow Kick" and Wong Fei-
hung's Signature Stance
Another defining element is Wong's signature fighting stance, with one hand extended and the other
held  back,  often  holding  a  fan.  Jet  Li  executes  this  stance  with  perfect  poise.  The  film  also
prominently features the "No Shadow Kick," a fast and powerful technique that became synonymous
with the character. These choreographic details made the action in Once Upon A Time In China
instantly recognizable and deeply satisfying for martial arts enthusiasts.

The Climactic Factory Battle
The final showdown in the film takes place in a warehouse full of steel beams and heavy machinery.
Jet  Li  fights  a  group  of  Western  thugs  and  martial  arts  masters  in  a  sequence  that  pushes  the
boundaries of what action cinema could achieve in 1991. The choreography is tight, the stakes are
high, and every punch and kick lands with visceral impact. This scene remains one of the greatest
fight sequences ever filmed, showcasing Jet Li at the absolute peak of his physical abilities.

THE CULTURAL AND CINEMATIC LEGACY OF ONCE UPON A TIME IN CHINA

The success of  Jet  Li  in Once Upon A Time In China  had far-reaching consequences for the film
industry.  The  movie  was  a  massive  box  office  hit  in  Hong  Kong  and  across  Asia.  It  earned  Jet  Li
widespread acclaim and established him as the leading man of martial arts cinema for the 1990s.
The  film  also  revitalized  interest  in  the  Wong  Fei-hung  character,  leading  to  several  sequels  and
spin-offs that continued the story.

Influence on Hong Kong Cinema
Following the release of this film, Hong Kong cinema experienced a new wave of historical martial
arts epics. Directors began to pay more attention to period detail,  character development, and
political themes. Films like Ip Man and Fearless owe a clear debt to the template established by Tsui
Hark and Jet Li. The film proved that martial arts movies could be both commercially successful and
artistically ambitious.

Impact on International Audiences
For Western audiences, Once Upon A Time In China was often a gateway into the world of Hong
Kong  action  cinema.  The  film  was  screened  at  international  film  festivals  and  found  a  dedicated
following on home video. It demonstrated that martial arts films could have complex characters and
meaningful  stories,  challenging  the  stereotype  that  they  were  merely  vehicles  for  fighting.  Jet  Li's
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graceful yet powerful performance made him a global icon, paving the way for his later roles in
Hollywood films like Lethal Weapon 4 and Hero.

THE SEQUELS: EXPANDING THE WONG FEI-HUNG SAGA

The success of the original naturally led to sequels. Jet Li reprised his role as Wong Fei-hung in Once
Upon A Time In China II (1992), Once Upon A Time In China III (1993), and a fourth installment
in 1994. Each sequel continued to explore the character's struggles against various threats, from
foreign spies to corrupt officials.  While none of  the sequels quite matched the lightning-in-a-bottle
quality of the original, they all featured Jet Li's exceptional talent and further cemented his legacy as
the definitive Wong Fei-hung.

The Shift in Creative Direction
It  is  worth noting that  the sequels  saw some changes in  creative vision.  Tsui  Hark remained
involved, but the choreography and tone evolved. Once Upon A Time In China II is often praised
for  its  more  politically  charged  narrative,  dealing  with  Chinese  revolutionaries  and  foreign
manipulation. Jet Li's performance remained consistently strong, showcasing his ability to bring
depth  to  a  character  across  multiple  films.  For  fans  of  the  franchise,  each  installment  offers
something  unique  while  maintaining  the  core  spirit  of  the  original.

JET LI'S PERFORMANCE: THE DEFINING ROLE OF HIS CAREER

While Jet Li has played many memorable characters throughout his career, including Chen Zhen in
Fist of Legend and the nameless protagonist in Hero, his role in Once Upon A Time In China holds
a special place. This was the role that demanded he be more than a fighter; he had to be a leader, a
romantic, a philosopher, and a symbol of national pride. Jet Li delivered on every front.

Physicality and Grace
Jet Li's background in wushu was crucial to the film's success. Wushu emphasizes speed, flexibility,
and  fluidity,  which  perfectly  matched  the  character  of  Wong  Fei-hung.  In  Once Upon A  Time In
China, Jet Li moves with a lightness that makes his fights appear effortless, yet every strike carries
the force of a trained master. His physical performance is a masterclass in how to use the body to
tell a story.

Emotional Range and Moral Depth
Beyond the fighting, Jet Li brought genuine emotional range to the role. He depicted Wong Fei-hung
as a man burdened by responsibility, torn between his desire for peace and his


