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Abstract 
Liu Na’Ou (劉吶鷗, 1905-40) was one of the earliest avant-garde film and 

literature pioneers in Taiwan. Besides introducing Western Film theories to 

Taiwan, Liu also paid homage to Dziga Vertov’s theory of the Kino-Eye by 

making a film called Man with a Camera (持攝影機的男人) in 1933. Liu’s 

Man with a Camera is often dismissed as lacking in artistic merit. However, in 

this paper, I argue that there is considerably more to this film than critics have 

given it credit for. I will be re-interpreting Liu’s film based on his own written 

diary (1927), which allows us to connect his film to the notion of cinematic 

writing, diary films and first-person cinema. This paper aims to explore this 

possibility by cross-referencing Liu’s diary manuscript with his film, as well as 

examining the use of the personal camera and the authorial presence which lay 

hidden behind the trivial day-to-day documentations. 
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Rediscovering Liu Na’Ou 
 

In 1998 there was a very important event that not only forced a revision in the 

historiography of early Taiwanese avant-garde film and documentary, but also 

provided important evidence of personal filmmaking at the very start of filmmaking 

in Taiwan. In 1998, the First Taiwan International Documentary Festival screened 

Liu Na’Ou (劉吶鷗) and Deng Nan-Guang’s (鄧南光) documentaries and home 

movies made during the 1930s.1 This event was likely the first public appearance of 

these two important figures in the Taiwanese avant-garde film movement of the 

1930s. However, it was not until the completion of Chin-Chen Hsu’s (許秦蓁) 1999 

Master’s thesis, “Revisiting the Taiwanese Liu Na’Ou (1905-1940): Interactive 

Studies of History and Culture,” that Liu and his works started to get the attention of 

literature, history, and film scholars, especially in the documentary field. 

In her thesis, Hsu rediscovers valuable historical documents and Liu’s theories 

on avant-garde and feature film studies and film scripts. Liu’s works could then 

finally be treated theoretically and systematically. In studies of Taiwanese cinema, 

Liu’s film was usually labelled as “documentary”. According to Daw-Ming Lee (李
道明), Liu’s films were close to being “family activities documentations, home 

movies without thematic and artistic treatment” (35; translation mine). Weitsy Wang 

(王慰慈) also points out that “during the development of documentary in Taiwan, 

there was a tendency toward romantic and personal expression as early as 1930” (10; 

translation mine). These two film scholars therefore apparently put Liu’s films in the 

context and historical development of documentary in Taiwan. However, when we 

review Liu’s writings and film, we see that there might be other ways of exploring 

his film. 

In this article, my main objective is to examine Liu’s film by cross-referencing 

it with his 1927 written diary. By doing so, I hope to argue persuasively that Liu’s 

film is not merely a documentation of daily life, but an expression of his personal 

ideas about life and cinema through his movie camera. Although there were only 

limited resources and documentation left after Liu’s death in 1940, the connections 

that lie between Liu’s film and his written diary could provide rich material for 

analyzing personal and subjective filmmaking approaches in the 1930s in Taiwan. 

Liu was born in 1905 to a wealthy family in Tainan City, Taiwan. After finishing 

middle school, he went to Japan to continue his studies. In 1926, upon finishing his 

                                                 
1  See <drive.google.com/file/d/0B_9Gw2SQV--nWXlGeHFUWUR5TTA/view> (Taiwan 

International Documentary Festival Database) for the 1998 Festival Brochure, p. 41. 
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studies in Tokyo, he went to Aurora (Zhen-Dan) University in Shanghai to study 

French. The path of his studies from Taiwan to Tokyo and Shanghai provided a rich 

context for his multi-lingual abilities. Besides studying, Liu was also very active in 

arts-related and other cultural events. He owned bookstores in Shanghai: the First 

Line Bookstore (第一線書店) in 1926 and the Shuimo Bookstore (水沫書店) in 

1929.2 He published magazines like Wugui lieche 無軌列車 (Train Without Tracks, 

1928), translated Western film theories and literary works, wrote film scripts, and 

made films. 

Beginning in 1930 Liu translated, and thus introduced Taiwanese audiences to, 

film theories from the West, such as Cinéma Pur from France, Absolute Cinema from 

Germany, Soviet Montage theories and Dziga Vertov’s Kino-Eye theory. His 

fascination with Vertov is obvious. In his unearthed articles, Liu mentions Vertov’s 

Kino-Eye theory several times. For Liu, Vertov was not only a true pioneer in cinema 

at that time, but also a man who fully realized the essence of cinema. By translating 

Vertov’s articles into Chinese, Liu was trying to introduce Vertov’s ideas to the East, 

and moreover to absorb and turn Vertov’s Kino-Eye into his own filmmaking practice. 

From the three articles Liu translated into Chinese, we can see his enthusiasm for 

Vertov’s ideas, especially where he argues, in line with Vertov, that the Kino-Eye is 

“a more complete eye than the human eye . . . there are no so-called actors or artificial 

stories. Its focus, its wishes, would be to express life as a whole” (Kang and Hsu, 

Movies 267-68; translation mine).  

Here we can spot a clear difference between Liu’s filmmaking approach and 

that of others at the time. Liu deliberately highlights the importance of the role of the 

movie camera in Kino-Eye theory, and discards plots, actors, and other artificial 

settings often emphasized in the studio-oriented filmmaking system. In other words, 

Liu was aiming for a more subjective and personal mode of filmmaking, one rarely 

seen at that time in Taiwan.3 In 1933 he completed4 the film Man with a Camera (持

                                                 
2  The possible locations of the two bookstores were near North Sichuan Rd. (北四川路), 

Shanghai City (Hsu, Modern, Shanghai, New Sensation xii).  
3 The fact that Liu shot the film with a Pathé 9.5mm film camera, which was designed especially 

for home users in the 1920s, supports the conjecture that Liu was turning to a private and personal 
filmmaking practice. As Enrique Fibla-Gutierrez notes, 9.5mm Pathé Baby was one of the first 
widely available and relatively affordable consumer cameras in the early 1920s (the other one is 
16mm Cine-Kodak in 1923). Moreover, amateur cinema during that period of time adopted these 
consumer cameras and “developed its own path, demarcating itself from commercial cinema in 
search of a creative space and circuit of its own” (5). 

4 The word “completed” might be misleading. In fact, we don’t know if it was ever finished. 
According to Liu’s grandson Mr. Chien-Hsiang Lin (林建享), the film had never been publicly 
screened to an audience outside of family members and close friends. That is, no one can say for 
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攝影機的男人 Chi sheyingji de nanren), which was not only a direct tribute to 

Vertov but is also considered to be the first documentary film in Taiwan. In the 

following sections, I will attempt to further analyze and elaborate upon Liu’s 

adaptation of Western film theories, his personal and subjective filmmaking approach 

and, most importantly, the connection between his film Man with a Camera and his 

1927 written diary. 

 

Liu’s Introduction and Theoretical Interpretation of 

 Vertov’s Kino-Eye in 1930’s Taiwan 
 

Vertov’s Kino-Eye theory is often considered to have been best-realized in his 

film Man with a Movie Camera (1929). As Vertov proclaimed, Kino-Eye should be 

understood as a method of using “all cinematic means and possibilities, all cinematic 

inventions, techniques, and methods that might reveal and show the truth.” (Vertov 

131-32; emphasis in original). In other words, the “Truth” cannot be gained simply 

by recording life as it is lived with the movie camera. The truth needs to be revealed 

and transformed using the Kino-Eye method. This also suggests that the function of 

the camera is not only that of recording reality, for in Kino-Eye theory the camera 

has more than one mission: as a tool for recording, it captures life; as a device for 

approaching the truth, it reveals what has been hidden. The movie camera now works 

as an instrument to “surgically slice open the world, disembowel it, and then engage 

it” (Zimmermann, “Reconstructing Vertov” 83). However, the unique ability of the 

camera’s eye is only one aspect of Kino-Eye theory. In his 1929 article “From Kino-

Eye to Radio-Eye,” Vertov explains Kino-Eye as a method of capturing facts (Vertov 

87). This includes “kino-seeing (I see through the camera) + kino-writing (I write on 

film with the camera) + kino-organization (I edit)” (Vertov 87). These could then be 

identified as three steps: 1. observation, 2. recording, and 3. editing. 

 The first step of the Kino-Eye is observation. Its purpose is to choose good 

material (what Vertov calls “life facts”) as preparation for future filming and editing. 

Vertov uses the metaphor of building a house to illustrate the importance of 

observation: “Kinopravda [Film-Truth] is made with footage just as a house is made 

with bricks. . . . One can build various film-objects from footage. Just as good bricks 

are needed for a house, good film footage is needed to organize a film-object” (Vertov 

                                                 
sure what the original film was like. However, the original footage of the film in 9.5mm was held 
by Liu’s grandson Mr. Chien-Hsiang Lin and was recovered and stored by the Chinese Taipei Film 
Archive. 



 
 
 

Ming-Yu Lee  199 
 

 

45). In other words, pre-engaged observation is like a blueprint. It envisions how the 

house is going to be built and what the house is going to look like.  

The second step of the Kino-Eye is recording. Its purpose is to document “Life-

As-It-Is.” During this recording, the camera should be inconspicuous and not 

intervene in the life of the filmed object, for the sake of capturing “Life-Caught-

Unawares.” This method ensures that the recorded film material functions as “good 

bricks.” The final step of Kino-Eye is editing, which is also Vertov’s famous montage 

theory—the “theory of intervals.”5 This has to do with the kinesthetic relationship, 

and the transition of movement, between frames. It is the organization of movements, 

and of elements within shots (shot scales, angles, lights, speed, duration . . .). The 

film’s material is organized and transformed by editing into “film facts,” and all the 

film facts are re-organized again to create a visual equation (a film-thing/film-object), 

which by Vertov’s reckoning always adds up to more than the sum of its parts. 

It is clear that in Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera, the roles of the 

cameraman and the film editor exist for a particular reason: they are both part of the 

process of revealing the truth. And this truth, in Vertov’s view, has its own particular 

political agenda. It is more about the society, the collective life, than it is about the 

individual. As the introductory title in Man with a Movie Camera states, “this 

experimental work aims at creating a truly international absolute language.”6 What 

Vertov was trying to do is to create a cinematic socialist international. Liu Na’Ou 

wrote three articles about avant-garde film theories. The first one is “Film Theories 

in Russia and France” (1930), the second is “On Cinema Art” (1932), and the last is 

“The Origin of Cinema Montage Theory” (1935), a translation of Karl Freund’s 1934 

article “Just What is ‘Montage?’” Liu mentions Vertov’s Kino-Eye theory in all of 

them. He says of Vertov that “he certainly accounts for the inherent ability of the 

mechanical camera, and feels passionate about this new device of writing” (Kang and 

Hsu, Movies 269; translation mine). In Liu’s opinion, film material without the re-

organization of montage is “dead, and purposeless” (Kang and Hsu, Movies 262; 

translation mine). It is only through the process of montage that the film material can 

be transformed from still photographs into film.  

Liu’s understanding of Kino-Eye theory focuses on the following points: (1) 

the Kino-Eye does not necessarily need a story or actor (Kang and Hsu, 

Supplementary 187; translation mine); (2) the Kino-Eye is a mechanical eye (high-

                                                 
5 Theory of intervals first appeared in Vertov’s 1922 article “WE: Variant of a Manifesto” 

(Vertov 5-9). 
6 This quotation is from the opening title card of Vertov’s film Man with a Movie Camera 

(00:00:53-00:00:59). 
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speed and microscopic) which is better than the human eye (188; translation mine); 

(3) the Kino-Eye is an analytical, explanatory, and organizable tool for constructing 

a film with a unified theme (Kang and Hsu, Movies 267; translation mine); (4) the 

Kino-Eye wishes to express a whole “life,” a collective city life (268; translation 

mine). 

In Liu’s Man with a Camera, we see that there is no story and there are no 

actors; the people appearing in the film were his family members and close friends. 

The camera simply captures their daily activities. Moreover, several times in the film, 

Liu intentionally captures body parts or objects with close-ups as a manifestation of 

the advantages the mechanical camera has over the human eye. Most people see Liu’s 

films as merely home movies. However, I will argue in the following sections that 

not only does this film adopt some characteristics of Vertov’s Kino-Eye theory, it 

also shows the true potential and possibilities of diaristic first-person modalities by 

transforming Vertov’s theory.  

 

The Correspondence and Transformation between  

Liu Na’Ou’s and Vertov’s Films 
 

As far as we understand, Man with a Camera consists of five sections: “People” 

(人間卷), “Tokyo” (東京卷), “Sightseeing” (風景卷), “Guangzhou” (廣州卷) and 

“Parade” (遊行卷). Besides the direct adaptation of the film’s title, in Liu’s Man with 

a Camera there are also many clues that Liu intentionally took Vertov’s film as a 

model. For example, the train scene in “People” (01:44), the street scenes in “Tokyo” 

(02:03 and 09:46) and in “Sightseeing” (00:22 and 04:32) (Fig. 1).  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 “Tokyo” (09:46)  

—Street scene 

 “People” (01:44)— 

Train arrives at Xinying, Tainan 
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Liu even tries to imitate some characteristics of Vertov’s film, such as camera 

movement, theme, and frame composition, to depict modern city life. The intention 

here is obvious, especially in the train arrival scene7  in “People” and the tilted 

composition of buildings scene in “Sightseeing.”8 However, it is also important to 

note that in Liu’s film, these scenes are more than just a direct tribute to Vertov. In 

Ling Zhang’s discussion, she argues that Liu’s film as a “city symphony,” in which 

“double or triple movements are captured and intensified by the camera” (282). Liu’s 

fascination with urban experience and modern transportation can also be identified 

in “double or triple movements” in these scenes, including camera movements with 

the camera on a moving vehicle, and a subject’s movement within the frame (282). 
Hence, Liu’s movie camera here is transformed from Vertov’s observation to 

an active participant. It witnesses a train arriving from Taipei to Tainan, it explores 

busy streets in the city, and in the “Sightseeing” section, it hovers over the city as if 

it has a life of its own. Guided by Vertov’s Kino-Eye theory, Liu transforms his movie 

camera into a mechanical eye that can capture close-ups details, a microscopic eye. 

In the “Guangzhou” section, Liu shows his own fascination with women by filming 

                                                 
7 The train scenes from both Vertov’s and Liu’s films certainly have reference to Lumière’s 

Arrival of a Train at the Station (1895). While Vertov radically transforms the scene into a frenzy 
and kinetic studies of movements, Liu turns it into a family scene (please see my later discussion 
in this article about the use of home movies and the authorial presence of Liu in this film). 

8 The tilted buildings scene is also an obvious tribute to Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera. In 
Vertov’s film, the similar scene is placed after the scene of a women giving birth to a baby. The 
composition of two tilted buildings is in correspondence to the composition of woman giving birth 
with legs spreading wide. This, according to Vertov’s own words, is a solid example of the “theory 
of interval.” 

“Sightseeing” (00:22) 

 —panning shot over the city 

“Sightseeing” (04:32) 

 —a tilted composition of buildings 

Fig. 1. Stills from Man with a Camera 
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them in close-ups, walking up and down stairs wearing high heels (06:26-06:50) (see 

Fig. 2).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Despite the similarities with Vertov’s work though, there seems to be 

something missing in Liu’s Man with a Camera, or at least, running counter to 

Vertov’s idea of depicting a collectivity of people and of a society. Liu’s camera aims 

for a more personal and private sphere. In the “People” section, Liu films his family 

members in his former residence in Xinying (新營 ), Tainan. In the “Tokyo,” 

“Sightseeing” and “Guangzhou” sections, he films his trips with close friends in 

Tokyo, in Fengtian (奉天) and in Guangzhou.  

Although the depictions of society and people also appear in “Parade,” Liu’s 

main focus remains his family members and close friends. And while we see Vertov’s 

wife Elizaveta Svilova in his film appearing as an editor working at the editing table, 

and his brother as well performing as the titular man with the movie camera, in 

Vertov’s film, his family members are integrated into the whole film production 

process. There may be degree of intimacy between Vertov and his family, but it is 

based on the concept of Kino-Eye theory: together they form the “Council of Three,”9 

a family of cineastes, the director, the cameraman and the film editor, together 

constructing and realising a cinematic ideal. However, in Liu’s case, it is less 

complicated. Liu films his family and friends simply as documentations of daily life. 

In the “People” section, images of family members become a family album; in other 

sections, images from different scenes transform into Liu’s diary and travelogue. 

                                                 
9 “Council of Three” includes Vertov, Elizaveta Svilova, and Mikhail Kaufman (Michelson xxiv).  

Fig. 2. Women and their high heels in close-ups. 

“Guangzhou” (06:26-06:50) 
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As we know, Liu used a 9.5mm Pathé film camera which was specifically 

designed for personal and home use. 10  We might be able to identify some 

characteristics, including the cultural backgrounds, of people at that time, such as 

their clothes, hairstyles and daily activities. However, there is simply not enough 

evidence in the film to support the idea that Liu was also trying to express this 

collectivity, or to build some internationalist notions of society as Vertov was trying 

to do. Rather than revealing his lesser talent as some have suggested, this reveals his 

own ideological affinities with Taiwanese upper-class society. And with the 

unearthing of Liu’s 1927 written diary manuscript, there is now a new opportunity to 

interpret Liu’s film in the light of a new perspective.  

 

Liu’s Practice: Home Movie and Authorial Presence in  

Man with a Camera 
 

Liu’s film, Man with a Camera, could of course be seen simply as an early 

home movie. It is about family members (“People”), travel (“Tokyo,” “Sightseeing” 

and “Guangzhou”) and festival (“Parade”). There are very few actual cuts in his film 

(most likely done by Liu himself), and the editing is done without any concept of 

montage to create a certain dramatic effect, a trait his film shares with most home 

movies. The scenes are generally just spliced together in chronological order. There 

are also some title cards in the film, which serve merely to indicate location and event 

rather than serving a narrative purpose. The film demonstrates tendencies common 

to amateur filmmaking such as poverty of technique, flash panning, and “fire hosing” 

(where the camera follows eye movement) (Szczelkun 95). The people in his film, 

especially in the “People” section, have obviously been told to perform in front of the 

camera (a clear departure from Vertov’s idea of filming people unawares). They walk 

from a distance toward the camera and then they freeze, as they would to take still 

photos. There is a sense that they exist only for the camera, and that they are made 

for display (Fig. 3)—scenes we often seen in regular home movies. 

 

                                                 
10  In 1922 the first Pathé Baby (type A) was invented and launched as simple and cheap 

equipment for home users. However, in the 1930s in Taiwan, most of the filmmaking equipment 
still was imported from Japan. There are no documents showing how expensive Pathé Baby movie 
cameras were at that time, though filmmakers in Taiwan needed them. However, in a 1932 
advertisement from a Japanese trading company in Tokyo, Banno Trading, a 9.5mm Pathé Baby 
movie camera, cost from 4,500-25,000 Japanese Yen (approximately 30-170 British Pounds). Also 
in the 1930s, a boat ticket from Taiwan to Japan was 70 Japanese Yen (Chang 24).  
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Fig. 3. Family members posing for the camera.11 

 

Another obvious example that connects Liu’s film with home movies is the 

opening title cards in “People” and “Sightseeing.” In these two sections, the opening 

title cards say “Film by ‘The Man Who Has Camera’” (Fig. 4). As the creator of the 

film, Liu does not consider himself a director here but simply “a man who has a 

camera.” It is obviously a tribute to Vertov, but more importantly it suggests that Liu 

intentionally tries to create an identity or an avatar as “a man who has a camera” for 

the purpose of practicing an alternative filmmaking project.  

In home movies there is always a dynamic relationship between the man (and 

it was, in the past, usually a man) behind the camera and others in front of the 

camera—a hierarchy between the man who wields the camera and the filmed 

object(s). As Patricia Zimmermann’s study shows, home movies are “not designed 

for children but for parents,” and “typically, the father was the primary filmmaker” 

(Reel Families 134).12 The man behind the camera has not only a knowledge of how 

to operate it but the prerogative of how to frame those in front of it; hence he has 

power over the filmed objects. Observing Liu’s family members’ reactions in the 

“People” section, we see they seem rather unnatural and nervous in front of the 

camera—they were told how to behave and pose for the camera by the one controlling 

                                                 
11 The two still frames are from the “People” section. Both scenes took place in Xinying, Tainan. 

In the left-hand frame, according to Liu’s grandson Mr. Chien-Hsiang Lin, the woman is Liu’s wife, 
Su Zhen Huang (黃素貞). The man in the right frame might be Liu’s brother-in-law (his wife was 
Liu’s brother’s wife’s sister), Geng-Yang Lin (林耕楊). 

12  Zimmermann also states that in home movies, “[a]mateur-cinematography production 
reinforced the patriarchal character of nuclear families. The father produced twice as many movies 
as the mother, according to a company report issued in 1961” (Reel Families 123). 
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the scene.13 This is in direct opposition to the Kino-Eye theory; here the camera is 

intervening rather than filming unnoticed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Also, it is important to point out that Liu, as “the man who has the camera,” 

frequently moves from behind it to appear in front of the lens. We see in the 

“Guangzhou” section that Liu turns the camera around to film himself as a self-

performance or as a portrait of the filmmaker (Fig. 5). This is a very unconventional 

camera movement for the time, breaking the illusion that the traditional story-telling 

film would try to create for the audience, and at the same time forthrightly revealing 

the presence of the filmmaker, something that Vertov, in fact, didn’t actually do 

except via his surrogates. 

I would say that this gesture—Liu turning the camera on himself—is crucial, 

for it transforms his film from merely a home movie or a documentation of daily life 

into a personal cinema with a strong sense of authorial presence. The “pointing the 

camera at oneself” can often be seen in avant-garde and experimental filmmaking. 

Through “pointing the camera at oneself,” the filmmaker inscribes his/her images in 

the film in order to manifest his/her authorial presence. This method is sometimes 

called “to camera interview-style” or “to camera close-up.” In Jon Dovey’s 

discussion, this method “becomes another way of creating high levels of 

identification with the film-maker” (73). By turning the camera around and showing 

                                                 
13 It is also worth noting that these scenes where Liu tries to control his family members in front 

of the camera are in fact rare in home movie production. As in the relatively more “intimate” home 
movie production, the act of looking at the camera is not encouraged. Zimmermann calls this 
“controlled realism,” as spontaneous filming will result in more natural and intimate images (124-
25). 

Fig. 5. Liu’s turning the camera to 

himself 

 

Fig. 4. the opening title card in 

 “People” and “Sightseeing” 
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himself, Liu declares that “I am the author! I am the man behind the camera!” despite 

his more modest claim in the opening title. Here he dares to show himself. Liu shows 

himself in Man with a Camera several times. Besides turning the camera around to 

reveal his own presence, he also lends the camera to someone else to film him, in an 

early instantiation of the shared authorial gesture of the sort that Michael Renov 

discusses in his chapter on “Domestic Ethnography.”14 In the “People” section, as the 

train is leaving, we see Liu again sitting in the train and waving to the camera, which 

apparently was held by someone else. He is at the same time saying goodbye to his 

family, interacting with the camera (and the man behind the camera), and calling for 

an interpellation of a spectator (Fig. 6). 

 

The Diaristic I and Cinematic Writing 
 

In the previous discussion, I have established that as the filmmaker behind the 

camera emerges, Liu’s Man with a Camera has now gone further than Vertov’s Kino-

Eye theory and documentary in the traditional sense. With the unearthing of Liu’s 

1927 written diary15, more evidence can be provided in re-interpreting Man with a 

Camera in terms of diary filmmaking and first-person cinema. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
14 In Renov’s discussion, Domestic ethnography is a mode of documentary which is a kind of 

supplementary autobiographical practice (141). It “functions as a vehicle of self-examination, a 
means through which to construct self-knowledge through recourse to the familial other (141). 

15 According to Hsiao-yen Peng (彭小妍), the discovering of Liu’s 1927 diary is important for 
academic research on Liu’s family background and his ideas on literature (Liu Na’Ou Collection: 
Diaries I 8-9). 

“People” 

Fig. 6. Liu waving to the camera 
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In Philippe Lejeune’s discussion, the diary can be defined as a literary genre 

that has a narrative or written in prose about an individual life or story of a personality, 

in which the author (whose name refers to a real person) and the narrator are identical 

(On Autobiography 4). In other words, the diary is the neighboring genre of 

autobiography, in which the concept of author is highlighted. However, the diary is 

different from autobiography for its distinct temporal periodic structure generated by 

the restraints of the calendar. As Xavier Pla quotes from Jean Rousset to illustrate his 

argument, “The private diary, which appears so free of form . . . is bound by one 

apparently light-weight, but momentous rule: it must respect the calendar. That is the 

pact which it signs” (“The Diary of Josep Pla” 128). The rule of following the order 

of the calendar creates a series of discontinuous entries for the diary, and at the same 

time, as Lejeune states, “keeping a journal is, first and foremost, a way of life” (On 

Diary 187), these discontinuous entries are weaving into continuous act of writing. 

Therefore, the diary is “a form without form” (“The Diary of Josep Pla” 126). It is a 

form because it is composed by different entries which follow the order of the 

calendar. Yet it is also a form without form for the diary comprises of arbitrary 

writing, which is “produced haphazardly by the writer’s caprice, and come close to 

discontinuity” (126). 

This tension between continuity and discontinuity is crucial in the written diary 

as well as in the diary film. Philippe Lejeune has described the special temporal 

structure of the diary as “a series of dated traces” (On Diary 179) and “a spider web” 

(181), in which the seriality of keeping a diary as a way of life and the gaps between 

fragmental spaces left out by intervals together contribute to the central idea of the 

diary. In Liu’s 1927 diary, the temporal structure, or “a series of dated traces,” is 

apparent. Liu kept a written diary every day. In the 1927 diary he documented his trip 

to Tokyo from May to September.16 There is an obvious connection between this 

written record and his film—three depictions of events in the 1927 diary also appear 

in Liu’s film (Fig. 7). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
16 Liu started his trip to Japan on May 21, 1927 and went back to Shanghai on September 10, 

1927. 
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Fig. 7. Liu Na’Ou’s Diary (August 9, 1927)17 

 

On May 25, 1927, Liu wrote: 

“. . . went to pick some berries with Ai-Yi Tsai (蔡愛義), his wife, and sister 

in Takarazuka in the afternoon. Went to the zoo. Back to Osaka around 6 

p.m.” (Liu Na’Ou Collection: Diaries I 336; translation mine and emphasis 

added). 

On May 28, 1927, Liu wrote: 

“Went boating after lunch in Senzokuike. Fell into the pond by accident. 

Soaked my lower half body like a buffalo. Went back to change. Chi came 

by, went [to Senzokuike] again with Jin and other four. They went back after 

sunset” (Liu Na’Ou Collection: Diaries I 342; translation mine and emphasis 

added).  

On August 9, 1927, Liu wrote: 

“Went donkey riding, swimming, and took a ride on an airplane at 

Tamagawaen” (Liu Na’Ou Collection: Diaries II 506; translation mine and 

emphasis added).  

 

Though he makes no mention of filming these activities in the written diary, 

when watching the “Tokyo” section of Liu’s Man with a Camera we find the same 

depictions of the boating, the zoo, and the airplane (Fig. 8), allowing us to track the 

exact date of these incidents and aligning them closely with the diary mode. In the 

“Tokyo” section, it starts with a long shot of a boat with slow panning from right to 

                                                 
17 Kang and Hsu, Liu Na’Ou Collection: Diaries II 506.  
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Boating (Man with a Camera—

“Tokyo,” 00:16-00:26) 

 

The Zoo (Man with a Camera— 

“Tokyo,” 00:55-00:57) 

 

Airplane (Man with a Camera— 

“Tokyo,” 02:25-04:45) 

left. Later we see the Senzokuike park full of people boating. It is difficult to tell what 

the weather is like, but there are some women on the boats carrying umbrellas for sun 

protection (it would match the description in the written diary that the boating 

happened after lunch [“in the afternoon”]) (Liu Na’Ou Collection: Diaries I 336). 

Sadly, we don’t see the moment when Liu falls into the pond, but reading along with 

the diary entry we can imagine it happened just after what we’re watching. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Fig. 8. Stills from Man with a Camera 
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In the zoo scene, Liu focuses on a polar bear walking back and forth in its cage. 

The airplane scene is longer than the other two. Liu first stands aside and films the 

plane taking off. Then in the next shot we see that Liu is filming from the plane, 

looking down on the changing landscape of Tamagawaen. Near the end of the scene, 

when the plane lands, we see the three people on the plane, a man, a woman and a 

child. Also we see the name of the plane: “The Takasaki” (高崎號). It is evident from 

the diary entries that this footage was taken in 1927. It wasn’t until 1933, seven years 

later, that this footage was edited into the film (with a clear sense of continuity 

editing). From this point of view, Liu not only kept a written diary but also made a 

visual diary with his camera. It’s very likely that he filmed the footage when the 

events happened, and then went back home and wrote about them in his journal. 

However, remembering that the Kino-Eye theory includes three steps: kino-

seeing + kino-writing + kino-organization, we understand that Liu manages the first 

two steps, the kino-seeing (observing life) and kino-writing (filming life), though 

now he films set-ups and performances for the camera. Liu is less successful with the 

final step—kino-organization (montage), stringing long takes of scenes together with 

a minimal degree of editorial intervention. The same events appearing both in Liu’s 

written diary and in his film suggest that when writing his written diary with his pen, 

Liu was also trying to adapt the new technology—that of the movie camera—to write 

on film with the camera18 as these events happened. The diary film shares many 

similarities with the written diary. They both require the act of continuous writing 

and filming, and at the same time, they are inevitably full of gaps. 

However, while the written diary focuses on a series of dated traces from the 

past, the diary film has, as P. Adams Sitney argues, “next to no reference to the past. 

It would offer, instead, a series of discontinuous presents” (245). The diary writing is 

always afterwards; one writes about what has already happened. In the diary film, it 

is more a documentation of individual moments rather than a record from memory. 

As Laura Rascaroli claims, in the diary film “there is an immediacy in film that cannot 

be replicated by writing” (“Correspondence” 155). In Liu’s case, although there is a 

six-year gap between the written/filmed diary entries (1927) and editing the footage 

(1933), the filming likely happened prior to the diary writing. Therefore, while 

Vertov emphasizes the final step of editing, the Kino-Eye seems to change in Liu’s 

                                                 
18 “To write on film with camera” is the key concept in Alexandre Astruc “The Birth of a New 

Avant-Garde: La Caméra-Stylo” in 1948. In the article Astruc considers cinema as a means of 
personal expression, which can be expressed through the use of language, as writers do in an essay 
or novel. Comparing cameras to pens, Astruc said that “it would soon be possible to write ideas 
directly on film” (32). 
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hands. Rather than a slavish enactment of Vertov’s theories, Liu has his own 

interpretation. For Liu the Kino-Eye becomes the eye + the hand; the observation and 

analysis become the act of actually writing. Liu focuses more on the first step of 

Vertov’s Kino-Eye theory, especially the Kino-writing, and transforms it to a form 

of cinematic writing, which is closer to Astruc’s camera-pen. In Liu’s interpretation, 

the cinematic writing is not only a “writing on film with the camera,” but also a 

writing on the diary book with the pen.  

In this case, Liu was perhaps closer to the concept of “Life-As-It-Is” than 

Vertov. Liu’s film is about himself and the personal life around him, not about the 

collective as in the works of Vertov. Hence, I would say that Liu’s film is not, as 

Daw-Ming Lee suggests, just “family activities’ documentations” (35), but rather, a 

conscious experiment on the intertextuality between written and film forms and the 

realisation of true cinematic writing.19 It is based on Vertov’s Kino-Eye, but Liu 

transforms it into his own Kino-Eye theory based on his personal filmmaking 

approach. 

Finally, as mentioned earlier, more information was revealed by his grandson 

Chien-Hsiang Lin. The 9.5mm Pathé Baby movie camera Liu Na’Ou used in the 

making of Man with a Camera has been preserved by Lin. It is relatively light and 

mobile, smaller than a 16mm Bolex and a little bigger than a 8mm camera, compared 

with the professional film-making cameras of the time. It is thus essential to examine 

the camera Liu used in terms of his film-making approach. The fact that the camera 

was so light and mobile provided Liu with a certain freedom of carrying and moving 

with it. It is the very pre-condition necessary if true cinematic writing is to be 

achieved. It is also the reason we are able to register Liu’s authorial presence.20 

This of course brings up more questions about amateur filmmaking in 1930s 

Taiwan and in Liu’s milieu. Were there cine-clubs or amateur filmmaking clubs at 

that time? Was Liu the only person doing this kind of filmmaking? We know that he 

edited Man with a Camera by himself, but how did he edit his footage? Where did 

he screen his film? Did he make other films? These questions may never be answered 

due to the lack of evidence. After Liu’s death in 1940, Taiwan went through a period 

                                                 
19 The same filmmaking approach can also be found in Jonas Mekas’s films. In Zefiro Torna or 

Scenes from the Life of George Maciunas (1992), Mekas combines the footage he shot in 1978 and 
his 1978 written diary (narrated through voice-over).  

20 Of course at that time in Taiwan one had to be on certain social class and status to be able to 
afford such entertainment and leisure of making films. As mentioned in the beginning, Liu was 
born to a wealthy family, which might explain the reason why Liu was able to study abroad, publish 
magazines, open bookstores, and making films.  
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of both economic and political instability due to the war. In 1945, with the end of 

World War II, Taiwan had finally been freed from Japanese colonization. However, 

the battle between the Chinese Nationalist Party and Chinese Communist Party was 

still going on. In 1949, the Chinese Communist Party took over mainland China, and 

the Republic of China government retreated to Taiwan. Under the governance of the 

KMT (Kuomintang, the Chinese Nationalist Party), Taiwan suffered from years of 

oppression. Under such circumstances, many valuable documents were destroyed or 

lost. 21 

It is challenging to try to discuss Liu’s filmmaking from the perspective of 

personal cinema. Although Liu’s 1927 diary provides evidence of the possibility of 

cinematic writing, which can be seen in Astruc’s Caméra-Stylo article two decades 

later, this connection between his written diary and his filmmaking practice is 

relatively weak. One might have already noticed that there is a temporal discontinuity 

in the three scenes I mention in the film, if we compare them to Liu’s written diary. 

In the written diary, they went to the zoo on May 25, then were boating in the park 

on May 28. However, in the film, boating in the park is the opening of the “Tokyo” 

section, and then comes the zoo scene. How do we explain this temporal displacement 

of the same events, without more solid evidence? Liu might have deliberately 

adjusted the sequential order while editing the footage. Or, the two events might have 

been different in the first place. Perhaps they did happen in Tokyo in 1927, but on 

different dates.22 

There might be more images that Liu shot during his Tokyo trip, but somehow 

the footage got lost, since in the “Tokyo” section we don’t see an opening title card, 

as in other sections. This might suggest that the “Tokyo” section is incomplete. The 

boating in the park scene just abruptly appears as if it’s the middle part of another 

scene. Nevertheless, as the focus of this paper is not on historical precision but rather 

on presenting and rediscovering Liu’s authorial presence in his filmmaking practice, 

these minor infractions in/of the historical record are not of great concern here. The 

main point I want to make is that there are two parallel writing systems in Liu’s work, 

that of the written diary and that of “cinematic writing”. In the cinematic writing 

system, Liu registers his authorial presence and traces through the use of hand-written 

title cards, the hand-held and mechanical camera eye, and the direct appearing of the 

                                                 
21 Some of Liu’s script (Eternal Smile), articles, and essays did survive the war and opression. 

However, we have not found any description or information about the making of Man with a 
Camera. 

22 In Liu’s 1927 diary, he went boating several times during his stay in Japan (May 29, July 17, 
July 27). 
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image. And the written diary entries provide further explanations of Liu’s filmed 

material. Only with the combination of these two writing systems can Liu’s authorial 

presence can be securely anchored in the film. 

Liu Na’Ou’s knowledge of film theory as well as his filmmaking practice were 

far ahead of his time. Unfortunately, on September 3, 1940, at the age of 35, when he 

had just accepted the position of president of the Guo Ming News Agency (國民新
聞社), he was assassinated in Shanghai. The cause of this assassination is still a 

mystery. It is generally believed that he was killed because he was mistaken for a 

Japanese spy. Liu left only one film, Man with a Camera, for later generations. Liu’s 

version of the Kino-Eye theory and his concept of cinematic writing might have been 

much more fully developed and improved upon, but due to his untimely death we 

will never know. Even though he died so young, Liu opened up an important page in 

the history of the Taiwanese avant-garde movement, and, as this essay argues, he 

explored the potential of personal filmmaking decades before anyone else in Taiwan 

had done so. 
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