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The Cave of the Spider Woman (盘丝洞), released in 1927, is a landmark silent film in the 

history of Chinese cinema. Produced by the Shanghai Shadowplay Film Company, one of the 

first Chinese film studios, the film was directed by Dan Duyu (Darwin Dan), a pioneering 

figure in Chinese filmmaking. Dan rose to fame initially as a commercial artist, specialising in 

painting calendar posters—a popular form of advertising in China at the time. Driven by his 

passion for motion pictures, screened in Westernised Chinese cities such as Shanghai, he 

founded the family-run film studio in 1920 to experiment with storytelling with this new 

visual technology.  

Darwin Dan’s decision to make The Cave of the Spider Woman was influenced by a 

broader trend in the late 1920s Chinese film world, that is, the popularity of costume 

dramas and martial arts films featuring fantastical elements, monsters, and demons. These 

films often drew from China’s vast literary and folkloric traditions, offering audiences an 

escape into worlds of magic and adventure. The Cave of the Spider Woman was part of this 

wave, showcasing Dan’s ability to blend traditional storytelling with modern film techniques. 

The film is based on an episode from Journey to the West (西游记), one of the most 

beloved classical novels in China. The novel recounts the adventure of the monk Tripitaka 

and his three disciples (Monkey, Pigsy and Sandy), as they journey to India to obtain 

Buddhist scriptures. This episode focuses on one of the many trials they face: an encounter 

with a group of spider spirits in a mystical cave. While the film draws upon Chinese literary 

tradition, it also incorporates elements of fantasy, special effects, and early attempts at 

colour tinting, making it a visually innovative work for its time. 

It was an immediate success at the box office. It was warmly received by Chinese 

audiences, prompting Dan to produce a sequel two years later. The film also found an 

audience abroad, particularly in Southeast Asia, where a large Chinese diaspora community 

 



 
provided a lucrative market for Shanghai-produced films. Surprisingly, the film was also 

screened in Europe and North America, highlighting the global reach of early Chinese 

cinema. 

Another significant aspect of the film is its role in launching the career of Yin 

Mingzhu, Dan’s wife. Yin played the lead spider spirit in the film, and her captivating  

performance helped establish her as one of the first film stars in the early days of 

Chinese film. Together with her husband, they created a series of successful films, but her 

portrayal of the spider spirit in The Cave of the Spider Woman remains one of her most 

memorable roles. 

Despite its popularity, the film faced criticism from intellectual circles, who viewed its 

fantastical and sometimes erotic elements as a departure from the serious themes needed 

for national progress. Scenes with suggestive imagery were particularly controversial, 

leading some critics to label the film as vulgar and detrimental to the cultural advancement 

of China. By 1931, the genre of costume dramas and martial arts films was banned by the 

government, marking the end of an era for this type of cinematic expression. 

The survival of The Cave of the Spider Woman is itself a remarkable story. The film 

was thought to have been lost for decades until it was rediscovered in 2014 by the National 

Library of Norway. Added Norwegian subtitles imbued the film with an exotic flavour. Similar 

rediscoveries of silent-era Chinese films in Japan and Uruguay have further underscored the 

cosmopolitan nature of early Chinese film. As the film continues its journey from Shanghai 

to Norway and now to Scotland, it offers audiences a rare glimpse into the vibrant world of 

early Chinese cinema. 
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