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Abstract

In studies of contemporary Chinese. Asian, or world cinema. the Fifth Generation is a
term that no scholar can afford to miss. The term refers to a group of filmmakers that emerged in
1983 and initiated China’s first art film movement. Aithough the art movement ended around
1988. these filmmakers have remained China’s most important cultural figures. Although much
has been written on them and their films in English. Chinese. and other languages, there was a
regrettable absence of a systematic study of the Fifth Generation. This dissertation aims to
respond to this absence by focusing on one question: what the Fifth Generation has changed?

The dissertation is structured around six concepts in China’s critical discourse of the
1980s and 1990s: mass media. literature, nation. history. women. and personal narrative. The
author regards literature. nation. and history as the three cornerstones of the Chinese film tradition
and examines the Fifth Generation as a group of cultural rebels who has reshaped film's
relationship with all the three concepts. Case studies are offered to provide new understandings of
Postcolonialism. nationalism, and Orientalism along the theoretical discussion. The limitation of
the generation's revolution is examined through its representation of women through engendered
perspectives. The compromises of the Fifth Generation are retlected through an introduction of
the Sixth Generation. as a more radical group of rebels who took nearly a decade to surface from
the underground. From the personal narratives of urban stories narrated by these younger
filmmakers. we may catch a glimpse of new trends in Chinese and world cinema.

In addition to textual analyses of film works by some rarely discussed directors,
including Wu Ziniu. Li Shaohong. Feng Xiaoning. Ye Daying. and Yang Liping. the dissertation
also offers concise historical reviews on how the Fifth Generation emerged, how film concept has
been developed. how nationalism has been perceived. and how women have been presented by

different generations of directors in China. By locating the Fifth Generation in the “big picture” of

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



contemporary Chinese film culture and mass media. the dissertation reveals how Chinese

filmmakers have to constantly negotiate with the market. the censorship. and. the West.
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Introduction

As a result of the socioeconomic reform starting in the late 1970s, China has cxperienced
miraculous economic growth and drastic social changes, attracting both investment and vanious
attentions from abroad. Thanks to Deng Xiaoping's relatively open policy, cultural discussions and
debates have also been unprecedentedly lively in the past two decades, during which the nise of
Fifth Generation was a milestone.

The Fifth Generation was the first group of Chinese filmmakers to establish their
reputation by receiving a full range of awards from “outside™—first from Asian cultural circles,
then from Europcan film festivals. and finallv, from Hollvwood. Fifth-generation filmmakers made
their debut in 1983, when “walking towards the world™ was the loudest slogan. and remain the
most controversial artists in China. Many scholars in cultural studies who hope to achieve a better
understanding of Onentalism, Postcolonialism. Feminism, various Neo-isms, and Post-theories,
have utilized fifth-generation works as primary texts.*

] began rescarch in New Chinese Cinema (1979-) in 1997 and have failed to find a
coherent and svstematic account of how the Fifth Generation made the breakthrough in Chinese
cinema. After reading over a thousand sources in English. Chinese. and Japanese, the purpose of
this project became clear to me. I will aim at a systematic study of the Fifth Generation by
attempting to answer one question: what has the Fifth Generation changed? In other words. I want
to explore how fifth-generation films have redefined the concept of film in China and reshaped
China’s cultural images in the world.

There are few book-length studies in English devoted to the studyv of the Fifth Generation
alone. but there are some works on gender, modernity, and popular culture in China that use fifth-
gencration films as pnimary texts. An influential theoretical analysis to date is Rey Chow’s
Primutive Passions: Visuality. Sexuality. Ethnography and Contemporary Chinese Cinema (1995),
which not only provides insightful readings of two leading fifth-generation figures, Zhang Yimou
and Chen Kaige. but also situates their works in the context of postcolonial and feminist discourse.
Apparently. foreign audiences have come to know a “China™ through their films, which are
“translations™ of Chinese culture and tradition. Towards the end of her book, Rey Chow questions

" In fact. many fifth-generation films are inciuded in the curriculums of North-American institutions.
Related details can be found in Linda C. Ehrlich and Ning Ma’s “College Course File” and a special
section of .4sian Cinema edited by Sheldon H. Lu, “Problems and Prospects of Teaching Asian Cinema in
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whether these directors qualify as cultural translators (182-84). I will take up this question in my
later discussion.

Another detailed account of the Fifth Generation can be found in the second half of Zhang
Xudong's Chinese Modernism in the Era of Reforms (1997), which focuses on the group’s politics
of “visual encounter.” its presentations of “social allegories,” and its incorporation of the modern
subjectivity in film narrative. The juxtaposition of Chinese avant-garde writers (examined in the
first half of the book) and fifth-generation directors indicates how Zhang Xudong locates the two
artistic groups in contemporary Chinese culture. Regrettably, in the attempt to form a neat and
convincing comparison, the author excludes female members of both groups from his discussion.

Jerome Silbergeld’s China into Film: Frames of Reference in Contemporary Chinese
Cinema (1999) is largely devoted to readings of fifth-generation films, including an impressive
discussion on female director Hu Mei's Army Nurse (1984), an important film ignored by most
China-based male scholars. Although Silbergeld takes various genres of fifth-generation films into
consideration. and constantly refers to traditional Chinese arts in his discussion, his study lacks a
thread that holds all the chapters together.

Sheldon Hisao-peng Lu’s cdited book Transnational Chinese Cinemas (1997) contains
intercsting articles that examine fifth-generation films from national, histoncal. and engendered
perspectives. Zhang Yingjin and Zhiwei Xiao's Encyclopedia of Chinese Film (1998) is also very
helpful as it clarifies many terms and includes a large number of entries on fifth-generation and
vounger filmmakers. Morecover. Chris Berry's interviews with four female Chinese directors (1988).
Tony Rayns’ reportage on fifth-generation directors, Zha Jianying's China Pop (1995), and Peggy
Chiao’s Dialogues with Contemporary Chinese Cinema (1998), provide valuable first-hand
information on how fifth-generation directors perceive filmmaking in China and abroad.

Compared to overseas scholars. China-based scholars more often associate fifth-generation
films with other aspects of the contemporary Chinese film industry and popular culture. Even
though terms translated from Western theories are frequently applied, they are meant to construct a
cultural discourse that puts “China™ at the center in order to resist the engulfing power of Westemn
cultural hegemony. Among Chinese-language sources, Dai Jinhua's Landscape in the Fog:
Chinese Film Culture 1978-1998 (2000) presents a rather comprehensive picture of Chinese film
culture in the past two decades. As a prominent feminist scholar in China, she offers in-depth
analyses on representations of women in works by both male and female directors.

America: A Symposium.” which contains short essays by John Lent, Keiko MacDonald, Marcia Landy,
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Cntic-scholar and TV commentator Yin Hong has followed new films in China closely and
offers insightful reviews and case studies of fifth-generation and younger filmmakers in the context
of media studies. Other scholars active in popular cultural studies, including Wang Yichuan and
Chen Mo, demonstrate strength in their studies of Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige and what
constitutes ““cultural heroes™ in the 1990s™ China.

Among edited books, the two-volume Chinese Film Theory: An Anthology (Luo Yijun et
al. 1992) is a good source for many significant historical and theorctical essays on Chinese film.
Some of these essayvs have been translated into English and can be found in two books edited by
G.S. Semsel and others: Chinese Film Theory: A Guide to the New Era (1990) and Film in
Contemporary China: Critical Debates. 1979-1989 (1993). These two books, together with
Semsel’s carlier Chinese Film: The State of the Art in the People’s Republic (1987), are not
exclusive studics of fifth-gencration films, but theyv depict the cultural/critical context from which
the Fifth Generation emerged.

Numcrous articles on films by the fifth and sixth-gencration directors and their
contemporanecs can be found in two major academic film journals of Mainland China: Film Art, the
joumal of China’s Film Association. and Contemporary Cinema, the journal of China Film An
Rescarch Center. Each vear, the editonial offices of the two journals organize a number of seminars
in association with other institutions, playing an important role in promoting new directors and
raising new issucs in Chinesc film and cultural circles. Since 1999 Contemporary Cinema has
been including a column titled ““panoramic analysis of film” in cach issue. In this column, film
cxperts in vanous fields are invited to comment on the scnpt, directing, acting, cinematography.,
sound. and cultural implications of new film works.

Different voices can be heard from Taipei's Con temporary and Unitas magazines and
Hong Kong's City Entertainment. Ming-Pao Monthly, and Film Appreciation Journal. In addition,
I find the “Film Senes™ (Dianying Guan) published by Yuanliou Publishing Co. Ltd. and books
published Wan Hsiang Books. two Taiwan-based publishers, very valuable in offering screenplays,
commentaries, and critical writings from mainland, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and overseas scholars.’

Current studies have indeed offered intriguing readings of fifth-generation films and
opened up many new dimensions of analysis, but there are some regrettable aspects in these studies

[.ua_' Fischer. Anne Ciecko. and Sheldon H. Lu.

= Among Yuanliou's publications. for instance. there are Chen Kaige's Young Kaige (1990) and Chen
Kaige and Wang Anyi’s screenplay of Tempiress Moon (1996). Wan Hsiang has published Ju Dow (1992)
and The Story of Qiu Ju (1992), both edited by Peggy Chiao.
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that deserve scholarly attention. On the one hand. many Western-based scholars apply Western
theories to Chinese films without justifving why they prefer certain theories over others. On the
other hand, some China-based scholars also quote Western theories out of their orginal cultural
contexts. Moreover. a number of studies carried out before 1995 by both Western-based and
China-based scholars involve information errors or terminological confusions vet have been cited
by scholars who recently developed an interest in Chinese cinema.’ Finally, what 1 find most
regrettable is that many current studies of the Fifth Generation have excluded its female members
for various reasons, even though they have made significant contributions to the generation’s art
movement and to its development.

Keeping in mind the limitations of previous studies. I will attempt to examine the role of
the Fifth Generation in the “big picture” of contemporary Chinese film culture. Since frameworks
in Western film theories cannot be readily emploved due to certain differences in the understanding
of the “film” as an ontological concept. | have thus tummed to the Chinese sources. This
examination has led to the discovery that literature, nation, and history have been three
“comerstones” upon which the Chinese film tradition has been built, while women, mass media.
and personal narrative became new cnitical focuses in the latter halt of the 1980s. In fact, from a
very carly stage of Chinese film history, most critic-scholars in China have agreed that a “good
film™ should possess a profound sense of litcrariness. reflect an aspect of the nation’s spirit, and
carry some sort of historical significance.

Each of the six kev concepts—literature, nation, historv, women, mass media, and
personal narrative—can be a good point of departure in studving fifth-generation films. I choose to
start with mass media because it is the carrier of critical debates on the Fifth Generation and is
largely responsible for creating its “legends.” The first chapter will define the concept of the Fifth
Generation and locate it in Chinese film history. Then by further contextualizing the so-called fifth-
generation phenomenon in contemporary Chinese culture at large, 1 will demonstrate that “tri-
partite negotiations’ are what characterize the pattern for both representations of, and, debates over,
diverse aspects of culture after the emergence of the Fifth Generation.

The second chapter surveys the deep-rooted literary tradition of Chinese film. First. I will
analyze how the literary tradition has developed from its early form of yingxi (shadowplay) theory,

* 1 found in my research that from the mid-1990s, China-based scholars began to share a relatively
consistent vocabulary that incorporates unified concepts translated from English sources. Meanwhile,
Western-based scholars also began to use a more or less consistent vocabulary including terms translated
from Chinese sources.
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to new pragmatics that answer the call for the modernization of film language around 1980. Then,
by explicating steps the fifth generation has taken to break away from traditional principles and
methods in adapting literary works. I reveal how the fifth generation deconstructs an ideology
encoded in literary signs through visual shocks, which are debased by many scholars as images
devoid of meaning.

The third chapter deals with a number of issues constructed around the core of “nation™
nationalization, nationalism. national characteristics, and so forth. I will first review the theoretical
discussions on film nationalization duning the 1980s as both an aesthetic exploration and an
ideological attempt to break away from film tradition beforc the emergence of the Fifth Generation.
Through a study of war films by fifth-generation director Wu Ziniu and Feng Xiaoning (who does
not belong to any numbered gencration), I will reveal how patriotism in traditional revolution/war
films have been replaced by humanitarianism and sur-nationalism. 1 will also analyze how fifth-
generation directors usc folk customs and ntuals to construct a local/national text in a
global/international cultural context, where theories of Orientalism, Postcolonialism, and the Third
World seem relevant.

The fourth chapter examines the intriguing relationship between history and film, focusing
on how history has been popularized in Mainland Chinese films since the 1990s. 1 will demonstrate
how fifth-generation directors allegorize history by blurring specific times and spaces and by using
female characters absent from authoritative histories in order to challenge the traditional
construction of history. A reading of Jiang Wen will be cmploved as an example of how the
yvounger generation reconstructs history as personal story. Moreover, two female directors’ works
will be examined as efforts in writing the missing part of his/story.

The fifth chapter will first review how women have been represented by male Chinese
directors of all generations, demonstrating how they have idealized female characters in accordance
with their ideological beliefs. I will then examine how female directors of both the fourth and fifth-
generations started to challenge male directors” idealization of women by presenting images of the
“‘other” women. or those who play roles other than that of a mother, a daughter, or a wife. Finally,
through case studies of three “women’s films™ by female directors. I will explore what constructs a
women’s film and the possibility of constructing a women's cinema in China.

The last section exposes the Fifth Generation's limitation by exploring how the Sixth
Generation has further departed from Chinese film traditions, including the one established by fifth-
generation films. For sixth-generation filmmakers, who had to be independent from the beginning,
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pressures from the market, censorship, and the competition from older and more famous directors
constitute all kinds of walls they have to break through. Although it took a decade for them to
surface from the “underground,” thev have opened up new possibilities for Chinese film and
presented their own visions in the landscape of contemporary Chinese film culture.

As the discussions will reveal, the six kevwords of this project—mass media, literature,
nation, history, women. and personal narrative—are intertwined. In mass media reportage, all the
five other issues are touched upon. Although the Fifth Generation has shaken all the three
comerstones of hterature, nation, and historv of Chinese film tradition, its hmitation is obvious
when coming to the issues of representation of women and construction of personal narratives. |
will conclude with a discussion about the Sixth Generation because I regard personal narrative as
an ultimate challengec to Chincse tradition at large. Although I do not intend to offer a “‘definitive™
study of the Fifth Generation. I do want to explore vanious aesthetic concemns, trends, and changes

in Chinese film culture that are related to it.*

* In almost all citations, works cited, and filmography, Chinese names appear with family names followed
by given names. All citations of Chinese sources are my translation unless otherwise indicated. Pinyin is
used in the speiling most Chinese names and titles, except for those already known by other types of
spellings. When a film is mentioned for the first time, the director's name is usually given. Credits of
films can be found in the filmography, which contains a list of “feature films by director” and one of
“documentaries by director.” While the directors are listed in an alphabetical order, his/her works are
listed in a chronological order. The filmography includes almost all works by fifth-generation directors
(1982-2000) and also those by other directors that are mentioned in the text.
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Chapter 1 The Fifth Generation in Mass-media Reportage

The so-called fifth-generation phenomenon is a discourse characterized by a chain of
discussions that emerged from critical analyses of fifth-generation films, and developed into a
redefinition of such fundamental concepts as culture, nation, tradition, and history. Attracting in
turn critic-scholars, laymen, and the mass media, this discourse is of great significance in creating
a ncw critical climate in Chinese cultural circles, offering new insights on identity issues while
bringing along new patterns of communication.

This chapter has two goals. The first is to locate the Fifth Generation in both Chinese film
history and cultural contexts, while the second is to present a big picture of its intriguing
relationships with other cultural factors in the mass media. By examining the Fifth Generation as a
group of filmmakers, a film movement, an artistic stance, and a cultural phenomenon provoked by
mass-media reportage, I explore why and how the Fifth Generation has managed to remain the
center of attention for nearly two decades.

Before going into further analvsis, we have to bear in mind that as recently as the early
1980s, in Mainland China, the concepts of culture and media did not connote what falls under the
rubric of popular culture and mass media today. That is to say, the concept of “culture” mainly
referred to what the Chinese have inherited from the “great” Chinese tradition. while media was
almost synonymous with propaganda and a part of the state apparatus.

On one hand, when tracing Chinese history, we see that it has been the privilege and
mission of the literati to intcrpret and carry on a pre-defined specific cultural heritage, including the
tradition of reform and revolution. Only after the mid-1980s was the notion of culture further
divided into that of clite and popular. Until that time, recognition from the literati had been crucial
for an artist wanting to establish his/her work within mainstream cultural discourse. While elite
culture became an updated concept of culture in the traditional sense, popular culture brought out
what had previously been underscored by the literati, indicating that the relationship and function
of the artist and the intellectual had changed.

On the other hand, before media turned “mass,” it too was operated by intellectuals: those
used as the “throat and tongue” of the communist party ran its official forms, while their
counterparts from academia and other non-government organizations made their voices heard
through unofficial channels. Both sides, however, seem to have an authority to speak for the mass,
rather than giving the mass a chance to speak.
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Thus, in many ways, Chinese literati have been playing a role between Kafka’s doorman
standing “Before the Law,” who guards some unspeakable rules with authority, and Lu Xun’s
madman who desperately hopes the world will change for the better. This is why, for a Chinese
artist. the highest award only comes when s/he has created something “‘groundbreaking” yet well-
grounded in a context of established codes. Moreover, before media became “mass”™ and culture
“popular,” creative artists and critic-scholars could agree or disagree with each other, but most
discussions were restricted to dialogues between these two parties of the intellectual stratum.

The Fifth Generation emerged just as mass media became a third voice joining the
dialogues between artists and critics. Reaching out to an unmatchable audience, mass-media
reportage soon revealed its “formidable agitating power” and is now the only force capable of
counterbalancing sources from the authorities (Wang Shuo, /gnorant 11). In mass media’s
vocabulary, “controversial” lost its derogatory meaning and became instcad a keyword to ensure
attention. The Fifth Generation has been a focus of mass media exactly because it is China’s first
controversial artist group capable of answering a fresh call for cultural heroes. Nevertheless,
without the wide coverage by mass media, this group alone could never have provoked the
development of a cultural phenomenon, which directly or indirectly, tumed dialogues into tripartite
negotiations on many cultural and social lavers. When dialogues become tripartite negotiations, the
traditional pattern of evaluation is sct in motion: artists and critics remain two major parties, while
the third may be anyone from an intcrnational film festival judge to an ordinary audience with
something to say. The following sections will depict how the Fifth Generation became a legend,

while attempting to lay bare how it is related to other cultural factors in contemporary China.
1. The Fifth Generation and Its “Legend”

The term “fifth generation™ came into use around 1983, when a “youth shooting crew”
with several 1982 graduates from Beijing Film Academy (or BFA, China’s only film school) '
made a film called One and Ifight.2 The film had a limited release, but stunned audiences—mostly
in-circle filmmakers and critics—with its bold composition of images in each and every frame.

" In Semsel’s Chinese Film, “Beijing Dianying Xueyuan™ was translated as Beijing Film Institute. I will
use the more popular translation of “Beijing Film Academy™ adopted by Zhang Yingjin and Xiao Zhiwei
in their Encyclopedia.

* Chronologically, Red Elephant (1982) by Zhang Jianya, Xie Xiaojing, and Tian Zhuangzhuang, and A
Probation Member (1983), by Wu Ziniu and Chen Lu were the first two films directed by fifth-generation
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Zhang Junzhao directed the film. but according to many cnitics, it is Zhang Yimou’s camerawork
that clearly marked the birth of a new tilm form.

A wave of works by other 1982 BFA graduates followed, compnising Chen Kaige's Yellow
Earth (1984), Hu Mei's Army Nurse (1984), Wu Ziniu’s Dove Tree (1985), Tian Zhuangzhuang’s
On the Hunting Ground (1985) and Horse Thief (1986). Though dealing with different subject
matters, these films share many clements: simple plots, brief conversations, impressive visuals, and
ambiguous ideologies that eliminate black and white interpretations of the films' material. Now
these works are considered more than just fifth-generation classics: they are regarded as
masterpicces, and their creators are among China’s best-known artists around the world.’

Looking back to the development of Chinese film culture over the past two decades, it is
cvident that the Fifth Generation has never abandoned its initial humanistic concems for the lives
and fates of individuals within the context of Confucian culture and communist control. I am
convinced that many radical changes in Chinese cinema started with this unique group, whose
works have never stopped leading China’s cultural development through all sorts of surprising
twists and tums—not by importing or imposing ncw traditions and ideologies, but by opening up
current ones to new interpretations.

Conccerning the term “Fifth Generation,” critics have not maintained a consistent definition.
Since Chinese critics rarely discussed film directors in terms of “generation” before the emergence
of the Fifth Generation, some think that the term is groundless and should not be used. Others
regard the fifth generation as “the first self-conscious art movement in Chinese film history,”
whose "death’” was announced as carly as 1987 when Red Sorghum struck the first commercial
chord” (Zhang Zhenhua and Zeng Guowei 1: Liu Shusheng 61; Lian Wenguang 85). In this vein,
some critics argue that only early works by fifth-generation directors are fifth-generation films.*

As for which directors belong to the Fifth Generation, there has been a variety of answers.

Some scholars excluded all or some female BFA graduates of 1982 in their discussions on the Fifth

members. According to Wu Ziniu. people simply ignore them because they are children’s film (Jia Leilei
and Yang Yuanying 41).

? Ten fifth-generation films made the list of “100 Best Chinese Films in the 20" Century” by six famous
critics from mainland, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. See the cover story of .4sian Weekly, December 13-19
(2000): 50-60.

* For earlier introduction of the Fifth Generation in English, see Ma Ning, “New Chinese Cinema: A
Critical Account of the Fifth Generation” (1987); Alan Stanbrook, “The Flowers in China’s Courtyard”
(1987). and Tony Rayns. “Chinese Vocabulary™ (1989).
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Generation.” Others count such non-BFA graduates as Huang Jianxing, Zhou Xiaowen, He Ping,
Zhang Zeming, Sun Zhou and screenwriter Lu Wei in the Fifth Generation, since their films, in
both form and content, share many “common traits” with the 1982 BFA graduates (Zhang Ying)in
and Xiao Zhiwei 165. Zhang Yabin 148). Latecomers among these graduates, including Li
Shaohong, Xia Gang, He Qun, and Ning Ying, are sometimes referred to as “post-fifth-generation
directors,” since their first indcpendent directions came after Red Sorghum, which marked the end
of the Fifth Generation as a film movement (Pan Ruojian 43; Huang Shixian 28).

Some scholars comment that after Red Sorghum, older generations have made their fifth-
generation turns at many points, while younger generations now cannot cleanly depart from norms
sct by fifth-generation classics. Wang Yichuan once proposed the idea of a fuzzy zone where
generation division is impossible, since the commercial storm has caused the copying of ideas from
award-winning films ° Li Yiming announced the Fifth Generation's death in 1996 (“Fin-de-Siécle™)
but came back to write about the generation in 1998 (“From the Fifth Generation to the Sixth”). It
tumns out that the Fifth Generation, as both a notion and a group, has outlived all theories about it.
Unless otherwise indicated. I consider all filmmakers mentioned above as fifth-generation members
and their film works as fifth-generation films.

The history of Chinese cincma is usually divided into four periods.’” The first period
(1905-1949), spanning more than four decades of wars and revolutions, was when the earliest two
generations of filmmakers were active. The first generation filmmakers, mostly photographers,
shot some episodes of Beijing opera and erotic romances dating from 1905 to early 1920s. Amazed
by this Western invention, they found film an excellent tool for documentation and entertainment.
This moment of history is best represented in Ann Hu's Shadow Magic (1999), which 1 will
discuss in the next chapter. The second generation members, mostly coming from theatres, are
China’s early masters whose leftist masterpieces had a great impact on awakening Chinese people
to fight for their own well-being during both WWII (against the Japanese) and the civil wars prior
to the foundation of the People’s Republic in 1949. This generation established a tradition of
social-realism and explored film aesthetics by combining techniques of traditional Chinese painting

* During a conversation, I asked Professor Wang Yichuan of Beijing Normal University, an expert of
Zhang Yimou film, why it was so. He said that it was difficult to make relevant comparisons between
films by female directors and those by male directors. I will come back to this point in Chapter 5.

¢ See Wang Yichuan's “Wudaiqi de Zhongguo Dianying™ [“Chinese Film in a Generation-Fusion Era”),
which is included as an appendix in his Zhang Yimou Myth (1998).

” For a more detailed classification that further divides within the four periods in my discussion, see
Zhiwei Xiao's historical essay “Chinese Cinema™ (Zhang Yingjin and Xiao Zhiwei 3-30). I basically
follow the generation division that most scholars have agreed upon (Semsel, Chinese Film 11-14).
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and theatre with traits of Hollywood melodrama. A few of them continued to work in the second
period of Chinese film history (1949-1966)—also referred to as the 17-year period—during which
the third generation emerged. Educated under the communist ideology of New China, the third
generation produced melodramas showing a strong Soviet influence. These works often involve a
double narrative focalization of now and then, representing the lived and still vital experience of the
Chinese revolution and the unique productive, social. and political structure of the People’s
Republic in both its cities and countryside.

After this 1 7-vear period, “film production came almost to a standstill” during the Cultural
Revolution (1966-1976) (Semsel, Chinese Film 1). From 1966 to 1971, not a single feature was
shot, which is “unprecedented anywhere in the history of the medium” (Xia Hong, “Film Theory™
38). In the chaotic decade when “political hystena in real life and in the realm of the performing
arts bccame a temporary norm [and] the aesthetic organization of films became subordinated to a
fascistic logic.” film productions produced between 1971 and 1976 were nothing but screen
versions of “model plays™ (Yau. “Cultural” 7). A model play takes the form of modern Beijing
opera. It is a group production with a stercotvpical pattern of plot and characterization, and a
revolutionary theme that in no way involves such sub-themes as a love relationship.

Durning the 1950s and 1960s, Western film was “experiencing significant changes both
technically and conceptually. [but] Chinese film made little development” (Xia Hong, “Editorial”
3). It was not until the “New Era” began in 1979 that Chinese film finally revived and became
known to the world. In the 1980s, the third generation’s leading director, Xie Jin, reached the
highest point of his career by drawing over 100 million people to The Legend of Tianyun Mountain
(1980) and The Hibiscus Town (1986). The long-awaited fourth-generation directors who
graduated before the Cultural Revolution, but never had a chance to direct, started to throw one
surprise after another at audiences vearning to see true human feclings treated as anything but a
blind political frenzy. After a long absence, love stories came back into style.

While the third generation had perfected its particular type of melodrama, the fourth
generation felt dissatisfied with this perfection and claimed that it was high time to “throw away
the walking stick of drama™ and to “modemnize the cinematic language” (Bai Jingsheng 9; Zhang
Nuanxin and Li Tuo 18). The real breakthrough, however, was not made until the Fifth Generation
staged its early works, which were immediately welcomed and praised by filmmakers and critics
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who had been looking for a substantive change.® From 1983 to 1988, these new filmmakers
produced a repertoire of groundbreaking films and proved that an art movement takes a generation,
and not just a couple of whiz kids (Zhang Yabin 150). Although other generations of filmmakers in
China have also received top awards from major film festivals, their influence is not comparable to
that of the Fifth Generation, since they have never committed themselves to a ““generation politics,™
to borrow Zhang Xudong's term, the way fifth-generation members have.” Thus, coming to terms
with the Fifth Generation is more about understanding it as the result of a generation gap, than

searching for its roots in generation continuity.

1.1 Heaven'’s Chosen Ones

When Heaven is about to confer a great office on anv man, it first exercises his mind with
suffering, and his sincws and bones with toil. It exposes his body to hunger, and subjects him to
extreme poverty. It confounds his undertakings. By all these mecthods it stimulates his mind,
hardens his nature, and supplies his incompetencics. Men for the most part err, and are
afterwards able to reform. They are distressed in mind and perplexed in their thoughts, and then
thev anse to vigorous reformation. (Legge Mencius 929-30)

Quite a few scholars cite this famous passage from the Works of Mencius when discussing
fifth-gencration filmmakers, implying two things about them: they are chosen to achieve a great
success. but only after encountering great suffering (Chen Mo, Chen Kaige 91. Wang Yichuan,
Zhang Yimou 19). For fifth-generation members. the suffering was caused by Cultural Revolution,
which the Chinese now consider "a historical error.” The “great office” that Heaven has conferred
on them. however, scems to be manifold.

Fifth-generation members themselves believe that they are “Heaven’s chosen ones,” an
idiom used in a poem Chen Kaige delivered to his FBA schoolmates during a reunion in 1992
(Chen Mo, Chen Kaige 3). Almost all of them were bomn in the 19505 and experienced the

Cultural Revolution as adolescents. Many were among millions of “intellectual youths,” or unlucky

* Many filmmakers and critic-scholars participated in the debate over the innovation of cinematic
language in the early 1980s. Xia Hong has a good summary of various opinions (“Film Theory in the
People’s Republic™). For broader reviews of the socio-cultural context in which the Fifth Generation
emerged. see Ni Zhen, Reform and Chinese Film (1994) and Shao Mujun’s “Chinese Film Amidst the
Tide of Reform.”

? Some fourth-generation members, for instance, see the “Fourth Generation™ as a term counted back from
the “fith” and thus not very meaningful. Others point out that the term “Fourth Generation™ is not
appropriate, since this “generation” has a larger number of directors than all other generations, and they
are from very different backgrounds (Huang Jianzhong 264).
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teenagers sent down to the countryside for reeducation.!’ Their relationships with local officials,
peasants, and fellow tcam members, their experniences of the harsh environment, matenal poverty,
and phvsical labor. their feelings of loneliness. and the fear that they would be exiled forever are
represcnted in a literarv genre that blossomed immediately following those chaotic years:
intellectual-vouth literature. The term overlaps with a more popular term, “scar literature,” which
1s about psychic traumas during the ten disastrous years of extreme dictatorship and destruction.

Some of the vouths that were sent down to the countrv married local peasants and stayed
there. Most managed to rcturn to the cities, but found that others could not comprehend what they
had expenenced. As victims of a “histoncal error.” their feclings towards homecoming are similar
to that of American veterans who came back from Vietnam. Oliver Stone said to a reporter of Los
Angeles Times: “You comc back. you can’t sit in a room and talk. Your value system is different.
You've scen things at the dirtiest level. And people sit there, and they ‘re mostly hypocrites™ (Balzar
9). Many fifth-gencration members belonged to the category of “educable kids” from “bad
families.” and their expenences of the Cultural Revolution were filled with astonishment and
perplexity. However. compared to numerous back-to-city vouths who find themselves in a lose-lose
situation. and forever having to catch up with the change occurring there.”” fifth-generation
members are indced the lucky oncs. They found inspiration in their unfortunate experiences and
have managed to create. persistently and flambovantly. an ideology of their own in film language.
As mass-media reportage has it. after 1977, these Heaven's chosen ones had things coming their
way.

First of all. they were very lucky to get into the BFA in 1978. When universities reopened
in 1977 after a ten-vear break, the competition was fierce: thousands of sent-down youths, together
with the high school graduates that had accumulated in the past decade, all attempted to “struggle
along a single-plank bridge leading to the gates of universities™ (Chen Mo, Zhang Yimou 16). At

the time. getting into a university was the best way for those voung exiles to regain their lost

' The only exception here is female director Liu Miaomiao, who was born in 1962. She was one of the
eight female students among a total of twenty-seven students in the directing class.

"' The number of vouths sent down at the beginning of the Cultural Revolution (from 1966 to 1968) is
close to 8 million. While almost all of those born between 1951 and 1953 were sent down, from 1968 to
1975. many youths with connections managed to stay in the cities.

'* Li Shaohong's Red Suit (1997) depicts the life of such an “intellectual youth™ couple. Afier years of
taking pride as a factosy worker. the husband is suddenly laid off in his 40s. First he is not able to tell his
wife that he is laid off. He leaves home with a lunch box in the morning as usual and wonders around
during the day. which reminds us of John Travolta’s role in Mad City (1997). He tries a job as a bathroom
attendant at a Five-Star hotel, but he almost beats up a guest because he cannot stand the latter’s
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registration in city residencies and obtain secured jobs upon graduation. Becoming students of the
prestigious BFA program was a dream come true for the 153 freshmen of 1978.

When they graduated in 1982, they found that having a BFA degree meant more than
having a collcge education. The university diploma was a ticket for them to enter the intellectual
circles. which had begun to gain increasing respect after the “cultureless™ Cultural Revolution."
Regarded as inrellectual arnsts. Fifth-generation members were expected to represent the nation’s
spirit and carry on its cultural tradition, but it was impossible for them to play the role of orthodox
successors to the “great” cultural tradition of China because of their education. Besides missing out
on a secondary cducation, they had also been exposed to an unstable and incoherent political
climate in their tcenage vears. Additionally, even the university education thev received was
unconventional.

Many fourth-generation directors lcamed from Sowviet modcls at the BFA before the
academy was closed in 1966. When the academy rcopened in 1977, the professors no longer knew
how. or what. to teach. Thus. students were given the opportunity for manv free discussions and
screening sessions, where they became familiar with such European masters as Frangois Truffaut,
Jean-Luc Godard. Ingmar Bergman, Bemardo Bertolucci. and Michaelangelo Antonioni among
others. whose works were unknown in China until the late 1970s. The rather open atmosphere at
the BFA was bencficial to its 1978 students. who also used the opportunity to study various
European film theornies. including those of André Bazin and Sergei Eisenstein. During their
university vears. Bazin's long-shot theory had bcen highly appreciated by fourth-generation
directors who began to show their strength as “academic™ filmmakers. and who started a heated
debate on the modemization of film language (Dai Jinhua, Landscape 6). The lively class
discussions later became a habit for future fifth-generation filmmakers and, even now. it is still a
practice for many of them to invite the entire crew for brainstorming.

Upon completion of their study, the 1982 BFA graduates were assigned to film studios all
over China. Zhang Junzhao, Zhang Yimou, and He Qun were assigned to the remote Guangxi Film
Studio (near the Vietnam border). At first, the voung men felt once again dismissed from the center,
but they soon leamned that they had indeed received a blessing. Wei Bida, then director of the

humiliating attitude. Then he is not able to tell his wife for days that he quit the hotel job until his wife
finds him repairing bicycles in the street.

'3 One of the slogans during the Cultural Revolution is that “the more knowledge one has, the more
reactionary one is.” As a result, almost all teachers were subject to students’ denunciation meetings.
Many fourth generation filmmakers who graduated from BFA around 1963 “were laughed at by the
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Studio, acccpted their ambitious proposal to form a Youth Filming Crew and allocated a few
hundred thousands Renminbi (1 RMB=1/3 USD) for them to make One and Eight (1983). When
this news came to the Xiaoxiang Film Studio in Sichuan province, another BFA graduate, Wu
Ziniu, also received support to lcad a youth crew and shoot 4 Probation Player (1983).

After completing One and Eight, Guangxi Film Studio invited director Chen Kaige
(Beying Film Studio) to join cameraman Zhang Yimou and art designer He Qun to shoot the
renowned Yellow Earth (1984). These carly runners of the Fifth Generation were lucky to start
from smaller studios wherc theyv did not have to line up after famous directors or to work as
assistants. which was a common practice since even FBA students could not get much hands-on
experience in school."' More importantly, directors of smaller studios gave the newcomers the
chance to work with their peers who shared similar film concepts, making it possible for them to
create what scholars often call a “shock wave™ in Chinese cinema.

Most fourth-generation directors had not been as fortunate because they had becn required
to work as assistants and were unable to use their precious raw impulses to conjure up fantastic
cinematic creations (Wu Guanping. “Expenencing” 95). Zhang Yimou, Tian Zhuangzhuang,
Huang Jianxin. Zhou Xiaowen, and He Ping were all fortunate to reccive support from Wu
Tianming, the former director of Xian Film Studio. Without Wu Tianming’s trust and support, the
making of Black Canon Incident (1985), Horse Thief (1986), Red Sorghum (1987). The Price of
Frenzy (1988). Double Flag Town (1990), and other films that arc now regarded as fifth
gencration classics. would not have been possible.

Fifth-generation filmmakers were also lucky to catch “the last train when the film industry
was still a statc-owned business™'* and make art films with studio funding and cquipment (Zhang
Yabin 161). In 1993, when the State finally ceased to sponsor most film studios (except for August
First and Children’s Film Studios), fifth-gencration directors had alreadv ecstablished their
reputation through film festival victories. Their fame helped to bring in investments to their films,
and enabled them to make the transition rather smoothly. Compared to most sixth-generation
members, who graduated from the BFA around 1990 and had to rely on independent financing
when they were no bodies, the Fifth Generation was very lucky indeed.

working professionals as *people who could only talk ™ about film, though it is only because they had little
creative opportunity when China was producing 30 or so features per year (Semsel, Chinese Fiim 8).

' Xie Fei. former vice president of FBA. expressed envy about “the diverse curriculum Ohio University
offers because students there can explore the entire medium and define their relationship to it” (Semsel,
Chinese Film 10).
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The Fifth Generation's impact on Chinese and world cinema has been greater than that of
directors in the Hong Kong New Wave and Taiwan New Cinema, who rose from the late-1970s to
mid- 1980s after a long apprenticeship in making commercial films or TV dramas.'® Such mainland
directors as Feng Xiaogang, Ye Dayving, and Feng Xiaoning, who do not belong to any numbered
generation and set their eves on the market from the start, are also less influential in the
intecrnational arcna than fifth-generation directors. Their goal was not to imitiate a film movement,
but to make box office hits—cach director with a unique approach. Feng Xiaogang's hesui (New
Year's greeting) comedics. Part A Part B (1997), Be There Be Square (1998), and Sorry Baby
(1999). made the top three lists of the box office records in 1998, 1999, and 2000." Feng
Xiaoning's war films with Western protagonists who narrate the stories, Red River Valley (1997)
and Lover's Grief over the Yellow River (1999). also made the top five lists of 1997 and 1999. Ye
Daving’s Red Cherry (1993), an cngaging tale that takes place in Russia dunng the World War II,
topped the box office record of 1995.

Moreover. fifth-gencration filmmakers emerged at a time, when Hong Kong and Taiwan
filmmakers werc updating their film concepts and calling for groundbreaking works in Chinese
language film circles.'® The initial recognition of the Fifth Generation actually came from Hong
Kong film critics. who included Yel/low Earth in the Ten-Best list of 1985. The success of Yellow
Earth initiated Hong Kong's involvement in promoting mainland filmmakers and bringing in
investments. thereby making it possible for bigger budget productions and better postproduction
conditions.

Early works of the Fifth Generation also excited Japanese critic-directors like Oshima
Nagisa. a former New Waver and close observer of the development in Chinese cinema. As a result,
fifth-generation directors managed to obtain investment and support in post-production and
distribution from Japan as well. Working with producers from outside also enabled Chinese

A good introduction to Chinese film industry and administration system can be found in Semsel’s
Chinese Film (2-6).

' Famous Taiwan director Hou Hsian-Hsien and Hong Kong director Ann Hui both talked about such
experiences respectively in Olivier Assavas' documentary HHH: Portrait de Hou Hsiao-Hsien (1997) and
Ann Hui's documentary 4s 7ime Goes By (1996).

' Feng Xiaogang is one of China’s most successful commercial film directors. His Be There Be Square,
for instance, earned 43 million (RMB) on a 1.3 million budget (http://www. usc.edwisd/archieves/
asianfilm/china/square.html) and became one of the top grossing film in China. For the director’s views
on filmmaking, sece Michael Keane and Tao Dongfeng’s “Interview with Feng Xiaogang.”

'* The generation division in Taiwan cinema. according to Chen Feibao, is comparable to that of the
mainland. Taiwan's Fourth Generation represented by Hou Hsiao-hsien and Edward Yang shares many
views with the Fifth Generation.
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filmmakers to leam about the trends in world cinema and potential intemmational markets. thus
acquiring the knowledge necessary to promote Chinese film in a larger venue.

In addition to the above points. the Fifth Generation, as | mentioned earlier, updated
Chinese film-concepts during the same period when mass media in China was moving into a new
stage. Stories of these “Heaven's chosen ones™ with artistic visions unfamihar to most Chinese
became the center of media coverage. The best example of this came from reports on Zhang Yimou,
whose filming process, social activities, and personal life have all been covered by vanous media—
from TV interviews to fashion magazines. In fact. Zhang Yimou has such a “star effect” in both
China and overseas that his name alone cnsures a good rcadership. Such attention from the mass
media in turn was verv helpful in filling thc void commonly taken up by marketing specialists in
mainland China where the distribution systcms are not vet sophisticated enough to manage
publicity on their own. With its powerful influence. the mass media has actually helped lift bans on
some fifth-generation works. as well as stimulate scholarly studies that attempt to uncover the

secrcts of the generation’s success.

1.2 Rebel with Cause: A Passion far from Primitive

It is widely agreed among cnitics that the ncw cinema of the Fifth Generation has a deep
impact with its rcbellious consciousness. lIts reflection upon history is iconoclastic, anti-
superstition. countcrmyth and countertradition. Fifth generation films attempt to look at the
root of our culture and reahity. which is what characterizes true intellectual films. [...] The
Fifth Generation broke the traditional norm of thinking from many perspectives and evoked
heated discussions and debates. (Feng Min 484-5)

Many critics first sensed the rebellious consciousness in the striking visuals of fifth-
generation films. The debut work of the generation. Zhang Junzhao's One and Eight (1983), is
about a group of prisoners comprised of one wronged communist soldier and eight bad guvs: a
troop of three bandits, three army deserters. a Japanese spy, and a landlord. On their way to the
location of their trial. they encounter Japanese soldiers. fight bravelv, and most of them give their
lives for their national pride. The film gave its audience a visual shock that was more than
“unfamiliar.” Many shots seem to be either oversimplified or incomplete, presenting sculpturesque
human figures against a background that is little more than a void. Thus the overall visual effect of
the film reveals a “decentred composition” with a “monochromatic color scheme™ that resembles
“the look of woodcuts™ (Zhang Yingjin and Xiao Zhiwei 257). When talking about the making of
the film, cinematographer Xiao Feng affirms the crew s countertradition consciousness:
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We had a strong intuition to reject all traditions, including thc academic and especially the petty
bourgeois. We could not be possibly more against tradition. You thought of a scene for us to
discuss, and someone suddenly said, this is similar to a scene in another film. Okay, this scene
was killed. If anvone among the four of us [that is, Zhang Juzhao, Zhang Yimou, He Qun, and 1]
thought of something that was similar to anvthing one of us had seen, that thought was not
allowed to appear in One and Fight. This refers not only the plot design, but also evervthing
clse. We did not have any theoretical guidance. so we relied on intuitions only. (Bai Xiaoding
30)

It was the dcliberate shift away from conventions more than the visuals that was so shocking for
Chinese film circles. Many later fifth-generation films share methods and ideas from this imitial
exploration.

The second feature film of the Fifth Generation, Chen Kaige's Yellow Earth (1984), which
portrays the barren locss platcau and the muddy Yellow River that gave birth to the Chinese nation.
was a bigger success. Set in the 1940s, the film follows the path of an Eight-Route Ammy soldier to
Northern Shaanxi as he collects the sonorous folk songs to remake them into army tunes. He stays
with a poor pcasant family. where the father has to marry his tcenage daughter to a much older
man in order to use the betrothal gifts to purchase a bnide for his boyv. The soldier cannot help
luring them with a picture of exciting changes in the South (or Yan'an). which encourages the girl
to run away from her arranged marriage. She loses her life while attempting to cross the Yellow
River for the purpose of joining the army. Again, the landscape is composed in a way previously
unscen: with the vellow earth occupies more than three quarters of many frames. the human figures
are often very small. The film presents a warm vellow (instead of the traditional green) in the
cinematic landscapes, which touches the hearts of audiences, especially those of Chinese origin. As
the cameraman of both films. Zhang Yimou won more awards than the two directors. which was a
rare case at the time in China since people used to care more about the content than the looks of a
film.

Most cnitics agree that these early works of the Fifth Generation “hammer away at the
traditional viewing habits™ of Chinese audiences by giving precedence to visuals over didactic
narratives (Xia Hong, “Debate™ 46; Wang Shuo, /gnorant 4), but opinions are divided on whether
this is a good or a bad thing. While some critics welcomed these new films as artistic creations that
updated film-concepts, others accused them of depending too much on the visuals and failing to
offer ideological clanty. When looking at the plot behind the striking visuals, one cannot miss the
fact that both films depart from norms of the revolutionary/war genre with their intention to
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provoke or subvert communist teachings rather than glonfy them or enlighten with them. One and
Eight portrays “bandits and other Communist prisoners as capable of heroism™ (Zhang Yingjin and
Xiao Zhiwei 236). and Yellow Earth implies that the Eight-Route Ammy soldier i1s partally
responsible for the death of the girl who gives up hope while waiting for his rescue (Rao
Shuoguang and Pei Yah 94).

Following these two films, works from other fifth-generation directors continued to
challenge vanous aspects of settled norms. Hu Mei's Army Nurse (1985). for instance, digs into
the psychology of its protagonist by portraving how visible and invisible rules of the army are
imposed on a voung woman. She sacnfices her personal love and desire in order to be a good
soldier, but then finds herself marrving an officer approved by her superior. She tums things over
in her mind, and finally chooses to leave her fiancé. Wu Ziniu, a fifth-generation specialist of war
films. repeatedly lets his characters face the choice between patriotism and humanitarianism, while
creating circumstances that make the choices difficult. Considering how previous generations made
every effort to make their films politically correct. the Fifth Generation makes a political statement
with an indifferent attitude towards politics. This is quite similar to the claim made by Chinese
avant-garde wnters of the 1980s (Lu Tonglin. Misogyny 135).

If the films mentioned above present a new way to negotiate between acsthetics and
ideology. Tian Zhuangzhuang's On the Hunting Ground (1985) and Horse Thief (1986) rebel in
another direction by rejecting anv unsolicited interpretations. Fi/m Art’s editorial held a debatc over
Horse Thief in the belicf that the work is a valuable exploration that deserves better understanding
(Xia Hong, “Debate™ 39-49). Set in Inner Mongolia and Tibet respectively, the two films create a
genre of their own, blending the minority protagonists’™ subjective visions and a Han director’s
subjective interpretation. The unfamiliar visuals and storyvtelling alienate the audiences much more
than other earlier fifth-generation works, while the folk customs, especially the religious rituals of
the Tibetans, construct “a difficult riddle, not only for [the ordinary] audience, but also for
theonsts and critics” (39). In the debate, director Tian Zhuangzhuang and scriptwriter Zhang Rui
confronted critics who found it too difficult to make sense of the story. The filmmakers said that
they attempted to tell a story that is both “national™ and “personal” (44), but very few could get the
story.'” Later when Tian Zhuangzhuang was asked to explain Horse Thief and On the Hunting
Ground, he simply replied that they “are shot for audiences of the next century,” which has become
an (in)famous hallmark statement of the Fifth Gencration (Wang Shuo, Ignorant 4).

'% See Dru C. Gladney's “Tian Zhuangzhuang. the Fifth Generation, and Minority Film in China.”
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Tian Zhuangzhuang was the first among mainland writers and filmmakers, who “spelled
out loud and clear the intention to keep a distance from the masses™ (4), but he is not alone at
setting his films in marginal areas and dealing with marginal issucs. From 1983 to 1990, his BFA
peers including Chen Kaige, Zhang Yimou, and He Ping all set their films in the estranged rural
land of the Western China—Northwest or Southwest. Paul Clark points out that by presenting
harsh landscapes of rural or minonity areas unfamiliar to urban Chinese audiences, the Fifth
Generation succeeds in “reinventing China” (“Reinventing™ 121-36). Here, reinvention is not
merely relocation, since the frequent use of the marginal figures’ point of view in fifth-generation
films contnbutes to the estrangement of China and Chinese ways and thus deconstructs
stereotypical presentations of the nation and traditional interpretations of its culture.

The more comprehensible rebellions in fifth-generation films, as manv scholars have
observed, are acted out in various forms of disagreement between fathers and sons or old men and
young men. In Chen Kaige's Life on a String (1991), a fable about two blind wandering musicians.
we scc a master at least in his sixties and a disciple in his teens. The master believes what his
master told him: there is a prescription hidden in the back of his instrument, which can cure his
eves. but only on the difficult condition that 1000 strings are broken when he plays. The old man
tries to make his voung disciple believe what he believes. but the yvoung man says that he does not
care how many strings can be broken. When the master finallv has 1000 broken strings in hand, he
takes the prescription to a pharmacy. There he is told that the prescription is nothing but a blank
prece of paper. He dics shortly afterwards without seeing a rav of light in his life. Before he dies,
however, the master tclls the young man that he has made a mistake and he should have broken
1200 strings: in this way the voung man does not have a chance to discover that what he was told
is a lie. Although the young man disagrees with his master all the time, he feels the old man’s
agony in finding the ultimate truth. The director perceives the “great” tradition of China through
the young man and offers a poignant critique of the “tradition” in general.

Life on a String offers a rather in-depth philosophical reflection, but I must stress that it is
not alone in reflecting the father-son relationship in both realistic and symbolic meanings via the
medium of film. In fact, Hong Kong directors Allen Fong and Wong Kar-wai, as well as major
Taiwan directors including Hou Hisao-hisen, Ang Lee, Edward Yang, and Malaysian born Tsai
Ming-liang, have all depicted this relationship in their films. In Stanley Kwan’s documentary Yang
= Yin: Gender in Chinese Film, interviews with these directors and clips from their films are put
into a chapter titled “Fathers Are Everywhere.” The Fifth Generation and its Hong Kong/Taiwan
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peers cannot avoid dealing with the parentchild (mostly father-son) relationship, since by
reflecting upon issues of nation and tradition, thev have no choice but to confront the patriarchal
social order they grew up with.

What makes fifth-gencration films stand out, however, is the insistence on the role of the
rebellious young woman who dares to pursue her own love, to rebel by giving up her virtue, and to
trade her sexuality for a sense of freedom and liberation from the oppression and exploitation
imposed upon her. Chen Kaige’s Life on a String and Temptress Moon (1996), He Ping’s Red
Firecracker. Green Firecracker (1993) and Zhou Xiaowen's The Emperor’s Shadow (1997) all
have such women. The master of this line of films, however, is Zhang Yimou, whose Red Sorghum,
Ju Dou (1990), Raise the Red Lantern (1991), and Shanghai Triad (1995) created the “new
image” of Chinese women, all played by China’s best known star in the world, Gong Li ™

In Red Sorghum, a young woman, Jiu’er, is married to an old but nch leper by her father
in exchange for betrothal gifts including a big mule. The head sedan carrier at first teases her and
then saves her on the way to the leper’s house. Jiu'er keeps the leper away with a pair of scissors
during her wedding night and gives herself to the sedan carricr in the sorghum ficld the next day.
When she returns from a short trip to her parents’ home, the leper is killed. The sedan carrier
comes to takc over both the woman and the leper’s wine factory. They have a happy life until the
Japanese arrive and kill many people including Jiuer.

Ju Dou tells the story of the title character, a young woman abused every night by her
impotent husband Jinshan, the owner of a dyeing mill, who blames her for not giving him a son.
During the day, Ju Dou works in the mill with Jinshan’s nephew, Tianqing, who is attracted to her
and often peeps at her through a hole in the stall wall while she is washing. When Ju Dou discovers
his presence, she is surprised and angry, but before long she decides to reveal her bruised body to
him in hope of getting help. Tianqing cannot kill Jinshan who is suddenly paralyzed in an accident,
and docs not dare to claim his illegitimate son, Tianbai, for fear of being punished by the clan. The
actual patricide is carried out by the child Tianbai, who drowns his nominal father Jinshan by
accident. Later, he intentionally kills his real father, Tianqing, after finding him with Ju Dou in a
cave.

In Raise the Red Lantern, Songlian is married into the Chen’s family as the fourth mistress.
Master Chen’s son is attracted to, and feels much sympathy with, his father’s young wife of his
own age, but he is too weak to challenge the father’s authority. The result of Songlian’s rebellion is
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her own madness. In Shanghai Triad, the young man is the “Second Master” of a gang who
intends to replace the “Old Master.” He has a relationship with the Old Master’s young and
beautiful mistress, who attempts to escape her fate of belonging to the old man forever, by giving
herself to the young man and participating in his plot of killing the old man. In the end, the old man
kills both the young man and the young woman as an unfaithful gang member and an adulterous
woman.

Although patricide is not always involved in above films, a triangular relationship among
an old man, his young wife/mistress and a young man is always present. The voung man’s
intention to kill the old man and “marry” his wife/mistress remind many scholars of the Oedipus
storv (Rao Shuoguang and Pei Yali 219). Wang Yichuan reads Zhang Yimou films in terms of a
conflict between “the traditional father™ and “the contemporary self,” and points out that the
conflict can never be easily resolved since the impulse of patricide and the intention of root-seeking
are always intcrtwined (Zhang Yimou 95).

Dai Jinhua regards the patricide theme as something inherited from the Cultural Revolution
and out of the ruins of history and culture (Landscape 25). She points out that it was during the
Red Guard Movement, or the first stage of Cuitural Revolution, that fifth-gencration members first
took part in a large-scale patricide. not just symbolically.”' The movement was a historical
spectacle in which millions of teenagers were convinced that they were the orthodox successors of
revolution in new China and pointed their “spearheads™ at their fathers’ generation. The movement
was a “carmival of the sons™ with two seemingly contradictory aspects. On one hand, there is the
incamation of a God, a Father, whose absolute authority was beyond any doubt: Mao Zedong.”
On the other hand, members of the fathers’ generation, especially those in power or with authority,

were identified as new enemies, spokesmen of the capitalists or barriers of revolution. In other

*° The two had such a famous partnership that their break-up after Shanghai Triad was shocking news to
the Chinese. but a more shocking one to Western media as reported by Variety in February 1995.

“! For detailed accounts of Red Guards’ experiences during the Cultural Revolution, see Gordon A.
Bennett and Ronald N. Montaperto, Red Guard: The Political Biography of Dao Hsiao-ai (Garden City:
Doubleday, 1971). Ken Ling, The Revenge of Heaven: Journal of a Young Chinese (New York: G.P.
Putnam’s Sons. 1972); Liang Heng and Judith Shapiro, Son of the Revolution (New York: Vintage, 1984),
Gao Yuan, Born Red: A Chronicle of the Cultural Revolution (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1987); Fulang Lo,
Aorning Breeze: A True Story of China’s Cultural Revolution (San Francisco: China Books and
Periodicals, 1989); Luo Zi-ping, A Generation Lost: China under the Cultural Revolution (New York:
Avon, 1990). Zhai Zhenhua, Red Flowers of China (New York: Soho Press, 1992). and Anchee Min, Red
Azalea (New York: Pantheon, 1994).

* In popular terms, people had to reveal “three loyalties™ (including being loyal to Chairman Mao, his
thoughts, and his revolutionary theory) and “four infinities” (mcaning to worship him with infinite love,
infinite loyalty, infinite belief and infinite adoration).
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words, fathers and the tradition thev inherited, became subjects of execution and destruction
carried out under the banner of “rebel has a caase.” This slogan, which reminds Westerners of
James Dean’s famous 1951 film “Rebel without a Cause,” comes from Mao’s work, in which he
writes, “there are thousands of principles in Marxist theories, but the essence of all is one: rebel
has a cause” (Dai Jinhua, Landscape 25-6). | agree with Dai Jinhua that this slogan, as well as the
rebellious spirit behind it, never disappeared either with the death of Mao or the end of Cultural
Revolution.”

While becoming a “Red Guard™ was an honor for high school students at the time, most
fifth-generation members never qualified to become orthodox Red Guards since they had
“problecmatic fathers.” Such youths from “black families” were put into the category of
“reformable sons and daughters™ and were encouraged to “draw a clear line” separating them from
their families. Thus, the marginal identity of most fifth-generation members was already
determined in their juvenile years (28). Even though some “rcformable kids™ did trv to denounce
their parents. they were still rejected by those “orthodox revolutionary successors.” As grown-ups,
they are still haunted by memorics of the fear of being excluded by the crowd, as described by two
fifth-gencration directors’ autobiographies: Chen Kaige's Young Kaige (1990) and Peng Xiaolian’s
Their Story. Their Time (2000). Eventually. these directors managed to turn the imposed marginal
identity to their advantage through the creation of “off track™ art pieces. Peter Hitchcock calls their
art “'the aesthetics of alicnation.” seeing “alicnation™ as *“a condition of possibility, not the only one
to be sure, but a significant one in understanding the emergence of a counter-hegemonic cultural
practice within the very aegis of what it opposes™ (117).

With such “deep habits of ideology-criticism” (Chow, Primitive Passion 163), fifth-
generation films have never ceased confronting censorship in China, which is controlled by leaders
at the studio and the Film Burzau at the state level. It took two years and many changes for the
crew of One and Eight to “clear the workings of film censorship,” but the film still “had a limited
release and was banned from export until 1987 (Zhang Yingjin and Xiao Zhiwei 257). Zhang
Yimou's Ju Dou and Raise the Red Lantern were banned on the mainland until his Story of Qiu Ju
(1992) pleased everyone from government officials to film critics in China, and took the Golden
Lion at Venice Intemational Film Festival. Similarly, Chen Kaige's Farewell, My Concubine

> Some scholars may suggest that the May Fourth tradition was also a rebellious one that has continued to
influence Chinese writers and artists into the 1980s and 1990s. In Lu Tonglin’s Misogyny, for instance,
four avant-garde Chinese writers are discussed after an examination of Lu Xun. For most fifth-generation
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(1992) was not shown in China until it took the Palm d’Or at Cannes in 1993. Tan
Zhuangzhuang's Blue Kite (1993) has never been openly released on the mainland because the film
deals directly with the successive political movements from 1953 to the start of the Cultural
Revolution and was submitted to international film festivals without the Film Bureau’s permit.”
The dircctor was also prohibited from making films until 1996, so Tain Zhuangzhuang started the
Beyjing Pegase Cultural Communication Center and began to help younger filmmakers to produce
independent films (Huang Shixian 29).%

A complete list of seriously censored and banned films by fifth-generation directors would
not be much shorter than the list of their entire repertoire. Although the mass-media coverage of
fifth-generation stories is usually very extensive, we find little about why these films are censored.
Only from footnotes of some “in-circle™ cntic-scholars, do we leam fragmentary details. For
instance, from the more than one hundred changes that One and Eight had to make, one concems
the fate of a teenage army nurse (Dai Jinhua, Landscape 30). In the original version, a bandit kills
her with his last bullet to prevent her from being raped by Japanese soldiers. In the final version
approved by the censorship board, the bandit and the nurse fight together to defeat the Japanese
(49).” The version I watched, however, scems to be the “original version.” because the army nurse
is killed by the Chinese bandit.

The above discussions on fifth-generation films’ patricide theme and ideological ambiguity,
which has constantly caused problems with the censorship, are only a few examples of the Fifth
Generation's rebellious consciousness. My later discussion will go into more details with how this
consciousness (enacted through “pnimitive passions™) implies a passion far from primitive, which
aims at dismantling the kind of ideology that lays bare “rights” and ‘“wrongs.” Through its
rebellions, the Fifth Generation has answered calls from the mass media for new dimensions of

cultural discussions.

directors whose school years did not give them a chance to be well versed in May Fourth literature and
film, however. the rebellious spirit was more from Mao.

** Also from some curators, we learned that a number of films from fifth and younger generation directors
are banned in China since they did not get permission from the Film Bureau before participating in
international film festivals. Sometimes, bans can be lified after the director pays a fine upon his/her retum
to Beijing, which is practiced to “save face” for Chinese officials.

* See Jonathan Crow, “Tian Zhuangzhuang (Biography),” All Movie Guide, http://movies.yahoo.com/
shop?d=hc&id=1800146325&cf=bios

** The story in the Encyclopedia by Zhang Yingjin and Xiao Zhiwei is that more than 70 changes were
made, and that the bandit is killed by the Japanese trying to save the nurse (257). Peggy Chiao also
mentions that 70 changes have becn made (Dialogues 39).
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2. Tripartite Negotiations in China's Film Circle and Mass Media

Now that we have located the Fifth Generation within Chinese film history and described
its basic characteristics, the following discussion will contextualize it in the larger picture of
China’s popular culture during the 1980s and 1990s.

The 1980s was a time when China’s economic growth became perfectly obvious to the
world, but its longing for the international recognition of its culture remained an open secret, best
summarized by the slogan “walking towards the world,” among the Chinese.”” As a result, the
intellectual stratum began to divide: some intellectuals still held on to their positions as “engineers
of human souls™ while others went straight into all kinds of business. Culturally speaking, some
carricd on an “enlightecnment movement” by promoting Western ideas, while others joined in the
“root-scarching movement” by reflecting their cultural identity through the mirror of a once
“overthrown™ history or tradition (Huang Huilin and Yin Hong 194). By the mid-1980s. both
movements bore fruit in terms of art and literature, and the Chinese started to enjoy continuous
“cultural feasts” after vears of spiritual starvation. The fifth-generation film, the avant-guard
fiction, the Newly Born Generation poems, and the 1985 Oil Painting Exhibition, were a few
cxamples under the banner of “clite culture.”

What was considered “popular culture” in Mainland China during the 1980s were in fact
products imported from the other regions: Mandarin pop songs, Qiong Yao's romantic fictions, and
romantic TV dramas came from Taiwan, while Cantonese songs, kungfu films and TV dramas,
and Jin Yong's swordsman fictions arrived from Hong Kong. Mainland Chinese could not really
differentiate between popular culture and HK-Taiwanese culture until the rise of “native” mainland
popular culture around 1988.

The music event that paralleled the emergence of such fifth-gencration Westerns™ as
Yellow Earth, Red Sorghum, and Swordsman in the Double Flag Town was a “whirlwind” called
Xibeifeng (Northwest Wind) that swept across China in 1988. In Chinese, feng means both wind
and style. Compared to HK-Taiwan pop music at the time, Xibeifeng mixes sonorous elements of
northern folk song and regional opera with a rock and roll beat. It expresses feelings of love and

loss in a bold, candid, and unconstrained way through rather colloquial, yet vivid, lyrics. The title

*” For a discussion on how this slogan is perceived in the development of literature, see Michael Duke's
1991 article “Walking towards the World.”

* For a more detailed account of Chinese “Westerns,” see Chen Yuxin and Chen Xiaoyun, “On the
Mythic Consciousness of Westerns.”
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song of Red Sorghum, written by Zhang Yimou and the Fifth Generation’s flagship composer Zhao
Jiping, is now rcgarded as a representative work of Xibeifeng (Huang Huilin and Yin Hong 196).

If we have to single out a singer whose rebellious consciousness matches that of early fifth-
gencration films, it must be Cui Jian, whose album, entitled Rock 'n'Roll on the Way of the New
Long March, gained immense popularity among voung audiences. Cui Jian is the singer-songwriter
who cstablished “China Rock.” His songs blend Rap eclements with soulful lyrics that depict
feelings of confusion and powerlessness in a time of drastic change. His band sometimes uses an
ancient Chinese instrument like the zither (that modern bands do not use) in addition to various
instruments disseminated from the West.” His musical persona is a lonely, penniless young man
who keeps walking without a clear direction or a particular cause but with a yearning at heart. He
appears to many audiences as a heroic anti-hero and a unique cultural rebel, though he has never
been crowned a “cultural hero™ as have director Zhang Yimou and writer Wang Shuo, perhaps
because he resisted commercialization too fiercely. In this sense, Cui Jian is similar to Tian
Zhuangzhuang. who has always been reluctant to adjust his artistic standards for commercial or
political reasons cven though this meant giving up filmmaking.

Dcbates over art or money, and ya (cultural or refined) or su (vulgar), begun in the late
1980s have ncver stopped, involving artists, critics, and the evervday reader. As 1 mentioned earlier,
mass media provide a ground for such debates. in which the intellectuals are divided according to
therr attitudes towards popular and commodity culture. Among fifth-generation filmmakers, Zhang
Yimou was the first to make strategic adjustments under market pressure. In 1986, when Wu
Tianming gave him the chance to direct, he felt an urge to make money for Xian Film Studio
because Horse Thief lost 700,000 RMB and left the studio in debt. It turned out that Red Sorghum
made more than money: it made history by winning the first major international award in Chinese
film history.

The success of Red Sorghum encouraged Chen Haosu, Associate Minister of Culture who
was in charge of film, to make a clarion call for “entertainment films,” which became another
cultural event of 1988 (Wang Shuo, /gnorant 11). The proposal was warmly welcomed by the
veteran film critic Shao Mujun, a Chinese expert on Hollvwood films, who overtly suggested that
entertainment was indeed the true essence and goal of film, and that Red Sorghum was a good
example of entertainment film (Rao and Pei 99-100). Instead of settling the disagreement between

* Sixth-generation director Zhang Yuan has made several music videos featuring Cui Jian and his band
between 1989 and 1996. In Electronic Snow and City Gates, for instance, gugin (an older type of zither) is
used while the gate of the Forbidden City is in the background.
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art for art’s sake and art for profit, Shao Mujun's comments simply initiated a new round of
discussion and criticism to that he was giving in to commercialization. In fact, before Red Sorghum,
a wave of entertainment films including Zhang Huajun's The Mysterious Buddha (1980) and
Zhang Xinvan's Shaolin Temple (1982) attracted and excited many audiences, though they were
attacked by most critics on the rationale that art always suffers when money talks.

While reviewing the film journals and magazines published both inside and outside China,
I found that mainland critic-scholars who see themselves as true successors to elite Chinese culture
resist the popular, or commodity, culture more firmly than any other group of intellectuals. Those
who never “got down to the sea of business” (or xiahai), could talk about audience reception after
watching a difficult ant film like Horse Thief, or insist on artistic pursuits and cultural values when
cniticizing films suited to the taste of the masses. These supporters of elite culture simply cannot
accept the fact that since the 1990s most Chinese filmmakers, who were once intellectual artists,
have more or less made the “commercial turn.” but film is also an industry in which every director
has to deal with the same survival issues.

Fifth-gencration director Zhou Xiaowen was the first to answer Chen Haosu's call with
two thnilers that succeeded both critically and commercially, Desperation (1988) and The Price of
Frenzy (1989). Even an “uncompromising” director like Tian Zhuangzhuang made Rock Kids
(1988). an entertainment film aiming at voung urban audicnces. A number of other films followed
in this vein. and by thc mid-1990s most fifth-generation directors had tumed from art-house to
commercial film. yvet managed to maintain their artistic standards with an impressive repertoire. As
carly as 1987, the Fifth Generation’s “end” as an art movement was announced “when Red
Sorghum struck the first commercial chord” (Zhang Zhenhua and Zeng Guowei 1). Around 1995,
when most fifth-generation directors had become commercial filmmakers, scholars like Li Yiming
again lamented “the death of the Fifth Generation” (“Fin-de-Siécle™). I think 1995, however, can be

regarded as the beginning of the generation’s new stage of development.
2.1 Heroes or Prisoners?
The Chinese believe that a nation without heroes is tragic, and therefore “how to configure
heroic images has always been an important but puzzling issue in artistic creations” (Chen

Xiaoyun and Chen Yuxin 164). The death of Mao Zedong in 1976 marked the collapse of a
political and cultural ido! for the Chinese, and the end of the disastrous Cultural Revolution, after
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which Deng Xiaoping took up the leadership and opened up China to the rest of the world. The
heroes of the big screen who were once familiar to most Chinese people disappeared after the Mao
period, so for a number of years the Chinese were searching for new heroes that they could look up
to. In the late 1980s, Cui Jian's image as a young man who follows only “the veaming in the heart”
was heroic to many, but he did not remain a focus of the mass media for long. In 1988, another
yvoung man (only 19 vears old) sct off a heroic joumcy by touring dozens of cities, telling us to
study English and master the computer. He led thousands of listeners in shouting English sentences
and encouraged them to build self-confidence for the purpose of “making money internationally.”
By 1998, he had alreadv updated several editions of his textbook Crazy English, visited 60 cities,
given over 1000 lectures, and reached an audience of over 13 million people Asked why he

attracted so many audiences. Li Yang quoted the American general Clayton Powell:

*No matter what country vou are from or what vour religion is, there is only one touching story
on Earth, and that is pulling yourself up by your bootstraps with an unremitting determination,
starting from having nothing to being successful.”” And that is also the most touching part of our
cause. |...] Some articles praise [me] Li Yang for having created miracles, but such stories are
hardly touching. The casiest way to move people is to tell them that Li Yang was once a very
shy boy who felt that he was a good-for-nothing. [...] He failed English exams in three
successive terms. but he overcame himsclf through hard work. His story is about an ordinary
person becoming a hero.

L: Yang has not vet become a cultural hero himself, but the truth he discovered appears to
be universal. In fact, the mass media loves Zhang Yimou, not only because he achieves so many
things. but also because he has a great personal story. He really pulled himself up by his bootstraps.
Thus. although the title of cultural hero has been also given to Wang Shuo and Chen Kaige, Zhang
Yimou is the only “super cultural hero™ and his story is retold as a myth.

Before 1988, Zhang Yimou already had a reputation as a prodigy in Chinese film circles.
He received prestigious awards for cinematography (Yellow Earth) and for acting (Old Well, by
Wu Tianming, 1985). Yet. many vividly remember Red Sorghum’s winning the 1988 Golden Bear
at the Berlinale—the first to honor an Asian director. All eleven members of the jury voted for it,
and all the major German newspapers showered it with excellent reviews. Its rivals included Oscar

winners Broadcast News and Moonstruck. In short, its success seemed to be very solid. Since most

30 All citations of Li Yang are from the documentary Crazv English (1998) directed by Zhang Yuan, the
best known sixth-generation director.
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Chinese were not familiar with international film festivals, Huang Jianzhong, who led the

delegation to Berlin, explaincd the victory by comparing it to major sports events:

The Berlinale is one of the three biggest film festivals in the world. If Cannes is like the
Olvmpics, Venice the World Championship, then Berlinale is the World Cup. [...] If Akira
Kurosawa's winning of the 1951 Golden Lion with Rashomon symbolized Japan’s entry into
world cinema. Red Sorghum occupies a position of no less significance. [ went to a few other
film festivals before and always felt ashamed. What [Chen)] Kaige said i1s very true: Westerners
never pav attention to the Chinese. If they say anvthing good about vou, they do it as experts
praising high-school students or as a father praising his son. Today, we are finally on equal
footing with them: | feel relieved and proud of being Chinese. (Luo Xueying, Red Rorghum 55)

Taking into consideration that Chen Kaige went to Cannes with high expectations but ended up
with an insulting “Golden Alarm Award™ for King of the Children (1988), this was apparently the
first ime the Chinese truly believed that the West had finally been “conquered™” by a Chinese artist.

Interestingly. 1t was a German Bear that helped the Chinese to discover their new Chinese
hero, Zhang Yimou: an ambitious artist with a quict poise, a face resembling a Terra Cotta worrier,
and the physique and dark complexion of a typical northern peasant. Many knew him first as Sun
Wangquan from his role in O/d Well (36-7). There he appeared to China in the form of a young
pcasant who gives up his personal happiness to succeed in digging a water well after many
generations had failed. When the screen image of Sun Wangquan and the real life Zhang Yimou
overlap. how could the mass media not fall in love with him. The mass media has given him many
titles. from “superstar™ to “specialist in winning awards.” from “the first to step out of China” to

“world-class film master.™"

In rcturn, Zhang Yimou has never stopped throwing surprises at us
with his selection of intcresting themes and his consistent changes in cinematic stvle. In 1998, he

astonished evervone by directing Puccini’s opera Turandot at the Temple of Peace in Beijing.* His

*' According 1o many books on Zhang Yimou. he had a miserable childhood and youth because his father
was a Nationalist army officer. who was named as an historical counter-revolutionary. When the Cultural
Revolution started. Zhang Yimou was sent down and worked as a peasant for three years before being
transferred to a factory where he was a porter for seven vears. He liked painting as a child and then
became obsessed with photography. The legend persists that he sold his own blood to buy his first still
camera, with which he shot a photo that won first prize in a contest. When the BFA reopened for new
students in 1977, this 27 year-old was rejected since he was 5 years over the age limit for the
cinematography department. He sent a pleading letter with some photographs to Mr. Huang Zhen, then
Minister of Culture, who was moved and recommended a special admission for him. After graduating
from the BFA, he proved to all that he deserves the recognition he received. See his ex-wife Xiao Hua’s
The Unforgettable Past. Chen Mo's Zhang Yimou Films, Wang Yichuan's The End of Zhang Yimou Myth,
Wang Bin's 4 Biographical Sketch of Zhang Yimou, Luo Xueying's Red Sorghum: Portrait of Zhang
Yimou, and Li Erwei’s Zhang Yimou Says for more detailed stories.

** See Jia Fu’s “Thoughts on the ltalian Opera Turandot and Sichuan Opera Tu Lao Duo.”

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



30

career has had ups and downs, but his films have never lost money nor missed out on the awards.
The wellspring of his luck, even after scholars announced an end to the myth of Zhang Yimou, still
somchow persists as a myth to many . **

There is onc problem, however, behind the long-lingering halo of this cultural hero. The
Chinese indeed long for Western rccognition of their cultural products; however, in tandem,
reluctance of accepting awards from a “Western hegemony™ also exists. As 1 mentioned earlier,
Huang Jianzhong compared film festivals to sports events, but a difference remains between the
two: if Chinese athletes win gold, evervone is happy: but if Chinese directors win awards, there is
still room for critical discussion. For example, most Chinese do not like the idea that many foreign
audiences take Zhang Yimou's China for the real China. Cntics find that the dominant focus of
earlicr Zhang Yimou films is on old China, where invented rituals and folk customs engage the
audience in storics of beautiful women who fall under the spell of abusive old men. (All the women
are played by the stunning Gong Li. whose partnership with Zhang Yimou reminds us of the one
between Marlene Dietrich and Josef von Stemberg.) In the early 1990s, criticism of Zhang
Yimou's orientalizing the Oricnt in order to please foreign audiences began to appear, for which he
reccived the title of “postcolonial pnisoner” (Zhang Yiwu and Meng Fanhua 3).

Chen Kaige. who did not acquire the title of cultural hero until the cntical and financial
success of Farewell, My Concubine (1993). was not spared being cast into the same new role as
Zhang Yimou. Some Chinese critics wrote scornfully about Chen Kaige's failure with Temptress
Moon (1996) because the film was cniticized by Cannes’ judges for attempting to please them with
the Orientalist stereotypes of women, gangs, and an opium family. Before this, Chen Kaige had
been regarded as “China’s most Chinese filmmaker,” one who always reflected upon philosophical
issues in depth, although his films only drew small intellectual audiences (Alvin Lu 72).

Earlier in this chapter, | talked about both filmmakers’ roles as cultural rebels. While in
history rebels always ended up heroes or prisoners, the case of the Fifth Generation has yet to be
settled. Zhang Yimou remains at the center of media focus since he has always saved himself from
downfalls. When both Ju Dou and Raise the Red Lanterns were banned, he made the crowd-
pleasing Story of Qiu Ju (1993). This film received a Golden Lion and numerous government
awards, which helped to lift the ban on the previous two films. When he had a disagreement with
the director of the Cannes Film Festival, he withdrew Not One Less (1999) from Cannes,

%3 The concept of “Zhang Yimou myth™ first appeared in Wang Yichuan's 1993 essay “Who Directed the
Zhang Yimou Myth7” The author elaborated the idea into a book length study on Zhang Yimou titled The
End of Zhang Yimou Myth in 1998, which spawned many reviews and interviews.
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submitted it to Venice and won a second Golden Lion in 1999 (Shu Ton and Zeng Zi 1). The very
next vear, he won a Silver Bear in Berlin for 7he Road Home (1999). leaving those who predicted
his downfall speechless. Hero or prisoner, what matters for the mass media, the film circle, and
Chinese popular culture, is that Zhang Yimou ts still there.

Perhaps by coincidence. 1988 was the vear when another cultural hero Wang Shuo made
history: four of his novellas were adapted into films, three directed by fifth-generation members
and one by Ye Daving—an independent filmmaker. The Chinese film circle had a “Wang Shuo
Year,” and critics talked about a new genre called the “Wang Shuo film.™ If the mass media is
largely responsible for composing the Zhang Yimou myth, then Wang Shuo is the king of self-
promotion—he secized the chance when entertainment film became popular and soon rose to
importance in TV drama production. By 1988. although Wang Shuo had produced a repertoire of
novellas and enjoved a remarkable populanty among voung readers. his novellas. written with the
shrewd vividness of Beijing dialect. had neither eamed him money or an appropriate label* In
1988. Song Chong. former Director of Beijing Film Studio. commented that the Wang Shuo films
“are written by a punk and acted by some punks for the purpose of educating a vounger generation
of punks™ (Wang Shuo. /gnorant 11). Wang Shuo and his friends were at first offended, but he

soon rcalized that Song Chong’s comment recognized the most valuable part of his cultural spinit:

Song Chong’s comment is not exactly a critique over the dregs of popular culture from an
official standpoint or an elite cultural standpoint. What he expressed is the fear and disgust
towards those dissident cultural spirits. His perspective is one that represents the middle-class
values and mainstream popular culture. (12)
Today. we cannot talk about mainland popular culture without mentioning Wang Shuo since he has
taken part in so many important film/TV productions from 1988 to 1995. In many cases, he is
called a media hero, rather than a cultural hero. because most scholars and elite intellectuals have
never recognized his cultural value. By 1992, however. nearly three hundred reporters had
interviewed him and ran stories on him and his TV dramas (18).

After a few vears’ silence, Wang Shuo came back in 2000 with The Ignorant Is Fearless,

a best-selling essay collection on what he “sees.” “reads,” and “feels” about contemporary

* Fifth-generation directors Huang Jianxin. Mi Jiashan. and Xia Gang adapted his novellas respectively
into Samsara, The Trouble Shooters, and Half Flame, Half Brine. Director Ye Daying adapted his Wang
Shuo’s novella Rubber AMan into a film called Breathing Hard.

** Around the time. Mo Yan was famous for his “magical Chinese stream.” Liu Suola and Xu Xing as
spokesman of the cynic “lost generation.” and Chi Li and Liu Zhenyun for their “New Realistic” novels.
See also Geremie Barmé, “Wang Shuo and Liumang (‘Hooligan") Culture.”
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literature and popular culture. The most insightful essavs are those reflecting upon his own
encounters with elite cultural circles and why he end up a major figure in mass media and popular
culture. He confesscs that he got into the TV drama business for the purpose of having more
coverage to boost his book sales, which he in fact achieved in 1992. Once in the business, however,
he found that even though the elite cultural discourse dismissed his work as pulp, 1t was very
difficult for him to tailor his own artistic pursuits to the whims of the masses. After taking part in
an industry that recyvcles ideas and reproduces products to feed the demand for popular culture,
Wang Shuo came to identify himself as an intellectual writer more overtly. His decision to retumn to
writing was only a matter of time.

Wang Shuo is a cultural rebel no less fierce than any fifth-generation director, even though
not many cultural celebnties recognize him as such. In his earlier vears of writing, he configured a
senes of good-for-nothings. or hooligans. who mock every established moral and role model for
ordinary Chinese. He never writes about heroes. even though his characters are sometimes capable
of heroic deeds. The most attractive element in his writing is the vivid colloquial language, which
cxaggerates hife’s trivial matters in a humorous way. and counters official or traditional teachings.
After his works had been gathered into the film/TV industry, his ordinarv characters, who speak
with humor. cnticize themselves and flatter others in a sincere but funny manner, initiated a trend
in urban culture.

When he came back in 2000. he re-configured himself as a courageous critic and openly
criticized the most recognized or well known writers including the master of modern Chinese
literature Lu Xun and the swordsman fiction writcr Jin Yong. Compared to Zhang Yimou, whose
films mostly subvert from underneath due to various pressures that a filmmaker has to deal with,
Wang Shuo takes full advantage of his identity as a writer and a celebrity by attacking many
traditional beliefs and evaluations directly. He has caused numerous unfavorable responses,
including nearly a hundred articles selected into Liu Zhifeng's Punk Hero: Re-criticizing Wang
Shuo (2000). In 2000. he renewed his “anti-hero™ status through new media such as the Internet.

Even though Wang Shuo is only eight vears younger than Zhang Yimou, the two have very
different personalities and different views on life and art. Fifth-generation directors including
Huang Jianxin, Zhou Xiaowen, Xia Gang, and Mi Jianshan, have all adapted Wang Shuo fictions,
but Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige have simply refrained ** Their co-existence as heroes, however,

* Wang Bin writes in more than one chapter of A Biographical Sketch of Zhang Yimou about the
director’s plan to adapt Wang Shuo’s 7 Am Your Dad, but he finally gave it up. Zhang Yimou sees clearly
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savs much about the kind of heroes the Chinese need: they have to be business heroes as well as

cultural heroes. and. in order to be both. they have to stay controversial in onc way or another.

2.2 Triangular Relationships and Tripartite Negotiations

After money worship followed on the heels of economic reform and the slogan that “to be
nich is glorious.” nostalgia for a more modest past and the realization of self-adjustment became
the favonte themes of film and TV drama duning the late 1980s. For quite a few vears, the
financial status of the intellectual stratum, ecspecially those who worked in teaching and research
positions. was diminished, and the literati were disappointed to find that the authority they had just
regained after the Cultural Revolution was again challenged. The rapid rise of mass media was
welcomed since it provided a new ground for evervone to express his/her opinions. After a brief
hesitation before entering into the arena of mass media. the literati have gradually recognized their
power to manipulate public opinion. In the 1990s. it became a common practice for newspapers or
TV stations to invite writers. filmmakers, and critic-scholars (usually professors or researchers in
academic institutions) to participate in interviews and open discussions. It was a way for those who
lived on modest salanies to obtain bursarics while gaining publicity that would help to scli their
books. Moreover. the involvement of cultural authorities and celebrities. who often reveal insider
stones. certainly helped to enhance the appeal. if not always the taste. of mass-media reportage.

Until the end of the 1980s. most newspapers and magazines still made efforts to
differentiate themselves from tabloids. but today it is necessary for reporters to write about an
artist’s ltkes and dislikes in order to give their articles a personal touch that would indicate a
certain authenticity.”” Various movements and trends that once served the Chinese as a series of
cultural feasts were tumned into all kinds of “cultural fast food™ as the commodity culture deepened
in the 1990s (Huang Huilin and Yin Hong 2): thus. intellectuals had to find new ways to play their
old roles. Chinese literati used to include hired scribblers who helped to operate the state apparatus
of propaganda by educating the masses while reinforcing the “correct” ideology. Those who were

not hired scnibblers were intellectuals who either cnticized or echoed official truths. After mass

that the charm of Wang Shuo’s writings lies in the latter’s humorous language; but as a director, Zhang
Yimou wants the visuals to speak more.

¥ Mr. Wei Guoshu. the former editor in chief of Dianving Huakan (Film Stills) told me in 1998 that they
had to run a large number of stories on stars in order to survive. Although personally he would like to
devote more space in the studies of new filmmakers and their works, as an editor-in-chief. his first priority
was the survival of his enterprise.
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media came into the picture, these intellectuals entered into discussions on a less ideology-laden
ground and readjusted their stances according to their attitude towards mass media and popular
culture.

More precisely, these intellectuals are further divided into at least three groups: those who
happily recognize popular culturc idols. those who deny products of the commodity culture, and
those who attempt to balance between the two other perspectives. A tvpical example of the first
group is Wang Yichuan. Professor of Chinese at the prestigious Beijing Normal University, whose
earlier works revealed an attitude that was pro elite culture and enlightecnment movement. He
created a furor when he excluded Mao Dun, a formerly recognized literary master, while ranking
Jin Yong, a Hong Kong-based swordsman fiction writer, fourth in the Fiction Volume of the
Twentieth Century Chinese Literary Master Series (Hainan Press. 1994). Jin Yong was
appropnately flattered and millions of fans were overjoved. but scholars from the elite cultural
stratum accusc Wang Yichuan of surrendering to vulgar literature *®

Those who still cannot appreciate the commercial tum of the Fifth Generation and other
former clite stratum members arc now regarded as intellectuals in a traditional sense. and their
voices are rarely broadcast bevond academic circumstances and publications. Many members of
this group are scholars of orthodox literature who have never been satisfied with the ““shallowness”
of film and other forms of popular culture.

A third group includes cntic-scholars who attempt to maintain most of their literati values
but cxpress opinions in a more balanced wayv and an accessible language. This group, for instance,
includes Yin Hong. Li Erwei. and Luo Xueving. Yin Hong is a professor and famous film scholar,
who hosted a TV program promoting new films, and whose writings are academic but not theory
laden. Interviews/articles by Li Erwei and Luo Xueying are also welcomed for their accessibility.

Although voices of the vanous groups can be heard through both official and mass media,
it is generally agreed that, by the 1990s. “the ideological surface of Chinese cultural discussions
forms a new context for a dialogue among three parties: mainstream cultural discourse, marginal
intellectual discourse. and popular cultural discourse™ (Wang Desheng, “Cultural Analvsis™ 32).
The Fifth Generation has been greatly welcomed by some critics while being summanly rejected by

others. precisely because it challenges all three discourses. The Fifth Generation filmmakers regard

% The series includes eight volumes of poetry. fiction, prose and drama, with each volume edited by a
prestigious scholar who ranked selected authors in a numbered sequence that corresponds to their
achievement. Wang Yichuan was the editor for the fiction volume and selected works by Lu Xun, Shen
Congwen, Ba Jin. Jin Yong, Lao She. Yu Dafu, Zhang Ailing, Wang Meng, and Jia Pingwa.
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themselves as artists, but in Chinese cultural circles, such artists are first of all considered
intellectuals. As artists. their task is to create a new cinema for China: as intellectuals. their goal is
to reflect upon such cultural issucs as nation and history through film works. They established
themselves first through a repertoire belonging to the marginal intellectual discourse, but the
pressure from the market and government has urged them to make both mainstream and popular
cultural products from the late 1980s onward. That put an end to the Fifth Generation as a pure art
film movement.

In many ways, fifth generation films intnigue and lead Chinese cntic-scholars into the
study of popular discourse. Even though mass media interferc in traditional dialogues between
artists and cntics all the time, clearly defined tripartite negotiations did not occur until Red
Sorghum won a Golden Bear at the Berlinale. Shortly after celebrating this worldwide victory,
domestic cnitics realized that a third party. the festival judges, had come into play. A number of
them observed bitterly that “Westerers use the method of awarding prizes to surpass the judgment
of Chinese critics. Our cnticism is suddenly powerless and has lost its direction™ (Zhang Yiwu and
Meng Fanhua 3). A good example s the case of Wu Ziniu's Evening Bell (1989). During an
official event held for Chinese distributors. not even one copy of the film was sold. Some said that
Evening Bell tolled the bell for the Fifth Generation (Zhang Xuan 77). Then the chairman of
Berlinale came to China and selected the film from several dozens of films prescnted to him. Soon
after, Evening Bell was awarded a Silver Bear at the 1989 Berlinale. and many copics were sold,
even in China (209). Domestic critics felt they were slapped in the face with such cases.

In order to discover why fifth-generation films have continuously won the hearts of
Western judges since 1988, China-based scholars have studied the award-winning films by Zhang
Yimou and Chen Kaige closely. They have found that Zhang Yimou's Red Sorghum. Ju Dou,
Raise the Red Lantern. and Shanghai Triad as well as Chen Kaige's Yellow Earth, Life on a
String, and Temptress Moon all involve a triangle relationship consisting of an old man, a young
man and a young woman. As previously mentioned, while the old man stands for all settled beliefs,
rules, morals and traditions. the young man tends to reject the father’s teaching, or even attempts 1o
replace his authority. The young woman is implicitly or explicitly in conspiracy with the young
man, since she also has the urge to seek liberation and free herself from the oppressive old man, the
father, and/or the entire patriarchal society.

In all the Zhang Yimou films mentioned above, the old man is always in a dominant
position, while the young woman is his wife/mistress and the voung man’s object of love or desire.
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The Father/
Old Man

The Wife/
Young Woman

The Son/
Young Man

Figure 1: Triangular Relationships in Fifth-Generation Films

As Figure 1 indicates. the young woman is forced into her ill-fated position but has no intention to
accept her fate. In Red Sorghum, Ju Dou. and Shanghai Triad the woman secks her own liberation
by cncouraging or taking part in the voung man’s scheme against the old man. In Raise the Red
Lantern, Life on a String. and Temptress Moon the young man has to choosc between the old man
and the young woman. The choice is difficuit and has a symbolic meaning: he may choose to
remain a filial son by obcying the father or master’s rules, or to make his own dream come true by
uniting with the woman.

Other fifth-generation films have offered variations on the above character pattems and
Oedipus themes. but the tnangle is always visible and strong. For instance, in Huang Jianxin’s The
Wooden Man's Bride. there is a strong mother figure. Instead of maintaining a ““psychological
alliance™ with “the hero’s bride™ as the mother often does in Western myths (Frve 179), the mother
in the film here simply stands in for the absent father and becomes the authority of the patriarchal
order. In Zhou Xiaowen's The Emperor’s Shadow. the triangular relationship is among the
daughter. the father (or the man he chooses for her). and the father’s childhood friend. In He Ping’s
Red Firecracker. Green Firecracker, the daughter Chunzhi, with no siblings, is placed in the
position of the young master by the clan, and then of the master after her father’s death:
furthermore, she is dressed and respected like a man. When she fails for a man who is “unsuitable”
to marry her, the clan chooses a “suitable” man to compete with her beloved in a firework contest.
The man of the clan’s choice wins the duel but not her heart: the tnangle remains till the end film.

The conflict between the son/young man and the father/old man for the same woman
reminds us of the character patterns in Western tragedy and comedy as discussed by Northrop Frye
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in his famous essay. “Theory of Myths.” The “four poles of characterization” in Western romance
and comedy discussed by Frve (181) ncver appear in fifth-generation films, since most films only
have one woman and thus all triangular relationships are formed around her. In Liu Miaomiao’s
Family Scandal. the old master, the voung master. and a servant who becomes the adopted son of
the old master, all desire one woman. In Ju Dou. a fourth character, Tianbai is important, but not
really as the fourth pole of the characterization on top of the Oedipus tnangle among Ju Dou,
Tianqing (the young man/nephew), and Jinshan (the old man/uncle). Instead, Tianbai forms two
new trniangular relationships: one with his mother Ju Dou and his biological father Tianqin, the
other with Ju Dou and his nominal father or her legal husband Jinshan. In the end. Tianbai destroys
all triangles by killing both his biological and nominal fathers. In Raise the Red Lantern, although
there are four women, none of them may form an alliance since their own survival depends on
winning the master’s favor.

Morcover. instead of just being a decoration of the hero’s victory or a heroine who rebels
in the disguise of a man. as in many Western myvths and Chinese tales. fifth-generation films often
reveal a strong-willed voung woman as the actual rebel. Yellow Earth, Temptress Moon, Raise the
Red Lanterns. and Red Firecrackers. Green Firecrackers are all such examples. Cui Qiao of
Yellow Earth is the one who escapes from thc marriage arranged by her father, while the Eight-
Route soldicr Gu Qing is only an indirect encourager Ruvi of Temptress Moon dares to rule over
men of her family and tums away from Zhongliang, a voung man who dares not to show his love
for her from fear of his gang master. Songlian. the fourth mistress of Lantern is brave enough to
speak her mind to the son of the master although he avoids conflict by leaving the house. Princess
Yueyang of The Emperor s Shadow, who fails after a series of battles to marry her own love, kills
herself in order to protest against her father.

What interests scholars most in the fifth-generation films mentioned above is that such
triangular relationships somehow correspond to those tripartite negotiations in China’s cultural
circles, as depicted by Wang Yichuan (Zhang Yimou 90-95) and other scholars. as we can see from
Figure 2. The old man in the previous triangle remains the svmbolic Traditional Father and the
voung man is the Contemporary Self, but the woman's position is now replaced by a “Western
Other.” The position of the contemporary self in Figure 2, is similar to that of the young man in the
first chart. The Contemporary Self, just like fifth-generation artists, faces two choices. On one
hand, he may rebel against the traditional father by subverting everything the father imposes, or, by

% A comparable discussion can be found in Wang Yucejin, “The Cinematic Other and the Cultural Self”"
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revealing the father’s dark secrets, which would mostly likely be recognized by Western authorities
who tend to see the Communists™ censorship as a tyrannical stereotype. On the other hand, if the
contemporary self wants to resist Western hegemony and the postcolonial trap, s/he has no choice
but to seek strength from the Traditional Father since an artist cannot stand without a cultural
identity. In the case of fifth-generation filmmakers, the seduction of the Western Other parallels the
seduction of the young woman: irresistible but dangerous—the naming of Zhang Yimou as a

postcolonial prisoner is only one example.

Traditional
Father

Western
Other

Contemporary
Self

Figure 2: Tripartite Negotiations in Chinese Cultural Circles

From another perspective, it may be seen that, in all the seven films here, the
Contemporary Self actually splits into both characters of the young man and the woman, who carry
out the rebellion in alliance. The character that the Western Other tends to identify with most,
however, is the woman, whose image and sexuality become part of the exotic landscape, and her
body “the living ethnographic museum” showcasing the oriental culture (Chow, Primitive Passion
47). Having played many beautiful, rebellious, and suffering female characters in fifth-generation
films, Gong Li, is not only a star who rose into international popularity, but also an incamation of
the beautiful, exotic, and feminine “Eastern Other,” or, “China,” to Western audiences. In any case,
the discrepancy between the two triangles (in Figure 1 and 2) proves that, culturally speaking, the
woman does not really have an independent place in any type of tripartite negotiation, since most of
the time she is either replaced by, or recruited into, another party. In rare cases when she is bold
enough to make her voice heard, the tripartite negotiation would shift back into a dialogue between
the two genders, which [ will explore in Chapter 5.
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Except for the gender issues, the tripartite mode is very useful in understanding the fifth-
generation phenomenon within the context of contemporary film culture. In fact, on the platform of
mass media tnipartite negotiations are taking place on various levels of cultural discourse, as shown

in the following diagram.

Domestic Critics
Historv/Tradition
Censorship

Chinese Directors Foreign Judges
llmm/Cultuml Tcxd ulture/Allegory

Filmmakers Investors/Market

Figure 3: Tripartite Negotiations on Various Cultural Levels

Words in shadows reveal the picture of contemporary film culture in which domestic critics,
foreign judges, and filmmakers are the three partics in negotiation. Meanwhile. opinions from each
party may divide conceming fifth-generation and other films’ translation of Chinese culture and
tradition. While Western-based scholars tend to read “history™ as “tradition,” “culture” as
“allegory,” and “film” as a kind of “cultural text” (as indicated by words in boxes), China-based
scholars may reject such interpretations by concentrating on the negotiations among filmmakers,
investors, and censorship (as indicated by bold characters).

There certainly are more negotiations than what I have indicated in the diagram, but at this
point, I want to affirm that cultural discussions around fifth-generation films are neither a black
and white matter, nor mere exchanges between two interlocutors, but rather always a series of
negotiations among rhree parties. | find the triangular framework very helpful in exposing how
China’s most controversial filmmakers have been rebelling against their own cultural tradition
while seeking roots in it. For demonstrating their strategies, however, | will make use of this
framework and go into further details in the following chapters.
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Chapter 2 Visual and Other Shocks: Transforming the Literary Tradition

The media discussions of the Fifth Generation’s role in contemporary Chinese culture
have brought up many significant issues that have been then reconsidered during the development
of film theory and criticism in the past two decades. Most scholars have now agreed that a big
achicvement of the Fifth Generation is making fi/m an independent art form that reprcsents China
as a nation in the world side by side with contemporary literature (Zhang Zhenhua and Zeng
Guowei 1). Once a sub-genre of both literature and drama, film was not qualified to participate in
tripartite negotiations with the two long-established forms until the root-searching movement and
the push from a “Western wind” made its “‘surfacing” possible.

The close tie between literature and film is not a uniquely Chinese matter because feature
films may always be divided into those with original or adapted screenplays, as shown by the
categories of the Academy Awards.' Chinese critic-scholars made the matter “Chinese™ by
imposing the literary tradition on both film aesthetics and ideology, as well as on both cinematic
creation and criticism. This tradition, which has prevailed throughout the history of many art
forms, is a historical and concurrent factor that we cannot ignore. Even after the once rather
monolithic intellcctual stratum started falling apart in the late 1980s, “litcraturc-oriented™ theories
and criticism remain some of the major forces in studies of Chinese film culture. Through a brief
review of film’'s affinity with literature in the vicissitudes of Chinese film history, I hope to
explain why rebelling against the literary tradition was nccessary for the Fifth Generation, or

anyone aiming at a real breakthrough.

1. Chinese Cinema before the Fifth Generation: A Long Way to Film

When film first came to China, it was called xiyangjing, meaning “Western mirror” or
“shadow magic,” a name suggesting that the Chincse perceived it merely as a trick show. Very
soon, film was referred to as yingxi or yingju (shadowplay) in areas near Shanghai, as dianying
(electric shadow) in regions near Beijing and Tianjin, and as huodong yinghua (moving shadow
picture) in the Canton province (Zhou Jianyun and Wang Xuchang 13). In Western lexicons,
terms for film either literally mean “moving images,” “motion pictures,” “live photographs,”

“cinema(tography),” “film” in the plastic sense, or “flick” (as in “flicker”) in reference to the

! Edwin S. Porter’s Uncle Tom's Cabin (1903) is an example of how early the adaptation started in
American film. One of the two earliest short features in Chinese film history, Zhuangzi Testing His Wife
(1913). was adapted from an episode of a traditional opera (Hong Shi et al. 26).
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“persistence of vision.™ Since film is truly an international invention involving inventors from
France, England, Germany, and United States, some related vocabularies arc shared among the
French, English and German (Thompson and Bordwell 7).

Rather than using the translated term of “moving shadow picture™ that was once popular
in Canton, the Chinese preferred an already existing word yingxi (shadowplay) in reference to the
new invention, before dianying became the most popular term.> While Western terms that
emerged from the process of film invention all point to the essence of the medium in one way or
another, both yingxi and dianying do not include characters meaning motion, image, photo,
cinema, or film, but instecad emphasize on the element of ying (shadow). In a way, the carliest part

of Chinese film history was characterized by a brief transition from shadow magic to shadowplay.
1.1 Foreign Shadow Magic into Chinese Shadowplay

Most film history books in Western languages start from the invention of film or even
preconditions of such an invention (4), but Chinese film history starts from the dissemination of
this medium from the West. There are few sources on how film came to China, but director Ann
Hu weaves limited historical fragments into her first feature titled Shadow Magic (2000).* It tells
the story of a photographer from Fengtai Photo Studio in Beyjing, Liu Jinglun, who was amazed
by film shows operated by Raymond Wallace, a British nickelodeon peddler who came to China
to make quick money. The life model of Liu was Fengtai's best photographer, Liu Zhonglun,
while Wallace could be a Lumiére operator or an Edison representative as recorded in both
Western and Chinese sources (Thompson and Bordwell 15; Li Suvuan and Hu Jubin 3). The two
soon developed a partnership: Liu persuaded people into the showroom, and Wallace taught him
a few things about film and projection in return.

Liu was a young man fascinated by various Western technologies. In Ann Hu'’s film, his
interests annoy the elders who rejected anything Western, which was a nationalist reaction after a

serics of defeats in battles and negotiations with Western countries at the turn of the twentieth

? The flicker that characterized early cinema was due to the fact that projectors were hand-cranked and
therefore could not run at a constant speed. When slowing down, the uneven projection rate and the gaps
between the frames became noticeable. For a full explanation on the “persistence of vision™ theory, see the
relevant chapter in Michael Chanan’s book The Dream That Kicks.

* The Chinese’s choice was interesting, since the Japanese used katsudo shashin or moving photos before
using eiga or reflected pictures. As other scholars, I use “shadowplay” as one word here in order to
differentiate from “shadow play” as a kind of children’s game, and “shadow theatre” in Chinese and other
traditions.

! Ann Hu is in the same generation with Fifth Generation members, except that she studied filmmaking at
New York University in the late 1980s.
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century. Overwhelmed by such an invention, Liu studies, and succeeds in figuring out, the
mechanics of film through observing a fan with four vertical pedals and a Chinese “running horse
lantern,” a lantern with a band of decorative figures that revolve as the hot air ascends. While the
mechanics of the fan are similar to that of a Phenakistoscope, the running horse lantern is like an
inside-out Zoetrope (Thompson and Bordwell 4-3). It is interesting for today’s audience to see
how Liu shares his discoveries with people in his neighborhood, whose reactions in the
showroom while watching the earliest pieces by the Lumiére brothers were not too different from
that of spectators in Paris a couple of vears carlier. Ann Hu also lets the actors act out audiences’
behaviors as described in the two earliest film reviews in Chinese, which were published in 1897
and 1898 (Zhong Dafeng, “Yingxi™~ 38).

The most fascinating and engaging plot of Shadow Magic, however, is the competition
between Westemn film shows and traditional Beijing opera in attracting audiences. Obwviously,
early silent films could not possibly compete with the sophisticated opera in terms of artistry, but
they did amaze Chinese audiences with their degree of reality while striking people like Liu as a
good way to “record our days for our children to sce.” The dramatic conflict between China and
the West in the film, which is also one between the traditional and the modern, comes to a climax
moment when Beijing opera fans throw Wallace. dressed in a Chinese robe, and Liu, in a British
suit, out of the theatre house. The partial reconciliation comes when Tan Xinpei, a superstar of
Beijing opera and a customer of Fengtai, pleads for Liu’s life when the projector is on fire during
a screening at Empress Dowager Cixi's birthday party. Wallace is deported, but his friendship
with Liu survives.

Later on, with a camera sent by Wallace, we see Liu shooting Tan’s opera episode,
Conguering Jun Mountain. Ann Hu's film closes with a sequence in which Liu is showing
neighborhood people a film about themselves. Apparently, he simply set up a camera in the street,
and out of curiosity people came to see what it is. When two cross talkers see themselves on the
screen, they stand up and start to talk as if dubbing voices for their silent screen images. This
scene about talented audiences reminds us of an earlier scene about a talented projectionist—Liu
Jinlun—who plays a Strauss waltz on a phonograph to one of the short films showing a female
dancer. Although the real-life Liu never shot such a film, it does say much about how early
Chinese people began to dream of making film a national art form.*

In Chinese film history, Conquering Jun Mountain (1905, or Dingjun Shan) is regarded
as the first film made by the Chinese. The fact that the first Chinese film is a screened version of

* For an interesting account of film’s dissemination into, and, earlier forms in, China, see Zhang Zhen,
“Teahouse, Shadowplay, Bricolage: ‘Laborer’s Love’ and the Question of Early Chinese Cinema.”
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Beijing opera is often cited as evidence of “the close link between theatre and film in China”
from the very beginning of Chinese film history (Zhang Yingjin and Xiao Zhiwei 128). Scholars
observe that while the Lumiére brothers and Méliés explored various ways of filming the worlds
of reality and fantasy, the Chinese readily focused their camera on the opera stage, making film a
recording medium of another art (Ma Junxiang 8). Although it might be coincidental that Dingjun
Shan was the first Chinesec made film, many scholars regard it as a natural, if not inevitable, result
of the long celebration of Beijing opera and the immediate recognition of film as a tool to

document the most valuable art performances:

When tracing back carly reccptions of film, the Chinese scemed to be different from
Westerners and rather indifferent towards matters of scicntific invention and technology
advancement. This was not because they lacked a scientific mind or looked down upon
technology, but due to the fact that Chinese film history started from the dissemination of film
instead of the invention of it. When people tried to figure out the essence of film but could not
access necessary information from the West, they looked at what was there and soon found the
tic between film and theatre. From there. they established the understanding of film. (Li
Suvuan, ~“On Early Chinese Film™ 26)

The particular type of theatre the Chinese found closest to film is shadowplay, which first
appearcd in the Han Dynasty (around 200 BC) and had already become a sophisticated art in the
tenth century (Chen Yutong 54). It emplovs puppets carved from dried sheep, ox or donkey skin,
which are flat, colored. and half-transparent, with patterns resembling traditional paper cuts, and
which arc very beautiful when seen in light. A shadowplay theatre can be set up anywhere, with a
white screen placed between the audience and performers, so the audience can only see shadows
of the puppets but not the crew behind the screen. As is vividly revealed in Zhang Yimou’s 7o
Live (1994), the puppeteer or a musician sings and recites lines behind the screen, as if dubbing
voices for the puppets. The affinity between shadowplay and cinema, however, is not exclusively
Chinesc. From Ingmar Bergman's Fanny and Alexander to Wim Wenders’ Kings of the Road and
Jane Campion’s The Piano, magic lantern shows, shadow theatre, ghost show, and
phantasmagoria are often regarded as a kind of “‘cinema before cinema”—also the title of a
Bnitish Film Institute video on the pre-history of cinema.

Nevertheless, in Chinese film history, shadowplay did not remain a form of pre-cinema,
but became the core concept of early film aesthetics (Chen Xihe, “Shadowplay™ 192). The
involvement of artists from “new drama™ (xinxi) or “civilized play” (wenmingxi)—the localized
Western spoken drama imported via Japan (Ma Junxiang 19)—was critical in establishing the
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shadowplay theory, which is now considered the most coherent early film theory of China.® As

Zhong Dafeng and others point out.

Since 1907 a number of new drama troupes were formed, and they flourished under the
stimulation of the 1911 revolution. Plays that represented anti-Qing revolutionaries and their
struggles were widely influential. [...] But when the revolution toppled the Qing rule, people’s
social and cultural interests changed drastically, and there was less urgent need for the new
drama as a channcl for venting political enthusiasm. The civilized play lost its audience and
quickly declined: many major troupes disintegrated. The civilized play now faced a serious
predicament and had to search for a ncw way out. Interestingly, it was the emergent cinema
that provided the civilized play with a new arena. (47-8)

Civilized dramatists plaved an important role in shaping the fundamentals of early Chinese
cinema. cmphasizing “strong cffects of plots, dramatic conflicts, and visual stimulants™ that the
audicnces of old theatre were ready to adapt (52).

Cntic-filmmakers, including Hou Yao, Zhou Jianyun and Sun Shiyi, promoted the
shadowplay theory in 1920s. interpreting “shadow™ as “the image on the screen,” which modifies
“plav.” or “"a story system organized in accordance with dramatic principles” (Chen Xihe,
“Shadowplay™ 193-4). In practicc. these filmmakers often used relatively static cameras shooting
mainly from medium- or long-distance in long takes, while revealing sophisticated mise-en-
scénes and excellent stage performances (Li Suyuan, “On Early Chinese Film™ 25). Along with
the theatrical mode. leftist artists also brought the social-realistic concerns from civilized plays
into films dated from late 1930s to 1940s. which became part of “the international leftist
filmmaking™ around the time (Thompson and Bordwell 350). Up to this point, Chinese cinema
was not isolated from world cinema. but communication was one-way: foreign movies were
introduced or imported into China but not the other way around (Ma Junxiang 19). In October
1995, when audiences saw over a dozen Chinese silent films at a silent film festival in Pordenone,
Italy. they were surprised at what the Chinese had already achieved in the 1930s (Li Suyuan and
Hu Jubin 2). Similar responses can be found in many studies of early Chinese cinema by Westem
scholars.

The Soviet influence became very strong in the 1950s when Russian instructors came to
teach at BFA and Chinese students were sent to Moscow for training programs. The socialist
“edutamnment” (3u jido yu lé) tradition became solidly established in cinematic creations,

especially in genres such as revolutionary/war films. From 1953 on, political movements

° Both new drama and civilized play were names used 10 refer 1o both translated Western plays such as
Ibsen’s .4 Doll’s House and Chinese spoken dramas. “Civilized” was an adjective used to describe many
things imported from the West.

" Also see Du Wenwei's “Xi and Yingxi: The Interaction betwesn Traditional Theatre and Chinese Cinema.”
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continucd, intensified. and finally led to the maniac Cultural Revolution. In such a political
climate, Chinese film regrettably developed into a very rigid, didactic mode that tended to erase
multiple interpretations. As a result, during the Cultural Revolution, almost nothing was
permitted except for the Eight Model Plays (or ba da yangbanxi), which have “ultra-didactic”
revolutionary plots, “schematic narrative lines, [and] naively ‘typed” protagonists and
antagonists” (Rayns, “Chinese Vocabulary™ 9).

1.2 Divorce with Theatre and Departure from Literature

As the Chinese say, things tumn into their opposite when they reach the extreme. Chinese
cinema also came to its turning point in 1979 when artists and cntics started an enthusiastic
debate on new directions for Chinese cinema. While Zhong Dianfei suggested that film should be
divorced from drama. Bai Jinsheng announced that it is high time for Chinese film to throw away
the walking stick of drama, because up to this point. drama had been placed in the center of film
acsthetics. as shown in Figurc 4. The size of the oval labeled “Litcrature” indicates that it had a
longer history and more dominant position than “Drama” (smaller oval) and “Film” (smallest
oval). While the “Litcrary Tradition” and “Shadowplay Theorv” had been established long ago,

“Film™ has vet to have its own coherent theory.

Literature
L Tradit

Figure 4 Theoretical and Critical Studies of Film before the Fifth Generation

Many critics who rejected dramatized film, however, went “backwards™ to discussing
film’s literariness (indicated by the lower left arrow) instead of moving forward to explore film'’s
film-ness (indicated by the upper right arrow). They quote Gu Kenfu's “Introduction to
Shadowplay Magazine,” written in the mid-1920s, which already claimed that “the essence of
yingxi includes three elements: technology, literature and science”—with “literature” enclosing
evervthing non-plastic or non-technical (Gu Kenfu 15).

By the early 1980s, when film had been part of the Chinese people’s life for nearly eight

decades, film was still considered by many as an inferior seventh art, one that comes after
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literature, painting, music, dance, sculpture. architecturec and drama: that is, “literature rendered
by cinematic means.™ While other arts have been regarded as independent. drama and film are
often considered as two sub-genres of literature, as indicated by the Chinese terms “theatncal
literature”™ and ““film literature™ (Zhang Junxiang, “Essay™ 25-6). Numerous writings from both
Mainland China and Taiwan, especially those dated from the 1960s to 1980s, evaluate films
according to their literariness (wenxuexing). On the cover of Taiwan author Shu Tan's Film and
Literature (1992), for instance. we also read that “a good literary work does not have to possess a
film sense, but a good film must have the sense and charm of literature.™ Scholars have offered
various definitions for “lhitcranncss,” but they all share the premise that film aesthetics and
ideologies should follow the principles of Chinese literature and other arts,” which mostly have
becn discussed in. and passed down through, wrntings by the literati. Technically speaking,
literanness roughly suggests the 1deological content. charactenzation. narrative, and theatrical or
Ivrical expressions presented in a film (Zhang Junxiang, “Essav™ 32).

Unul fairly recently. Chinese scholars have overemphasized the role of the “literary

script.” onginally a Russian term Jlureparypras nseca (Zheng Xuelai, “Theoretical™ 183).

Institutionally speaking. every major film studio had a Litcrature Division. Beijing Film Academy
has a Department of Film Literature. while other universities also offer Film Literature courses
(186). Instead of giving students a chance to become familiar with film as a unique medium, these
courses introduce cinematic techniques for the purpose of cinematizing literature.'® When literary
scripts cannot be made into films. it is believed that they still have value as literarv pieces (Weng
Shirong 68)."

When most scholars and fourth-generation filmmakers were looking at Drama and
Literature (as shown in Figure 4), the Fifth Generation and a small group of scholars were
focusing on “Film™ (smallest oval). especially through post-1950s works by European art-house
auteurs. At an ltalian Retrospective Show in Beijing, Zhang Yimou fell in love with films such as
Antonioni’s Red Desert (Xiao Hua 185):

* “Literature Rendered by Film Means™ is the title of Zhang Junxiang's 1979 essay, translated as “Essay
Done in Film Terms™ in Semsel's Chinese Film Theorv. The original article is titled “Yong Dianying
Biaoxian Shouduan Wancheng de Wenxue™ (or “Literature Rendered by Cinematic Means™). published in
Selected Essavs on the Literariness of Film (1-23). The essay has been supported by many but criticized by
scholars like Zhang Wei and Zheng Xuelai (“Film Literature and Film Characteristics™).

* In Chinese terminology. “ants” (as in “Faculty of Ans™) is called wenyi (or literature and arts), a notion
indicating that literature is not a just kind of art but as important as all arts put together.

'* Weng Shirong’s The Techniques in Film Literature is such a textbook on how to write a “literary script.”
'! Suatistics show that in the year of 1987, 124 literary scripts for film were published in six journals
including Cinematic Creation, New Film Works, and Film Literature (Wang Taorui 52).
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Touched by the artistic achicvement of world film, Fifth-generation directors had an urge
to pursue a real kind of film. In the specific context of Chinese cinema then, this meant
that thev had to make a choice between film and literature. They naturally avoid
restrictions of lirerariness, and diminish it to the lowest extent. When One and Eight and
Yellow Earth came out with a splash, people bcgan to talk about the directors’ pursuits
instead of the storics. (He Shaojun and Pan Kaixiong 4)

The “strong visual shocks™ that these films brought along marked a late but decisive departure
from both drama and literature (Zheng Guo’'en 3-8). These works inspired some scholars who
attempted to establish a yingxiang or shadow-image theory that sees jing (photography) as the
basis of the film. Although such theories were accused of “putting the cart before the horse™
(Chen Yutong 57-8) and soon forgotten. 1t is an example of how fifth-generation works stimulate
an ontological debate over “what film is"—the question once poscd by Bazin.

This debate continucd for a decade and indicated a significant change. Before the 1980s,
theoretical studies of film had been undervalued, since “many Chinese philosophers looked upon
speculative theory as harmful and useless, which charactenzes the model of Chinese thought as a
pragmatic-rational spint™ (Chen Xihe. “Shadowplay™ 200). Once it was agreed that a Chinese
thcory was necessary, both the root-searching and enhightenment schools started to bring in
sources from two different directions.

Scholars looked back to carlier theorics and films and made important discoveries. First,
they found that early cinema was diversified in terms of theme. stvle. and genre. Between schools
of entertainment and education. there is the school of edutainment that attempts to educate
through entertainment. Besides filmmakers who stressed theatrical principles, there was an
intellectual director. Fei Mu. who suggested that film should have departed from drama as early
as 1934 (Chen Mo, Flying 44). The rediscovery of his representative work, Spring of a Small
Town (1948), is more startling: the film contains most significant motifs that we have credited to
Kurosawa Akira, Chen Kaige, and Hou Hsiao-hsien. And there were artists like Shi Dongshan,
Dan Duyu and a few others, who explored techniques for achieving cinematic beauty and
spectacles half a century ago in the same spirit of the Fifth Generation. The works of these
forerunners were criticized as aestheticism and thus underestimated (Li Suyuan, “On Early
Chinese Film™ 32-33). The Fifth Generation members had to face similar criticism when they
started filmmaking. Now that they have become trendsetters in Chinese and world cinema, other
filmmakers are tryving to keep up with their standards of exquisite visuals.

Another source that scholars have examined is Western film theories developed after the
1950s under the “enlightenment” spirit. Those who read foreign languages began to introduce
film works, movements, and trends from the early 1980s, while resuming the translation of
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foreign theories after a long interruption. In fact. as carlv as 1928, Hong Shen had already
translated Eisenstein, Pudovkin and Alexandrov’s declaration on film’s future, which was only
half a ycar after the declaration’s publication. Although the article was an eloquent exposition on
montage theory. it did not attract much attention because the influence of the shadowplay theory
was very strong at the time. Later translations of Sovict and Amencan film theories helped
Chinese filmmakers improve their skills, but forcign ideas did not shake the foundation of the
literary tradition (Zhong Dafeng ct al. 41-42). It was only 1n the 1980s. when the Chinese opened
up to the world and were ready to welcome Western ideas, that Western film theory really came

into play, as suggested by Figure 5.

Literary Tradition

Chinese Film

Western Film

Westen Film Theory

Figure § Formation of Contemporary Chinese Film Theory

The discourse of Chinese “Literary Tradition™ that is largely responsible for the existence
of “Shadowplay Theory.” and the discourse of “Western Film,” that comprises sophisticated
theories. became two reference systems for contemporary Chinese Film, which is still searching
for a theoretical framework. The tension between the two systems here is similar to that between
Traditional Father and Western Other (Figure 2), while Chinese Film, just like the Contemporary
Self, faces a choice between. and a reconciliation with, Chinese and Western discourses. In this
context, fifth-generation works have been welcomed by scholars from both traditions because
they present Chinese reality with a more cosmopolitan language than literature and provide
intriguing texts for various cultural studies.

We cannot neglect the fact that it was early fifth-generation films that first attracted the
attention of the West before critical debates and theoretical analyses in China during the 1980s
were translated into English and published in G.S. Semsel’s Chinese Film Theory (1990). Luo
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Yijun, a prominent Chinese cntic who was mnvited to wnite the “Introduction” for the book,
celebrated the fact that Western scholars were starting to pay attention to Chinese theoretical
studies (Semsel. Chinese Film Theory 2).'* In a meaningful attempt, Semsel concludes the book
with Chen Xihe's study of the shadowplay as a conscious confrontation with Griffith, Eisenstein,
Bazin, and others in answering “what film is™ (190). Chen recognizes “shadowplay aesthetics as
an ontology™ closely “integrating with the theorv of film™ (200) in his article. which i1s a good
example of resisting the pattern of “Western Theory/Chinese Text” in cultural studies from the
mid-1980s onward by Western-based scholars.'’

It 1s not easy to develop a systematic theory from the non-systematic and discursive
writings on Chinese Film. but the tnipartite negotiation, indicated by Figure 3, certainly brings
new hope. The Chinese used to believe that theory should guide practice in one way or the other,
vet when facing such a constantly changing discourse as fifth-generation film, practice is altering
theory in manv ways. The discussions from this point on will examine a number of such

examples.

2. The Fifth Generation: Visual and Other Shocks

For China-based critic-scholars. One and Eight caused the first “carthquake™ some
applauded its bold artistic exploration. while others were disturbed by its unbalanced and
monographic visual compositions (Zheng Guo'en 3).'* Since One and Eight was not released
openly. the first fifth-gcneration work that critics elsewhere saw was Yellow Earth. As Tony
Rayns remarks. cntics clsewhere were tempted “to put an exact date to the birth of the ‘New
Chinese Cinema’ " on Apnl 12, 1985:

That was the evening when Yellow Earth plaved to a packed house in the Hong Kong Film
Festival in the presence of its two main creators, director Chen Kaige and cinematographer
Zhang Yimou. The screening was received with something like collective rapture, and the
post-film discussion stretched long past its time limit. [...] One of the biggest rounds of
applause was for the young man who took the audience microphone and stammered out not a
question but a declaration of love to the two film-makers: “l gave up hope in China years
ago,” he said. “but if a film like yours can be made in China, then there’s hope for all of us.”
(Rayns. "Chinese Vocabulany™ 1)

"2 There certainly are scholars who do not appreciate Semsel, because Semsel seems to agree that the
increase of film quality somehow equates the decrease of literariness (Gao Jian 34).

'* For related discussions, see Esther Yau's “lellow Earth: Western Analysis and a Non-Western Text” and
Wimal Dissanayake’s “Epilogue: Asian Cultural Texts and Western Theory.”

' See also Ge De. “The Rise of Chinese Cinematography in the New Era.”
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This is not a casual comment of any sort: it makes us wonder what kind of film deserves it.
Obviously. neither Ke Lan's original prose nor Zhang Ziliang's onginal script were praised as
such. The credits appropriately went to the excellent directing and the more superb camerawork.
A decade later, Yellow Earth is still a favorite of many. including Zhang Yimou, who confessed:
“We wanted to make a film different from those we grew up with and mostly hated. We got vervy
emotionally involved and did months of research into place and penod. It was a time and a
landscape no one had explored before. Even today I love the film very much™ (Andrews). While
the literary oniginals for both Yellow Earth and One and Eight (a prose piece by Ke Lan and a
long pocm by Guo Xiaochuan) pretty much belong to the mainstream cultural discourse, the films
turned out to be any thing but mainstream.

These two films came out when some fourth-generation dircctors were experimenting
with lvncal or prose films. which were considered a conscious departure from the theatnical
influence (Chen Mo, Zhang Yimou 21).!°* While some critics discussed the two debut works of
the Fifth Generation along this line. others affirm that the Fifth Generation was onc step ahead
from the start. Instecad of “modcrnizing the film language.™ as the Fourth Generation attempted to
do. the vounger generation began with a modem film language, which reveals influcnces from
European avant-garde works after 1950s (He Shaojun and Pan Kaixiong 3). Such an affirmation
was supported by a series of works that followed. including Wu Ziniu's Secrer Decree (1984) and
The Dove Tree (1985), Tian Zhuangzhuang's On the Hunting Ground (19835) and Horse Thief
(1986). Chen Kaige's The Big Parade (1985). and Huang Jianxin's Black Cannon Incident (1985).
As Liu Xufeng suggests.

The static composition used in [these] films give the impression of a slowed down time and a
still space, which is a kind of expression that is against the general principles of “motion” in
motion pictures. The delay in time. however, comes as a strong visual stimulation and

psychological shock. pressing people to re-examine their environment after the initial feelings
of depression. (15)

Foreign receptions of fifth-generation works mainly came after the victory of Red
Sorghum in 1988. that is, after the Fifth Generation's art-film movement ended. The directors
continued their explorations of visual imagery and their works stunned audiences everywhere
with their vibrant colors and picturesque sets. For instance, Stuart Klawans described his
impression of Raise the Red Lantern in an article, claiming that “no other filmmaker had that

'* Chinese scholars discussed the way drama changed after the 1950s and reached the extreme form of
model play during the Cultural Revolution; afier that point. film, painting, and other art forms all attempted
1o “divorce from drama” (Chen Pingyuan and Huang Ziping 68).
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actress and those reds. Nobody else was using quite the same editing rhythm to such meticulous
cffect, or bringing such meaning to bear on cach physical detail™ (16). In a festival report, Harlan
Kennedy depicted the same film as “a dazzling dynastic melodrama™ that “set the jaw
permanently ajar,” with “each snow-robed roofscape, cach lantern-studded interior observes an
aesthetic protocol as merciless as the behavioral protocol imposed by the Master”™ (“Affectionate
Beast” 44).'° During my rescarch, I found that for scholars outside China too, shocks from the
visuals of fifth-gencration films came before studies of the ideological issues behind their
aesthetic strategies.

Rey Chow argues against scholars who dismiss Zhang Yimou films as lacking depth
beneath the dazzling surface (Primitive Passion 151), but she is not able to explain why there are
such comments. We have to bear in mind that under the domination of the hiterary tradition, the
form cxists to serve the content rather than to speak for itself. Thus, before the emergence of the
Fifth Generation, Chinese critic-scholars had hardly been encouraged to look much below the
surface or deal with such visual dvnamics. Since the visuals were mcant to enhance the
characterization and “sct off the leitmotiv™ of the film. they were not supposed to speak for
themsclves. This overemphasis on theme or meaning of film prevented Chincse film from
developing its visual character.

Once the surface is too compelling to be overlooked or underestimated. the problem is
not about visuality. but the interpretation of it. Even though a number of professional film critics
and scholars in China and overseas recognized the excellent film qualities of fifth-generation
works from the beginning, their studies with reference to world cinema could not convince a
larger number of Chinese critic-scholars who came from the more prominent field of literary
cnticism. Besides. fifth-generation films in most cases do include titles of literary originals in

their credits. so critics habitually go back to the literary texts in search of clues.
2.1 Unfaithful Translations: From Literature to Film

In 1996, Hunan Wenyvi Press published The Fifth-Generation Directors Series,
comprising five volumes, each focusing on one director: Zhang Yimou, Chen Kaige, Huang
Jianxin, Wu Ziniu. and Zhou Xiaowen. The major part of each book named after a director is a

collection of the literary originals adapted by him. in addition to a couple of articles on or by him.

** In a dialogue between Robert and Charlotte of Godard's Une femme mariee, we hear that while Charlotte
finds American films “prettier.” Robert thinks that they are “less arousing™ than Italian movies (Mulvey 54).
From numerous reviews, we can see that Zhang Yimou's films impressed Western audiences as both pretty
and arousing. | will come back to this point in the next chapter.
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Although these five directors have been dealing with very different subjects and thus employing
very different literary works, the publication of the series seems to suggest that now these works
can be read as a new kind of discourse: fifth-generation hiterature. The senes may put film and
literature on an equal footing in the minds of its editors, but it does not settle debates on issues in
adaptation that had been going on for a decade before its publication.

From my earlier discussions on the dominant literary tradition, it is not difficult to
understand why Chinese filmmakers have adapted so many literary works. Each generation,
however. has its own principles or ways of adaptation. For instance, the Third Generation, which
stands for standards and norms that the Fifth Generation worked against, mostly concentrated on
modern literary masters such as Lu Xun, Ba Jin, Lao She, and others. The aurhenticity of such
canonized writers predetermines that adapting their works into films is like “dancing in fetters
and handcuffs,” but many still believe that it is “a worthy risk™ (Ding Lin 75). Reports of third-
gencration directors often include explanations about the efforts they made to preserve the flavor
while conveying the spint of the original. “To respect the onginal,” as Xie Ticli claimed, “is my
pnnciple of adaptation” (D1 Zhai 14). The result of this attitude toward adaptation is a body of
screen ““translations” of literary masterpieces, which are so “faithful™ that they hardly have any
life of their own. It is not surprising that most of these films are considered inferior compared to
the onginal: between the languages of film and literature, too many clements are simply
untranslatable (Zheng Xuelai, “Theoretical™ 195).

A second method of adaptation, which is probably the most frequently used one in world
cinema. is to blend imagined details into the original story (Su Shuyang 70). The Fourth
Generation and a few third-generation members explored this method in the New Era after 1979
and produced some successful examples including Wu Tianming's Old Well. If we see the fourth-
generation move as a step to free film from literature, then the Fifth Generation's treatment of a
literary work as raw material instead of a blue print, which is the most liberated way of adaptation
(69). is another step forward. While the Third Generation’s rigid adherence to literature received
much cnticism, the Fifth Generation has also been accused of unfaithfully translating literature,
and hence unfaithfully translating of Chinese culture.

When examining fifth-generation adaptations of literature, scholars find five asepcts that
are different from previous adaptations. The first aspect is in the choice of literature. Most films
by Zhang Yimou, Chen Kaige, Huang Jianxin, and Zhou Xiaowen are based on novels or
novellas, with authors mostly born in the 1950s and 1960s and who were considered to be avant-
garde, neo-realistic, neo-historic, etc. Many of these literary works keep a deliberate distance
from politics and maintain the ideological ambiguity by telling stories about marginal figures
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living in geographically and culturally marginal areas. The copyright for a work was usually sold
to a director immediately after its publication or even before its completion, which means that the
director’s choice is not based on the authenticity of either the author or the work.

Red Sorghum, Ju Dou, and Raise the Red Lantern, for instance, formed a senies of Zhang
Yimou classics that have been studied by many Chinese and overseas scholars. Respectively, the
three films were adapted from works by Mo Yan, Liu Heng, and Su Tong, whose “experimental
fictions™ have “a contempt for politics™ that itself is “highly political. since it aims to subvert the
slavery of literature to communism imposed by the Communist party” (Lu Tonglin, Misogyny 15).
The “extreme form of Western individualism, highlighted by violence, perversion, and death,
cxemplifies the ideological vacuum in post-Mao China” in these fictions (13-14), chimed in
casily with the Fifth Generation’s rebellion consciousness. Moreover, these writers’ humanistic
concems and sensual depictions also make their works good material for a director like Zhang
Yimou (Zhou Baozhen 114).

The second unique aspect of fifth-gencration adaptations is that they translate words
rather “‘completcly” into landscapes. images and colors. In films such as One and Eight, Yellow
Earth, Swordsman of Double Flag Town. Evening Bell. and Life on a String, visual shocks mainly
come from the landscapes and the presentations of them. Traditional cinematic landscapes, under
the influence of classical Chinese paintings, usually included mountains and waters in a natural
scenery or bridge(s) over river(s) in a cityscape, both abundant in greencrv. The above films,
however, reveal deserts and barren lands of western China with landscapes that are harsh to the
cves. Even films shot in cities. including The Big Parade (1985), Black Cannon Incident (1985)
and No Regrets about Youth (1991), achieve a similar effect by focusing on bleached locations
like a military camp, a large factory, and a construction field, with greenery missing.'” Zhang
Yimou affirms that the avoidance of green is deliberate (Rayns, “Chinese Vocabulary™ 14).'®

Besides abandoning green as a neutral background color, fifth-generation directors often
limit the range of colors in order to give each film a unique outlook. One and Eight presents
actors dressed in “dark or ochre-colored clothes™ in the monochromatic setting of Ningxia
province to obtain “the look of woodcuts: bold, decentered compositions, and real sense of
chiaroscuro™ (9). Yellow Earth casts landscapes in “vellow, black, white, red—yvellow for earth,
black for clothes, white for purity, red for hope” (Zhang Yimou, “Yellow Earth™ 68). Swordsman

'" Qian Yunxuan, the an designer for No Regrets about Youth, says that the juxtaposition of traditional and
modern architectures in the film—with a spectacular cluster of skyscrapers in the background and an old
Beijing-styled house in the middle of ruins in the foreground—is a conscious effort to compose a cityscape
unseen in previous films (6).

'* This echoes Japanese New Waver Oshima Nagisa's detestation of the ambiguous and neutral green of the
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of Double Flag Town foregrounds a bright yellow desert that is bleached by the sunlight of high
noon, while Life on a String tones down the ycllow by lowering the honzon and revealing more
blue of the sky. Black Cannon Incident impresses us with intemnal scenes in black and white,
which are set in contrast to stills of sunset and sunnse in orange. Even a more recent film like
Shadow of the Empire (1995) continues this fifth-generation tradition by dressing its characters
and designing its props in beige, brown, and black in order to create a sense of the ancient empire
opposing the colorfulness of the modem world.

The third remarkable aspect of fifth-generation adaptations is the simplification of plot
and charactenzation. In fifth-generation films, especially the earlier ones, the rather complex
stories of literary onginals are usually reduced to basic lines. Replacing the internal thoughts and
psychological descriptions are vibrant ntuals that characters must perform, be it everyday work or
special events. Monologues and dialogucs are ““reduced to the barest minimum, and the evolving
relationships are articulated more through reaction shots of faces than through words™ (Rayns,
“Chinese Vocabulary” 30). And, in the case of Yellow Earth and Swordsman of Double Flag
Town, the expressionless faces of many characters. saying evervthing and nothing, do not really
help much in “determining” their true thoughts.

An Ganggiang points out that Zhang Yimou's characters actually fall into a kind of color
pattern: red women, gray men, black old men, and colorful children (39-42): characters are not
only individuals but also symbols in a visually engaging symbolic world. If we recall the triangle
(Figure 1) that reveals the relationship among characters of many fifth-generation films, we can
sce that though each character stands at a certain pole of the social structure, the battles and
conspiracics among them keep challenging the moral issucs. The beautiful and sensual scenes in
the films again blur the violent realitics in original texts and make the ideological reflections even
more ambiguous.

The fourth aspect concerns the space in which film characters carry out their daily
activities. Let us consider Zhang Yimou films as examples. Since northern China is what he and
his crew is most familiar with, the majority of their films are set there.'® Before shooting a film,
his crew usually chooses an open but picturesque location and builds an interior setting. While the
landscape of the location often fills the punctuation shots, the rather empty surroundings gives the
main setting a sense of closure and isolation. And the main setting itself, mostly invented by fifth-

generation art-designers such as Cao Jiuping, always lends the film a distinct look.

pine tree that is always in the background of traditional Japanese theatres (Turim 21).

' Even though original stories such as Raise the Red Lantern and Story of Qiu Ju take place in southern
regions, Zhang Yimou moves them north and changes the dialect and details of customs accordingly (Zhou
Baozheng 117).
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The Yang's Dye-house in Ju Dou, for instance, has a square dyeing pool that is always
filled with red liquid. Both sequences of patricide take place in this pool. Beside the pool and in
the middle of the courtyard, there is a set of high gallows for hanging dyed cloth, which is again
in a limited range of colors: red. orange, and yellow. The looks exchanged between the male and
female protagonists would not be as beautiful without such hanging fabrics. And when their love
is ended by the man’s death, the woman scts the gallows and cloths on fire. In Liu Heng’s
oniginal novel Fuxi Fuxi (Obsession), however, no dye-house is mentioned.

The Chen familv compound in Raise the Red Lantern is a real location that Zhang
Yimou's crew found. The architecture has a “fearful sysmmetry” (to borrow a poem title by
William Blake): from the main courtyard leading to the central gate, we can see four separate
units, two on each side. Each unit is like a miniature of the compound, with a smaller gate, two
wings on both sides of the courtyard, and a main room at the inner end that is divided into the
bedroom and living room areas. Stuart Klawans describes it as a “maze of doorways framing
doorways and courtyards leading inwards to other courts, of patterned tiles, of obsessive
symmetries” (16). In Su Tong’s novella, there is only one minor reference to a lantern: “On the
seventh day of the twelfth lunar month, lanterns were hung up all around th¢ Chen compounds.
Chen Zuoqian celebrated his fiftieth birthday that day” (Raise the Red Lantern 53). In the film,
however, “the whole look of the movie was built up around the visual hook of the *hot’ light of
red paper lantemns™ (Chute, “Golden Hours™ 65), hanging under the gray brick roof.

In accordance with Zhang Yimou's theory that film is a onc-time art, such isolated
settings designed with limited ranges of colors in his films effectively enable audiences to be
drawn into the unique cinematic worlds. At the opening of his films, the audiences are usually
able to follow the protagonists into the main setting: Jiu'er of Red Sorghum, Tianqing of Ju Dou,
Songlian of Raise the Red Lantern, and Shuisheng of Shanghai Triad. Through the eyes of these
characters, audiences immediately get a visual clue about the location of the main setting and its
environment. Then, after moving into the main setting, the camera starts to explore the space
from various angles as the story develops: while distance shots from a high angle form the basic
rhythm of the narrative, close-ups and shots with voyeuristic intentions help viewers become
famihiar or intimate with the characters. Ju Dou, for instance, “is full of angle shots of grimacing,
grunting, gasping people and clanking old machinery” (Klawans 16).

The above efforts made by fifth-generation filmmakers, together with their deliberate
obscuring of the time period, which is usually specific in the literary originals, have resulted in
the fifth distinct aspect of their translation. Namely, the rather isolated and enclosed settings, the
symbolic characters, the simplified plot, and the repeated rituals all create a sense of timelessness
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in the film versions. Therefore, although many fifth-generation films focus on the past, their
creators are concerned less with history itself than the human conditions that have changed little
with the passage of time. Huang Jianxin's The Wooden Man's Bride, Chen Kaige's Life on a
String, Liu Miaomiao’s Family Scandal, and He Ping’s Red Firecrackers, Green Firecrackers
have no indication of the stories’ time at all. Zhang Yimou avoided the wars and movements of
the 1940s and 1950s by moving Ju Dou to the relatively peaceful countryside of the 1920s. He
divided Raise the Red Lantern into chapters: “Summer,” “Autumn,” “Winter,” and “Next
Summer,” skipping the “Next Spring.” Shanghai Triad is subtitled “The First Day,” “The Second
Day,” and so on. 7o Live, which spans over thirty vears of revolutions and political movements,
can still be regarded as a timeless tale because it is not really a tale about politics but, rather, one
about survival under “the unbearable weight of being™ (Li Luxiang 106).

Compared to their literary onginals, all of which vary greatly in terms of plot,
characterization, narrative style and language, fifth-gencration adaptations secem to bear more
rescmblance among themselves. In addition to their trademark of dazzling visuals, a common
theme of these films is the liberation of the Self. which often starts from a desire for the Other—
usually a beautiful woman who is an object of both love and lust. In cases like Temptress Moon
and Firecracker, the object of love is a handsome young man from the outside. who stands for the
freedom that the heroine has been longing for. Liberation of the Sclf in these films cannot be
achieved, since lavers of patniarchal power forbid his/her desire for love/marriage. Thus the
“primitive passion” of the Self can find no exit but through an illicit affair, which would lead to
severe punishments (usually by the clan) that are both physical and psvchological. Fairly often,
the result is the death of some and unresolved guilt of others. These stories may be considered as
“family/clan allegories,” but instead of manifesting clear moral positions as old fables do, fifth-
generation works constantly challenge the moral, the rational, and the cultural with the presence
of the camal, the sensual, and the primitive. In short, the ““adapted film” by a fifth-generation
filmmaker always bears the mark of its aureur. Even a scemingly faithful adaptation like Li
Shaohong’s Blush (1995), as I will argue in Chapter 4, significantly alters elements such as
attitudes towards gender and history.

Zhang Yimou may say that the use of red in Raise the Red Lantern is symbolic, while the
red in The Story of Qiu Ju is “an aspect of reality” in the northern peasant’s life (Sklar,
“Becoming™ 29), but the choice of colors, like that of landscapes, are never innocent. In fact, both

the choices of colors and landscapes and the way they are combined, are intended to de-

™ Apparently, Li Luxiang has Milan Kundera's 1988 novel The Unbearable Lightness of Being in mind
when he puns on this expression. Kundera became very popular in 1990's China, replacing Garcia-Marquez,
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familiarize. For the same reasons, recordings of natural sounds, such as the whistling of the wind
on the loess plateau, are recorded in the sound track of Yellow Earth. The post-production staff in
Germany almost mistook the unfamiliar sound for a technical defect. The unique way in which
different types of sounds and music, including choruses, folks songs, traditional operas, are
combined, also creatc an atmosphere or an intertextuality that gives voice to the unspeakable and
the silenced while challenging the already spoken or written text.

Similar to the effect of the limited range of colors, the music in many films, especially
those composed by Zhao Jiping, the fifth-generation flagship composer, is rather melodically
simple and casy to remember. When played on various instruments in different rhythms through
the films, these tunes create different effects as they interact with the voices of people and the
sounds of nature. In Shanghai Triad, for instance, sharp contrasts between the metropolis and the
countryside are reflected by a very expressive sound track that faithfullv acts as “the ears™ of
Shuisheng, a country boy who listens, watches, and puts together a story that he cannot fully
understand. Without the sound tracks corresponding to the visuals, the alienation effect of many
fifth-generation works could not be achieved to the same extent. While visuals may still rely on
the graphic descriptions of the onginal literature. the sound tracks are mainly the creation of the
filmmaker.

In addition to the estranged visuals and sound tracks themselves, the vague connection
between the film form and content is also intriguing. The juxtaposition of barren landscape with
the presence of crowds, for example, appears in many films: Yellow Earth, Life on a String, To
Live, Blue Kite, and so forth. Visually, we sense the tension and rhythm created by such
paralleled scenes, but do they have deeper meanings? Cannes audiences, who insulted King of
the Children with the “Golden Alarm Award,” would most likely give a negative answer, while
Chinese readers of Ah Cheng’s original would not have the same problem concemning the work's
meaning. Some fifth-generation filmmakers may explain that the uncertainty between image and
meaning are not really “deliberate” but rather “the true representation of real experience, an
experience that we cannot explain clearly, and [which] cannot be verbalized™ (Sklar, “People” 38).
If this is true, then the connection between these directors’ art and life comes before the link
between the film and its literary original.

These findings, however, cannot lead to any definite conclusion except that the Fifth
Generation’s way of translating literature is very “unfaithful”—apparently, the films keep only

the story lines and basically stand as independent texts. Why, then, are scholars always stressing

who was one of the favorites in the 1980s.
*! For a comparable study in Taiwan cinema. see Stephanie Hoare's “Innovation through Adaptation: The
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the contribution of literature to the Fifth Generation’s success? [ think the main reason lies in the
belief that literature is the “primary” narration of China as a nation, while film is at best a
“secondary language,” a viewpoint or prejudice shared by other nations as well. In Homi
Bhabha's edited book Nation and Narration (1990), Timothy Brennan writcs about “The

National Longing for Form™ and observes:

It was the novel that historically accompanied the rise of nations by objectifving the ‘one, yet
many" of national life, and by mimicking the structure of the nation, a clearly bordered jumble
of languages and styles. {...] Its manner of presentation allowed people to imagine the special
community that was the nation. (49)

Chinese intellectuals expressed similar views on the role of novel in a nation. The “Introduction”
10 Xin Xiaoshuo (New Novel),™ a literary journal founded by Liang Qichao—one of the foremost
enlightcnment pioneers of China—in 1902 in Yokohama, Japan, states the following:

If we want to enlighten people of a nation, we have to improve the nation’s xigoshuo
[novel(la)] first. If we want to update the concepts of morality, religion, politics, custom, and
lcarning, we must innovate xiagoshuo. Even when we nced to renew ideas and identities, we
must renew xiaoshuo. Why? Because xiaoshuo has an incredible power in manipulating
people. (Jia Zhifang and Wang Tongkun 3)

Inspired by his readings of European novels and studies on reader response, Liang developed an
opinion that was very advanced for his time (2), when xiaoshuo was the only literary genre using
vermnacular Chinese language accessible to a large readership (6). Lu Xun, the father of modem
Chinese literature, expressed similar views about using xiaoshuo for the enlightening of the
masses after the May Fourth Movement of 1919 (7).

Now. xiaoshuo occupies a significant place in the Chinese literary canon, because it is the
only genre capable of encompassing other literary genres, and hence the best form to record true
(hi)stories of Chinese hearts and represent the national/cultural spirit of China.” Once a low, but
popular, art, xiaoshuo has more qualities of popular culture than other literary genres. This is
partly why, when aiming at art-house films, fifth-generation directors chose poetry and prose—
two literary genres that do not restrict film as the novel does due to their usually weak narrative

structure. When hoping for a larger audience, however, they naturally went back to xiaoshuo for

Use of Literature in New Taiwan Film and Its Consequences.™

? The word for “novel” here is xigoshuo in Chinese, which actually includes novels, novellas and short
stories. Lu Tonglin offers a good introduction to origins and implications of the term (AMisogyny 5).

® Among modem literary masters of China, Lu Xun is probably the only writer who did not produce any
novel in his life, though he had an impressive repertoire of novellas and short stories. He also expressed
similar views about using xiaoshuo for the enlightenment movement of May Fourth that started from 1919
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engaging stories. Audiences walked out of the theatre, wondering what movies like Horse Thief
were trving to sav, while critics went back to see such films a second time and still had difficuity
writing about their thoughts. Zhang Yimou, the first fifth-generation director who gave the story
back to the audience, did not want this to happen to his works: after all, films are made to attract
audiences and not to alienate them.

Now scholars of fifth-generation films go back 10 1984, the year when Yellow Earth
caused a sensation, even though the “recal-time” worldwide glory for the Fifth Generation actually
started in 1988. In that year, as some scholars put it, King of the Children’s failure in Cannes
symbolically ended the Generation's art movement, while Red Sorghum’s victory in Berlin
marked the beginning of a new stage (Rao Shuoguang and Pei Yali 241). If the Fifth Generation’s
unfaithful translation of poetry and prose ¢voked a revolution in film language, its unfaithful
translation of xiaoshuo has had a deeper impact in cultural reflections, since xiaoshuo is a more

powerful carner of fundamental ideas about literature, nation, history, and tradition.

2.2 Unsettled Negotiations: Transforming the Literary Tradition

Studies on the Fifth Generation’s way of adaptation soon led to evaluations of the artistic
group’s international success. Opinions are again divided—only this time, the tripartite
ncgotiations are among three positions or standpoints rather than three groups, which is a result of
the increasing disintegration within the intellectual stratum (Cai Xiang 48). Figure 6 shows that in
addition to the traditional binary opposition between the literaturc-oriented and film-oriented
positions, there is a third position that is reception-oriented.

Literature Oriented
Position

Film Oriented
Position

Reception Oriented
Position

Figure 6 Tripartite Negotiation on the Fifth Generation’s International Success

(Jia Zhifang and Wang Tongkun 7).
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The three positions here correspond to those in Figure 5, with each serving as a point of departure
for a body of discursive theories and discussions.

Scholars departing from the literature-oriented position attempted to fit fifth-generation
films into various literary trends durning the past two decades. They readily examined trademark
genres of the Fifth Generation including Chinese westerns, family allegory, and urban comedy in
relation to the “western novel™ or native writing, avant-garde or neo-historical novel, Wang Shuo
or some other “urban-commons novel,” and so forth. Even Chen Kaige and Wu Ziniu's
philosophical questioning of life are analvzed alongside “root-searching™ literature, which
“stresses more on the search than the root” (Cai Xiang 49). Such studies usually underestimate
the value of fifth-generation works. accusing them of losing the layers of meanings and cultural
depth in the hiterary originals beneath their exquisitely composed visuals (Chen Mo, Zhang Yimou
43: HC Li 113).

Supporters of this literaturc-oniented position note that even Zhang Yimou, the Fifth
Gencration’s leading director, admits that “film can never throw away the walking stick of
literature” (Chen Mo. Zhang Yimou 31) and “his success is indebtted to good novellas.” Many
then proposed a theory “attnbuting Chinese films™ international success to the wide involvement
of wnters in filmmaking” (Liu Heng and Wang Bin 45). In this vein, some critics worry that
writers” involvement in film/TV productions would have a ncgative effect on their literary writing,
while others believe that wnters wouid add new blood to film/TV productions. The
discnmination of film ts also shown in a theory that the Sixth Generation's early failures in
attracting audiences is due to the fact that its members mostly write their own original
screenplavs (Zhu Zixia 1).

While third-generation filmmakers tended to choose literature “worthy™ of adaptation, the
Fifth Generation's adaptations made literarv originals by the avant-garde writers worth more in
terms of book sales (1). The true fans of avant-garde literature may not be willing to give the
directors much credit, but publishers are. For instance, in the “Translator’s Note™ that prefaced
his translation of Su Tong's trilogy, Michael Duke writes:

The novella “Raise the Red Lantern™ was originallv titled “Wives and Concubines,” but in the
Hong Kong and the second Taiwan editions of the trilogy it became, as here, the title story for
the book Raise the Red Lantern. {...] The title was also used for Zhang Yimou’s 1992 Oscar-
nominated film. The red lanterns were the invention of Zhang or his scriptwriter and were just
one of many changes introduced in the transformation of this complex narrative. The English
reader can now savor the full flavor of Su Tong’s original conception. (Su Tong, Raise the Red
Lantern “Preface™)
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Duke did not make it clear that both the Hong Kong and Taiwan editions took the title from
Zhang Yimou's film. If it was not for the film’s Oscar nomination, why would these books adopt
a title that is not suitable for a novella that barely mentions lanterns of any color.™

Both Raise the Red Lantern and Red Sorghum (by Mo Yan) from Penguin Books and The
Obsessed (or Ju Dou by Liu Heng) from Panda Books are covered with stills of Gong Li from
Zhang Yimou films. which savs much about the publishers’ hope to boost sales by the films’
impact. Amy Tan, whose words are printed on the cover of Red Sorghum, claimed that “Mo
Yan's voice will find its way into the heart of the American reader, just as Kundera and Garcia
Marquez have.” We cannot tell whether this has happened, but we can already say that the films
by Zhang Yimou and his peers have found their audiences everywhere in the world.

In spite of the controversics between literature and film, as I have mentioned more than
once. it was China’s drcam for both to gain recognition from the world. Although film experts,
China or Western-based. all pointed out more than a decade ago that the Fifth Generation's
success was largelv duc to the morc cosmopolitan quality of the film language, literature-oriented
scholars could not justify the failure of Chinese literature—a higher art than film, to their mind.
The prestigious international awards that have honored Chinese films since 1988 have been a
constant reminder of the long but vain expectation for Chinese literature to be recognized
worldwide.

Liu Zaifu. a famous wnitcr, laments two chances the Chinese missed in his “A Hundred
Years of the Nobel Prize for Literature and the Absence of Chinese Writers” (1999): Lu Xun
refused the nomination. and Shen Congwen died while his works, translated by N.G.D.
Malmqvist (Fellow, The Swedish Academy), were being considered for the award in 1988 (64-
65). Regarding such bitter facts, Chinese literati, on the one hand, hold on to their pride by
pointing out that the Nobel Committee unforgivably missed such great authors as Lev Tolstoy,
James Jovce and Viadimir Nabokov. On the other hand. they stiil feel “unbalanced” since China’s
neighbors, including Indian poet Tagore and Japanese novelists Kawabata Yasunari and Oe
Kentsuburo. all received the prize (62).%

Ironically, when Gao Xingjian, a Chinese immigrant witk French citizenship, won the
Nobel Prize for Literature in 2000, the literary circle in China was pretty indifferent; in contrast,
Chinese officials protested the prize since Gao had incurred considerable trouble with his political

* And why would Penguin Books care to make amangement with William Morrow and Company (the
original publisher of the English translation) to reprint it (as indicated by a note printed on the title page), if
it was not the success of Zhang Yimou's film?

* Besides Liu Zaifu's article that was published in Unifas, a Taiwan literary journal, Hong Kong’s Ming
Pao Monthly (November 1999) also ran a special discussion panel containing articles on the absence of
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views. This reminds us of the “trans-Pacific row when China tried to withdraw Ju Dou from the
Best Foreign Film Oscar category™ a decade earlier (Andrews), an event that was followed by a
number of stories conceming Chinese films’ entries into international film festivals and their
foreign releases without the permission of China’s Film Bureau.

Such battles between China and the West led the Chinese to reflect upon their own
culture with respect to reception. Looking back over the past decade, one finds too many films by
the fifth or younger generations advertised abroad as “banned in China,” as if their “bad name” at
home would somchow ensure its overseas success. Discussions of frequent conflicts between
Chinese censorship and Western hegemony have opened up an enormous new field of study in
Chinese cinema, about which I will elaborate in the next chapter.

The emergence of views from the reception-oniented position has greatly advanced film-
oriented criticisms and theories, which were poorly developed under the restriction of the literary
tradition. A number of Western film cxperts, joining their Chinese colleagues, discovered unique
kinds of cinematic landscapes—rural or urban, natural or human—that function as “an inner
connection” or “‘consistent mentality” holding together films under the banner of “fifth-
gencration” (Sklar, “Becoming” 28). Technically speaking, they noticed that these landscapes are
composed through pervasive use of back-light. elevated angle. static shot, superimposed images,
and limited color-range. for example. Ideologically speaking, fifth-generation directors may deal
with very different subjects, but they all reject the conflict-resolution mode of both Hollywood
and Soviet melodramas, while documenting personal stories rather than the traditional “people’s
memory™ of a period of history (Yin Hong, “Contemporary” 25). Unlike the rather smooth and
flowing narrative style and camera work of older filmmakers, their insistence on long takes and
modest montages lend the visuals a “weight,” or a sense of ctemnity, both of which force
audiences to ponder and reject verbal interpretations.

Wang Bin. the author of A Biographical Sketch of Zhang Yimou, who is also one of
Zhang Yimou's regular “literary advisers,” describes in detail how they find a story, buy the
copynight, produce a script, and discuss it with the entire crew throughout shooting. The process
of brainstorming usually results in a huge distance from the original, and thus only the part that
may fit into the scheme of filmmaking is well reserved. As Rey Chow points out: “precisely
because translation is an activity that immediately problematizes the ontological hierarchy of
languages—which is primary and which is secondary?”—it is also the place where the oldest
prejudices about origins and derivations come into play most forcefully” (Primitive Passion 184).

Therefore, the prejudice that film is a secondary language gave rise to the accusations concerning

Chinese writers from the twentieth century’s Nobel list.
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Zhang Yimou's “unfaithful translations,” even though, as Wang Bin tells us, he is not translating
at all. And when he reversed the “primary-secondary™ relationship of literature-film by paying
writers to come up with stories for his films in the form of novels—he paid Shanghai author Li
Xiao to produce a novel for Shanghai Triad (Wang Bin 221), and six established authors to write
stories on Empress Wu Zetian—he stunned the mass media. When six “histoncal novels™ about
the most powerful and controversial woman in Chinese history were produced around 1994, the
mass media found the case too “Hollywood™ to be true in China (Chen Mo, Zhang Yimou 37).

During a 1993 panel discussion on Zhang Yimou films, film-oriented cntics once
expressed doubts about whether it is still appropnate to regard the director as a member of the
Fifth Generation. Some suggested that maybe he should be called the “4':th” generation, since
his insistence on the issucs of moral values resembles that of a fourth-generation director (Yue Yi
306). 1 believe that the real problem here has to do with his going back to literature. If Red
Sorghum (1987) was the point when the Fifth Generation tumned to novels for inspirations, The
Story of Qiu Ju (1992) by Zhang Yimou marked its sccond departure from literature. Qiu Ju is
almost a “documentary” with manv non-professional actors and over half of the film shot by
hidden cameras. Seven vears later, the director filmed another documentary styled film, Not One
Less (1999). This time. all actors were non-professionals playing themselves, with characters
keeping the actors’ rcal names. The story, again, has little to do with the novel mentioned in the
credits. and is about a tecnage girl who replaces a village teacher on leave and goes to the city to
find a run-away student of hers. The film takes a rather realistic look at contemporary China and
presents a quite positive image of the mass media, especially television, which helps the girl find
her student and brings donations back to her impoverished school. The film’s presentation of the
television medium as the final solution after a series of failed attempts through other means is
interesting. especially when compared to presentations of the Internet and other new media by
filmmakers of younger generations. Jin Chen's Love in the Interret Age (1998) by BFA graduates
of 1997, for instance, was the first of its kind.

When Zhang Yimou made Red Sorghum, he aimed at a “hybrid film” mixing music, folk
customs, and elements from different film genres, but by the mid-1990s, he established his own
norm, which is reflected by other filmmakers. Zhang Jianya, a Shanghai-based fifth-generation
director. offered a new kind of comedy with Three-Hair Joined the Army (1992) and Mr. Wang:
Flames of Desire (1993), two films based on famous cartoon series of the 1940s by Zhang Leping
and Ye Qianyu. Having characters living in the 1940s speak and act like characters in the

“revolutionary films™ of the 1950s/1960s and imitate classic scenes of fifth-generation allegories,
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the two films are indeed post-modern comedies ridiculing the most recent film tradition of
China—the fifth-generation tradition.™

If the fifth-generation translation of literature radically de-centered the literary signs with
non-literary sizns of film language. recent developments of other non-literary media (i.e.
television, the Intemet. computer games. etc.) and films™ reflections on them have further
weakened the domination of both literature and the literary tradition. In the 1990s, even the long
established literarv genre xiaoshuo was in a dilemma: “On the one hand, it lies in a context where
visual-svmbolic empires and non-literary social forces are dismantling it; on the other hand, its
own artistic pursuit is becoming increasingly ambiguous and losing its own boundaries™ (Chen
Xiaoming, “After the Avant-Garde™ 35). Thus, although conflicts among various art forms cannot

be settled, the merging of vanous art forms and genres will be the future trend.

3. Conspiracy or Corruption: “Surrender” of Elite Culture

In 1988, when we could not vet talk about a “Chen Kaige film” or a “Tian Zhuangzhuang
film™ with confidence. “"Wang Shuo film” was suddenly “in,” and the term was immediately
accepted by audiences and cnitics (He Shaojun and Pan Kaixiong, “What Does Film Want™ 4).
Though some scholars pronounced the failure of the Wang Shuo film as early as 1989 (6), this
“punk” writer continued to work in the film/television industry for another eight vears and
produced an impressive body of work. His becoming one of China’s cultural heroes had much to
do with his involvement in non-literary media such as film and television, which spreads faster
and more widely than literature. The interesting point here is that when three fifth-generation
directors chose his novels for adaptation in 1987, Wang Shuo was not recognized as a serious or
good writer within literary circles and was despised by the elite cultural stratum as a “literary
punk” (wenpi). Even though he had many fans among young readers, he was definitely not one of
those intellectual or avant-garde writers whose artistic pursuits then were similar to that of the
Fifth Generation. By 1987, fifth-generation directors were still considered intellectual artists and
pant of the elite cultural stratum. which made their choice of Wang Shuo novels particularly

intnguing: “Was the literary circle ignorant. or was the film circle looking up to the wrong

* Mr. Wang, for instance, ridicules its protagonist by having him perform the sorghum-field love sequence
in Red Sorghum. While the half-naked. masculine sedan-camer “Grandpa™ arouses his beloved by
stamping sorghums stems down into a “bed.” the skinny bookie-looking Mr. Wang “tumns off” the woman
he desires by first taking too long to stamp those sorghums stems that keep bouncing back, and then having
trouble unbuttoning his Chinese styled vest and robe.
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person? Or, is it that literature and film do not share the same value system due to their
differences in expressing life experiences?” (Shao Mujun, “Wang Shuo Film™ 8-9).

If Wang Shuo’s “anti-intellectual sentiment” soared after being continuously rejected by
the elite stratum (10), then what exactly did those fifth-generation directors see in his writings?
As | mentioned before. the four Wang Shuo films made in 1988 answered the call for
“entertainment films.” but it was only afier a good laugh in the movie theatrc that audiences
started to see the real source of Wang Shuo novels™ “entertaining quality.” Wang Meng, a famous

wrniter and former Minister of Culture in China, writes about Wang Shuo's works:

His language 1s vivid and absolutely down to earth. [...] while his thoughts and feelings are
very much of the urban commons. [...] He is completely on the same level as his rcaders, not
only by avoiding any sublimation, but also by humbling himself in front of the reader. Reading
his works is like smoking a cigarette or playing a round of mahjong: it is not for improving
health or Icarning principles of life. His works are hardly touching, but somehow they satisfv
some of vour personal interests—you feel the pleasure of breaking the norms and being
naughty. so you won't live like a fool or become too tired of living. (14)

As a recognized member of the elite intellectual stratum, Wang Meng received much criticism for
recogmzing the “spirit of commons™ 1n Wang Shuo’s works as something valuable. Compared to
Wang Meng's article written in 1993, the Fifth Generation's appreciation of Wang Shuo was in
advance of its time.

In fact. from the beginning, film’s commercial values have been closely related to its
popular essence as an entertainment medium. Although Chinese cinema is a very complex matrix,
it has always revolved around three cores: education. entertainment, and edutainment (Tan
Chunfa 262). The call for entertainment film by Chen Haosu (Vice Minister of Culture) in 1988
caused quite a heated debate. not because it was the first time, but because it was after thirty vears
of regarding film as mainly a means of education—unavoidable under the domination of the
literary tradition. When Zhang Yimou made Red Sorghum, which was before Chen’s clarion call,
he provided the following justification:

| am not against the rationale in a film, since a film with no thoughts cannot be called a real
work of art. But film has to have its own power, so when shooting a film, we have to consider
how to make it interesting to watch, rather than worryving too much about its philosophical
implications and social concerns. [...] Film should be designed to be enjoved for the first
viewing: so is Red Sorghum. It does not intend to carry much philosophical thinking, but seeks
to have emotional communications with ordinary people. (Luo Xueving, Red Sorghum 50-51)
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Although Zhang did not use the word “entertainment” here, the last sentence well summanzes his
understanding of film as a popular art form. which is echoed by Wang Meng’s comments on the
charm of Wang Shuo novels a few vears later.

In 1988, beside the thrce directors who worked on Wang Shuo novels, the Fifth
Generation offered a good repertoirc of “entertainment films:™ Zhou Xiaowen's The Price of
Frenzy. Li Shaohong’s The Silver Snake Murder Case, Tian Zhuangzhuang's Rock Kids, Wu
Zinu's Jovous Heroes and Berween the Living and the Dead, and so forth. Durnng the following
decade, fifth-gencration filmmakers again showed their strength in reconciling artistic pursuit and
commodity culture, producing internationally acclaimed masterpieces including Chen Kaige's
Farewell. My Concubine (1993), Tian Zhuangzhuang's Blue Kite (1993), and Zhang Yimou’s To
Live (1994). as well as box office hits such as Li Shaohong's Blush (1993), Zhou Xiaowen's
Emperor’s Shadow (1996), Zhang Yimou's Keep Cool (1997). During the same period, Wang
Shuo’s television dramas had enjoved immense popularity in China. and his film/television career
came to an cnd after plaving the rolc of a gang’s head in Jiang Wen's In the Heat of the Sun
(1996). The film i1s based on Wang Shuo’s novella “Ferocious Animal™ and became a box office
hit that has won high cntical acclaims. By that time. both Zhang Yimou and Wang Shuo were
media heroes and business heroes, which is the true meaning of cultural heroes.

Around the same time when Wang Meng praised Wang Shuo. Wang Yichuan, a professor
of Chinese at Beijing Normal University, armived on the mass media and popular culture scene
with an editonal decision that caused much noise. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, when putting
together the Fiction Volume of the Twentieth Century Chinese Literary Masters Series he
excluded Mao Dun and ranked Jin Yong in fourth position.”” If Wang Yichuan's denial of Mao
Dun’s entry into the Series was against the Communist canon. what did his inclusion of the
swordsman fiction writer Jin Yong imply? To both Jin Yong and his fans, such a high ranking of
Jin Yong was an unexpected surprise, since this was the first time for swordsman fiction—a long
exising low art genre—to be canonized, especially by a member belonging to the elite cuitural
stratum. Wang Yichuan. however, was not alone: Professor Yan Jiavan of Beijing University

offered a course titled “Studies on Jin Yong Novels.” Further, the University of Colorado even

7 As a founder of the famous “Literary Study Group™ in the 1920s. Mao Dun's literary criticisms and
novels revealed a pro left-wing attitude that inherits the May Fourth spirit while fiercely criticizing
bourgeois ideas. feudalism, aestheticism, and the decadent school (Zhou Bin 46-48). His film criticism
regarded Hollywood movies as “the means 1o seduce and anesthetize the mass” in the 1930s while highly
praising Soviet films in the 1940s for helping people to understand that “the purpose of life should be
serving others instead of satisfying one’s own desires™ (49). He took important positions in the Ministry of
Culture and Writer's Association in the 1950s and has been regarded as one of the greatest modern writers.
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held a conference on the “Jin Yong Novel and Twenticth Centuryv Chinese Literature™ (Jin
Yong).™

Considening the above incidents. it was only natural for many to detect the signal of elite
culture’s “surrender” to popular culture in the late 1980s. Is the surrender a result of the
conspiracies between literature and film. high and low art. or elite and mass cultures? Or, is it the
corrupting influence of popular culture and mass media lowening the status of high art and elite
culture? Again, it is hard to decide which 1s primary and which is secondary here. When
literature as a high art began to give in to the tide of popular culture, the literary tradition in
cinematic creation also began to collapsc. As I will demonstrate through some case studies in the
following two chapters. representations of nation and history—two of the biggest themes in the
literary tradition—have been both challenged by the ammival of commodity culture in which all

fifth-generation directors have had to “popularize™ their art.

™ Wang Shuo’s “My Views on Jin Yong.” an attack on Jin Yong novels as examples of bad writing, was a
bigger surprise. since Wang Shuo seems to speak from an elite intellectual position although his language is
still in the “punk™ style (Jgnorant 73-78).
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Chapter 3 Narrating Nation and Nationalism

Ann Hu's Shadow Magic takes us back to the turn of the twenticth century when film was
first disscminated to China. As the first Chinese-made film, Conquering Jun Mountain recorded
the wonderful performances of Tan Xinpei but missed his singing, the most important element of
Beijing Opera.' In the film, some people say. “Western stuff is unreliable™; so both Raymond and
Liu Jinglun trv to prove that they are wrong. At their most glorious moment, while showing films
to Empress Dowager Cixi in the Forbidden Palace. unfortunately, the projector catches fire. The
result is the deportation of the “foreign devil™ with “evil intentions.” and we hear the same people
saying: “You sce. Western men are as tricky as their crafts.” As Zhong Dafeng. Zhang Zhen, and
Zhang Yingjing explain,

Because of continuous dcfeats in their confrontation with the superior Western warships and
cannons over the decades, many Chinese felt both disdain and fear towards Western cuiture.
When cinema first arrived in China, people were attracted by its novelty, vet accepted it with
great caution. (46)

Even when watching films became good entertainment. as a certain Mr. Sanderson, who visited

China at the time, has observed. the audiences then simply

cannot sit through a picturc show for an hour and a half without frequent cups of tea and cold
towels. Accordingly. the picture is stopped about every reel for an interval to permit him to
imbibe and to whiz his towel across to an attendant in the aisle. who immediately wet it in icy
water and whizzes it back. (Levda 25)

As Ann Hu's film vividly reveals. such habits of appreciation in watching opera were as stubborn
as their conventional minds. which is, in many ways a “side-effect” of the long civilization that
the Chinese have been extremely proud of.

Such pride is a major force in making the “seventy-five vear development of film in
China,” as the late critic-writer Xia Yan claimed in 1980, “a process of nationalization” (Semsel,
Chinese Film Theory 98). Besides the literary tradition. the nationalization (minzuhua) of film
also preoccupied cinematic creation and criticism in China before the New Era. Minzu can be
translated as “nation,” “country.” or “race” depending on the context, and Aua is an affix meaning
“-ization” or “the assimilating/absorbing of ’ something foreign, as suggested by veteran critic
Luo Yijun (Rong Weijing 129). Just as each generation has its own view of the literary tradition,

every group of directors has contnbuted to film nationalization by searching for their own

' Among the four elements of Beijing opera, singing comes before speaking, acting and fighting. People say “listen to
the opera™ rather than “watch the opera.”
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“national form” (minzu xingshi) and/or ways to represent the national spirit (minzu jingshen). This
chapter will examine how the Fifth Generation and their contemporary directors deconstruct and
reconstruct the conventional views on national form, national spint, cultural tradition, and so on.

Before the emergence of the Fifth Generation, very few overseas scholars (with Chinese
cthnicity or not) paid attention to Chinese cinema, and “film nationalization™ was a significant
issue only for scholars residing in China. Paralleling the discussions on film’s literariness, topics
regarding film nationalization caused many enthusiastic debates among China-based scholars
during the 1980s, before new concerns about the intriguing conflicts between China and the West
shifted critical attention in the 1990s. Now, the problem of a national film is studied in the cntical
context of Orientalism, Postcolonialism, and Third World theornies both outside and inside China.
And again, there arc three parties in the picture.

The first party 1s China-based critic-scholars who used to be the intermediaries between
filmmakers and audiences, having dialogues with filmmakers while dominating film criticism and
theoretical studies in China. These scholars ncither studied Chinese cinema as a monolithic reality,
nor considered themselves as members of one group: before the Cultural Revolution, many got
into trouble for expressing “different opinions™ but from 1979 onward, they havec been
continuously differing among themsclves. This diversity in their opinions has to do with each
scholar’s personal expericnce and interest, as well as his or her knowledge and understanding of
Western theory and Chinese scholarship. When Westemn-based scholars in China studies accused
them as a group of “sino~centrism™ (Berry, “Race™ 47) or “sinochauvisim™ (Chow, “Introduction:
On Chineseness™ 6), because of their “hostility towards Westem thcory™ (2), many of them then
reacted as a group. Their rejection of the Western hegemony is not radically different from that of
Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak, or Homi Bhabha, although they cannot express sophisticated views
as eloquently as do these theorists.

Then there are scholars with Chinese ethnicity, but living outside China proper (or the
mainland), who have “always been bewildered by China” (Ang, 224), and especially by the rise
of New Chinese Cinema. In a way, their bewilderment with the Fifth Generation was first
initiated by the landscapes of the loess plateau, the Yellow River, etc., which bring up nostalgic
feelings towards the motherland, especially after they discovered that it is never possible for them
to “say no to Chineseness.” Scholars with great ambitions have attempted to construct a critical
space called “cultural China,” which “both encompasses and transcends the ethnic, territorial,
linguistic, and religious boundaries that normally define Chineseness™ (Tu Wei-ming v), or an
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off-center “‘periphery” that “will significantly shape the intellectual discourse™ on China in the
future (34). Once feeling caught between China and the West, and finding it impossible to fully
identify with any side, these scholars are tuming a doubly marginalized position into a point of
departure for new discoveries. Although new dilemmas have never stopped coming up in the
quest, in the sphere of “writing diaspora” (the title of a book by Rey Chow) Western-based
Chinese scholars have gone bevond the terntories of Ornentalism, Feminism and various Post-
theories.

The third party 1s Western scholars, mostly “traveling white theorists"—as E. Ann
Kaplan calls them—who made their way to China. With some extraordinary expcriences of a
different “empire of signs” (Roland Barthe) and a daily reality, they have also been very keen on
offering authoritative observations. Their writings have already caused a great impact, as can be
scen in how widely Julia Kristeva's and Fredric Jameson's works on China and the Third World
are read, cited, and, of course, challenged. Gavatn Spivak and Aijaz Ahmad respectively cnticize
Kristeva and Jameson for attempting to interpret China without knowing much about its language
or culture, although their criticism may not seriously alter the reccption of flawed works by
famous Western scholars. White scholars cannot really be counted as a unity, but when they talk
about Third World texts in collective terms such as national allegorics. they are rejected as such.
A feminist scholar like E. Ann Kaplan challenges such readings by frequently quoting from the
other two groups of Chinese scholars and by examining a fifth-generation film like Hu Mei's
Army Nurse as onc depicting the personal/subjective versus the national/collective experience;
but her challenge is not radical (“Traveling™).’

What holds the following discussion together is the focus of my choice, which looks into
the discoveries of China-based scholars and filmmakers, particularly in their encounters with the
West during the past fifteen years. These discoveries have constructed a discourse that critic-
scholars in China refer to as contemporary Chinese film culture. Scholars have fully realized the
competition from overseas scholars, especially those who are bilingual and eager to become
authoritative interpreters of Chinese culture (Chen Xiaoming, “Return” 69). The hierarchy of
language here—"“with English and French at the top™—gives Chinese scholars travelling to
Western countries a great advantage in such a competition (Kaplan, “Travelling” 137). As a result,

China-based scholars, whose observations on the rapid development of Chinese media and

? len Ang’s article, “Can One Say No to Chineseness? Pushing the Limits of the Diasporic Paradigm,”
explains why it is so by analyzing not only experiences of people with Chinese ethnicity living outside
Greater China, but also situations in the context of Western academia.

3 See also E. Ann Kaplan, “Problematizing Cross-cultural Analysis: The Case of Women in the Recent
Chinese Cinema.”
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culture are on a continuous basis that is less arbitrary or fragmented, cannot make their voices
heard due to the problem of language. I hope to make efforts in this direction, since Mainland
China is where all fifth and younger generations of filmmakers come from, as does the reality that

they represent, recreate and reflect upon through their works.
1. In Search of a National Form

Although Chinese literature and other arts have leamed many things from the West, we
have almost never hecard about “nationalizing literature” or “nationalizing painting” etc. The
nationalization of film, however, was an issue raised from the moment film came to China and
became the subject of a heated debate throughout the 1980s. The rationale behind this idea was
explained and elaborated by Luo Yijun through a senes of articles published between 1981 and
1988:

Having originated in the West, film is an article of “importation.” An imported art, when
transplanted in the national soil, has to go through a process of importing, digesting, and
absorbing. Only then can it become true art of one’s own nation. [...] Foreign art is imported
to represent the Chinese soul, whose unique qualitics and spirit arc to be assimilated with the
style of art. This requires tailoring and improving the imported art so that it possesses national
characteristics. (Rong Weijing 129)

Summarnzing Luo’s ideas, Li Shaobai defines “film nationalization™ as the task to develop both
“national form™ and “‘national content” in films, which “should take into consideration the
psychology, customs, aesthetics, and appreciation habits of the people™ (“Rethinking™ 283).

Since both Chinese filmmakers and critics never had much doubt about the national
content, the focus of the debate was mainly on the problem of national form, which was closely
related to two other lines of discussions respectively on film aesthetics and innovation.* The fact
that these theoretical debates lasted for a decade and involved many Chinese scholars amazed
Western scholars. Semsel called the debate on film nationalization “a theoretical phenomenon
with a distinctly Chinese flavor,” since strictly speaking “the subject does not belong to the realm
of film aesthetics™ (97). Chris Berry, a prominent scholar of Chinese cinema, found that the key
terms used in the debate—minzu, minzu xingshi, minzuhua and so forth—were “applied almost

automatically, and without any rationalization, to the great majority of esteemed works” (“Race”

* Semsel places articles debating “film innovation” in Chapter V—after the one on “film nationalization™—
and includes a few critical articles on Xie Jin film in his Chinese Film Theory. The discussions on film
aesthetics include articles by Zhong Dianfei and other famous critics.
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47).> Paul Clark, probably finding “nationalization™ too vague, used “sinification” instead
(“Sinification of Cinema” 175), which is translated from zhongguohua (literally China-ization), a
synonym of minzuhua used by Deng Xiaoping.

Borrowing terms from Frédéric Loliée’s Short History of Comparative Literature (1965),
Rong Weijing suggests that the “proposal of film nationalization” has to do with the superior
“patriotic pride” and the “never-dying anxious heart for victory” (139-40). 1 agree with her but
also think that the debates on film nationalization, aesthetics, and innovation are conscious
justification of the previous neglect of film form—a non-literary and thus marginal sign system—
over several decades. The search for a form in the name of nation is a phenomenon implying how
much heavier ideology was than aesthetics. When scholars brought up ideas and issues that would
influence filmmaking in the 1980s and 1990s with a “legitimate” reason, they held three basic
positions.

Those from the first position affirm the cxistence of a national form. by which one can
tell a film’s nation of origin without knowing what language is spoken. When trying to tell what
is a Chinese film form, many scholars have studied what Chinese film may borrow from
traditional art forms and aesthetic principles. Ni Zhen (“Classical™) and An Jingfu (“Pain™)
discuss the affinity between Chinese landscape painting and cinematographic signification in
terms of “spatial consciousness” and Taoist idcas, drawing examples from films by Chen Kaige
and Hou Hsiao-hsien. Lin Niantong and Liang Tianming examine the visual composition in
Chinese films in terms of you (roaming), a principle of image-making in both painting and poetics
(Lin Niantong, “Study” 189, Liang Tianming 65).° Leo Ou-Fan Lee seeks rcasons for early
films™ rather static camera, reliance on mise-en-scéne (instead of montage), and preference of

long and medium shots over close-ups, in the appreciation of traditional opera. The camera’s

* While minzu is mostly translated into “nation” and minzuhua “nationalization.” AMinzu xingshi is translated
by D.W. Fokkema (Literary Doctrine in China and the Soviet Influence, 1956-1960) and others as *national
form.™ “National form,” like “literary script.” is a term borrowed from Russian. (Li Shaobai, “Rethinking”
288). Berry suggested in his article that minzu should be translated as “race” and minzuhua “race-ization”
(“Race™ 47-48), but “nationalization™ is a better word here because of its bigger connotation. In Chinese,
minzu is sometimes used interchangeably with guojia (country), and when the Chinese say “our nation,”
they do not mean just “our race”™ or our “Han Chinese majority group”—as Berry suggests they do. In fact,
minzu dianying or “national film,” to many scholars, includes “minority films™ that represent lives of
minority people (Zhang Wéi 60). See related discussions in Zhang Yingjin's “From ‘Minority Film’ to
‘Minority Discourse’: Questions of Nationhood and Ethnicity in Chinese Cinema.”

¢ In Chinese landscape painting, a diffuse perspective or multiple station viewpoint is used instead of
focused or single viewpoints in Western classical paintings. Diffuse viewpoints allow a broader scale of
visual composition, permitting the production of horizontal or vertical long rolls, which are painted as if the
viewpoint is moving—something similar to tracking shots. A Western filmmakers like German
documentary director Ulrike Ontinger finds such ideas in “Chinese nature-painting” useful, and adopted a
camera style of “rolling out the scroll, focusing in on details, wandering to and fro” (Bergstrom 44-46).
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position is like an audience’s view, always seeing an artistic world from a distance (12).

Catherine Woo explains the “Chinese montage” by citing a famous poem:

Withered vines, aged tree, cvening crows
Small bnidge, flowing water, village huts
Ancient road, west winds, lean horse
Evening sun slants west

A heart-torn man at the edge of heaven.’

The poem juxtaposes many images without actually connecting them through verbs, leaving the
impression of fragmentation to some, and of suggestivencss between landscapes and inner
feelings to others (21). When pursuing the kind of artistic atmosphere in the poem, filmmakers
can either use long tracking shots linking images from frame to frame, or simply juxtaposc
images shot by shot. Including discussions from all of the above perspectives, Lin Niantong’s
Chinese Film Aesthetics is an attempt to establish a systematized theory *

Early filmmakers like Zheng Junli and Han Shaoyi wrote about their use of ideas from
traditional arts, which is a practice continued by directors of the third and fourth generations, as
demonstrated by Luo Yijun and Xu Hong’s article on third-generation director Shui Hua
(“Lending™) and Shaozhou's critique in Homeland Memories (“Emotion™). Even countertradition
directors of the younger generations, who were heavily influenced by Western ideas of
filmmaking, still make every cffort to make films “unique” and “Chinese” (Bai Xiaoding 35).

Scholars also had different opinions on whether, and what, film should learn from
traditional Chinese arts. Luo Yijun argues that the “cinematography of Chinese film cannot
borrow casily the representation techniques from [Chinese] painting,” since an ontological
difference lies between the two concepts (“Review™” 117).° Instead of pursuing the exactness or
likeness—the core of the Western mimetic tradition in arts, Chinese artists celebrate a spiritual
transmission—a play between the likeness and unlikeness. In other words, Chinese painting
sacrifices the physical resemblance and thus avoids the dilemma of Western art—being “torn

between two ambitions: one, primarily aesthetic, namely the expression of spiritual reality

” This poem, titled “ Autumn Thoughts in the Tune of Sky Pure Sand.” was written by Ma Zhiyuan (1260-
1324).

* Lin Niantong’s Chinese Film Aesthetics (1991), a mostly overlooked work, is a valuable source that
includes all major thoughts in this vein. Its earlier form is a 1985 anticle published in Modern Chinese
Literature.

? This is also why “Chinese animations enjoy high international prestige in the film forum,” as Luo Yijun
continues to discuss, because “animations do not require close imitation of the real world.” Cartoons
learning from traditional plain sketches and cartoons based on watercolor paintings, which are even more
peculiar to the Chinese and are not to be found in other countries, have both enjoyed intemational
popularity (“Review” 117).
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wherein the symbol transcended its model: the other, purely psychological, namely the
duplication of the world outside” (Bazin 12). Film, however, cannot do what painting does. Luo
suggests that Chinese film should tum to written and oral literature for narrative techniques
(“Review™ 118). This thought is elaborated in an article by Ma Junxing, who praises narrative
techniques in earlv swordsman films as pioneer works in the search for a national form, since
they are deeply rooted in Chinese narrative arts (14-15). The Oscar hit Crouching Tiger, Hidden
Dragon (2001) from Ang Lee, which blends traditional swordsman rhetoric and poetic landscapes
with modern techmques, proves how much may be gleaned from traditional Chinese arts to make
films for today's international audiences.

A vyounger scholar, Zhang Wei, offers a rebuttal of the above views by arguing that
traditional Chinese art and culture have restncted the development of Chinese film. He points out
that from the Confucian emphasis on the interest of nation-state to Taoist teaching of human
beings as part of the great Nature. from Chinesc landscape paintings with an everlasting distanced
view to the great emphasis placed on morality instead of emotion in literature, all the teachings
have the intention to climinate “subjectivity” and “diversity.” He suggests that the rebellion
against tradition should be part of ““film nationalization™ (“Rebellion™ 32-38).

Regarding the search for a “national form.” a few critics and filmmakers from another
position argued that the term was not appropriate. Han Xiaolei claimed that the film art was “a
result of explorations™ by filmmakers of all countries, and thus it did “not belong to any single
nation.” In other countries. he said, film was “discussed in terms of school, trend and style, but
not in terms of nation.” (He probably would not say the same today.) Agreeing with Han. Yang
Yanjin suggests that “we should stress the national spirit and characteristics in film content, but
there is no such problem as the nationalization of form” (Li Shaobai, “Rethinking” 288). Yang
himself is a fourth-generation director, who was once very keen on the heavy use of various
cinematographic and editing techniques in early 1980s, finding no problem in combining “both
the heritage of traditional Chinese film and the influence of Western cinema” (Ma Ning, “Notes”
65). When commenting on a film regarded by other critics as having a good national form, Shao
Mujun said that he could not “find differences between this film and foreign films concerning
narrative method, characterization, and other details.” Thus he regarded “the accuracy in, and
depth of. the representation of a nation” as the only standard to judge whether a film has a
national characteristic (Xiao Xiao 31).

The third position, as Rong Weijing and many other scholars hold, is that film creation
would naturally acquire the “nationalism,” or rather, national characteristics, from the nation’s
history and culture, and thus “film nationalization™ should be “understood through an integration
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of content and form™ and as a “dialectical unity of history and time” (131-33). Her idea echoes
Emest Renan's 1882 article titled “What Is a Nation™:

A nation is a soul, a spiritual principle. Two things, which in truth are but one, constitute this
soul or spiritual principle. One lies in the past, one in the present. One is the possession in
common of a rich legacy of memories; the other is present-dav consent, [...] the will to
perpetuate the value of the heritage that one has received in an undivided form. (19)

The immediate question of how to achieve the unity of the past and the present is what links film
nationalization to film innovation. which are actually two intertwined lines of concem from the
early period of Chinese film history (Shaozhou, “Review” 17-22). Zhong Dafeng defines “artistic
innovation” as “the breakthrough of traditional artistic values and creative norms,” while Dai
Jinhua thinks that the point of departure for any “artistic innovation” is from the “artistic form,”
and that “the tradition exists, revives, and reconstructs itself exactly in the process of innovation™
(Shaozhou, “Review” 18). The shift of focus from nationalization to innovation here led to a
reevaluation of previous film works.

In reviewing early Chinese cinema, scholars find that there were plenty of prejudices
against the pursuit of film’s formal perfection. For instance, Dan Duyu, the director of Sea Qath
(1922)—China’s first romantic drama and the first film with an original screcnplay—was known
also for his excellence in cinematography and art design. He used the screen as an extended
canvas, focused on beautiful landscapes and female protagonists,’” and managed to make each
frame exquisite cven though the shooting and post-production conditions could hardly compare
with those of today. His films, however, were said to resemble “the flavor of Western
shadowplay.” as if the visual spectacle was not something manageable by Chinese filmmakers (Li
Shaobai and Hong Shi 270-71). Critics regarded Dan’s works and early films by Shi Dongshan as
examples of “aestheticism” displaying “an obsession with visual qualities and a distancing from
socio-political issues” (Zhang Yingjin and Xiao Zhiwei 304). The re-discovery of Fei Mu,
especially the similantics in film language between his Spring in @ Small Town (1948) and the
representative works of Japanese director Ozu and Taiwan director Hou Hsiao-hisen, led to
discussions on the possible model of an “Oriental film” (Ying Xiong, “Spring” 11).

Chinese critics generally agree that there have been “five waves of artistic creations in
Chinese film history: the 1930s, the 1940s, 1959, 1964, and the New Era” (Ying Xiong,

“Dazzling™ 50). A re-examination of these five waves resulted in a new recognition of films made

'° The actresses for Dan's films. including Yin Mingzhu (Sea Oath) and Fu Wenhao (The Revival of an Old
Well, 1923), were famous “Westernized Chinese misses” in Shanghai at the time, and who went to English
schools before they became actresses (Li Shaobai and Hong Shi 271).
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in the 1930s and 40s and severe criticisms on later works under both Soviet and Hollywood
influences (Ma Ning, “Textual™ 25). The most prominent director of the Third Generation (often
considered as the First Generation Chinese director of the New China), Xie Jin, became a focus of
studv, since his repertoire includes “classics™ from all the last threec waves (Li Yiming, “Xie Jin”
7. Ying Xiong, “Dazzling” 50). Despite the fact that he is reportedly the only director drawing
over a hundred million audiences to such films as Legend of Tianyun Mountain and Hibiscus
Town (Wang Shuo, Ignorant 3), Xie Jin was accused of reproducing Chinese versions of
Hollvwood melodrama (Semsel, Chinese Film 112). Starting from Zhu Dake’s “The Drawback of
Xie Jin's Model™ and Li Jie's ~Xie Jin's Era Should End,” two unsparing articles published in
Wenhui Daily, many film cntic-scholars re-evaluated Xie Jin's cinema with an overall negative
tone. Li Yiming, Dai Jinhua, Wang Hui. Qiu Tiancao. and Ying Xiong analyzed Xie Jin film in
terms of its position in Chinese film history, its way of representing Chinese history, its encoding
between politics and gender, its use of women’s images, and its focus on ordinary people and
family. Thesc articles have offered important insights by pointing out where the norms of Xie Jin
films—the highest point of the Third Generation—exactly lay.

The fact that most scholars taking part in debates on film aesthetics, innovation, and
nationalization during the 1980s appreciated early works of the Fifth Generation has to do with its
rebelling against such norms. Take the issue of film form for example. Xie Jin savs on more than
one occasion that he is afraid of being praised just for “the cinematography of a scene” or “‘the
music,” since he thinks what matters most are the characters. “If the characters do not leave any
impression, | would say, the film is not good™ (Ying Xiong, “Dazzling™ 56). Xie Jin's attitude is
rather typical among older filmmakers and cnitics from the theatrical tradition who emphasize
characters more than anything clse. When we look at Xie Jin's film characters, we can see that
they are all configured to serve the need of politics/ideology. That is why the Fifth Generation’s
over-consctousness with film form won applause for reversing the over-emphasis on ideological
content, but at the samec time received criticism for its weakness in configuring characters.
Moreover, the fifth-generation filmmakers® insistence on showing instead of relling, through film
and not verbal means, effectively eliminates the didactic tone of most films made in the
Seventeen-Year Period (1949-66) and the Cultural Revolution (1966-76), and Xie Jin films made
in the New Era (after 1979).

With a static camera that “was obligated to follow that rhythm of life,” Yellow Earth, for
example, seems to reveal the way of life as it has always been: “The sun comes up over there, and
the sun sets over there. day after day. Nothing changes, everything’s the same, quiet, very calm”
(Semsel, Chinese Film 139). As Zhang Yimou writes in notes on the cinematography of the film,
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the theme “is the deep love for man and earth. a persistent pursuit for the future™ (“Yellow Earth”
66-67). Many believe that “the boundless magnificence of the heavens, the supporting vastness of
the earth, [and] the racing flow of the Yellow River” in the film represent “the sustaining strength
and endurance of a nation™ (Barmé and Minford, Seeds 259). It is in the everlasting landscape of
the birthplace of the Chinese nation that scholars everywhere see a new film language, a new
national form that rebels against the traditional way of representing Chinese history and cultural
hentages. In other words, such a film was perceived as an updating of the notion of film
nationalization by putting the tradition into a concurrent dvnamics, rather than merely looking
back at the tradition for artistic traits (Zhang Wei, “Rebellion” 37). Some scholars liked the
modern sense in Yellow Earth, others see it as a return to the tradition, but no one can deny that
the very belief in natural landscapes as having the power to move is traditionally Chinese and
universal.

The Fifth Generation’s breakthrough was recognized as “the breakthrough™ exactly
because it recognized its own cultural ground first. After One and Eight’s reversal of every detail
about the filmmaking tradition, Yellow Earth’s impact proved to the directors that borrowing
something from the tradition can take them further down the road of innovation. Chen Kaige,
Zhang Yimou and Wu Ziniu all told Tony Rayns that they found carly classics ““both surprising
and interesting.” although “their reluctance to discuss them in any detail [betrayed] a general
impatience with the past and a desire to get on with the future” (Rayns, “Chinese Vocabulary™ 9).
After they brought Chinese cinema into the international arena, they leamed that the narration of
the nation bevond aesthetics is a morc challenging task.

The following discussions on the ideological issues of nation and nationalism in new
Chinese cinema will take two general directions. Section 2 will briefly examine the so-called
revolution/war films. which make up the biggest part in Chinese cinema from the founding of
New China in 1949 to the end of the Cultural Revolution. These films, produced under the direct
guidance of realpolitik, established the “correct,” sophisticated. and “traditional” cinematic
modes of narrating nation and patriotism as the rigid norms that both fourth and fifth generations
intended to overthrow. Through a reading of three Wu Ziniu films, | will demonstrate how this
fifth-generation specialist of war films redefines nation and patriotism. A reading of Feng
Xiaoning's war trilogy and Ye Daving's unexpected Red Cherry (1995) will follow the analysis
of Wu Ziniu to reveal how non-fifth-generation directors reflect upon the same issues. Section 3
will take up a question raised in Chapter 1, namely, whether such fifth-generation directors as
Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige qualify as cultural translators, through a review of how their
imagined folk customs affect the construction of China as a nation in the world, and how the
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