
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

by 

Li Yang 

2010 

 

 

  



The Dissertation Committee for Li Yang Certifies that this is the approved version 

of the following dissertation: 

 

 

The Second Wave of Chinese Art Film: 

 Film System, Film Style, and Alternative Film Culture of the 1990s 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Committee: 

 

Sung-sheng Yvonne Chang, Supervisor 

Yomi Braester 

Kirsten Cather 

Thomas Schatz 

Lynn Wilkinson  



The Second Wave of Chinese Art Film: 

 Film System, Film Style, and Alternative Film Culture of the 1990s 

 

 

by 

Li Yang, B.A.; M.A. 

 

 

 

Dissertation 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

August 2010 

  



 

 

 

Dedication 

 

To Weijia and Brooke 

 



 v 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

 

First and foremost, I would like to thank my dissertation supervisor Prof. Sung-

sheng Yvonne Chang, who is also my graduate advisor and mentor at the University of 

Texas at Austin. She has offered me steady guidance and unwavering support through the 

various stages of my dissertation writing as well as my graduate career in general. For her 

academic integrity, devotion to her students, and grace, she will always be a role model 

for me. I am very grateful to my dissertation committee member, Prof. Thomas Schatz, 

whose scholarship inspires my research. His keen observations and straightforward 

comments always push me to think more logically and write more clearly. My thanks 

also go to committee member Prof. Kirsten Cather, whose thorough and insightful 

comments on the first draft of this dissertation benefited my revision immensely, and to 

committee member Prof. Lynn Wilkinson, who has watched me grow as a graduate 

student and aspiring scholar with spiritual support over the years. Prof. Yomi Braester of 

the University of Washington was most gracious in agreeing to be my outside reader 

amidst his busy schedule, and his kind encouragement and comments are sincerely 

appreciated.  



 vi 

The Graduate School at the University of Texas at Austin awarded me a 

scholarship to complete this dissertation, which provided a much-needed financial relief. 

My home program Comparative Literature under the energizing leadership of Prof. 

Elizabeth Richmond-Garza offered me a most congenial and supportive environment. 

The Department of Asian Studies granted me teaching opportunities throughout my 

graduate student years, without which I could not possibly have gotten through my 

graduate study.  

Many fellow graduate students, including Anthony Bonville, Kaiman Chang, 

Chang Tan, Hyunjun Lee, Cindy Chan, Shaohua Guo, Yi Lv, and Yongzhen Shu, shared 

my excitement and agony in the long process of dissertation writing and always cheered 

me up to move forward. My two copy editors Gordon Orris and Hudson Lockett worked 

on parts of this dissertation usually within impossibly tight time constraints. They made 

my writing much more readable, for which I am very thankful.  

Finally, I am indebted to my parents, who never spare their moral support for me 

even when they were puzzled by my seemingly never-ending studying and writing. My 

deepest gratitude goes to my husband Weijia and daughter Brooke Xu, to whom this 

dissertation is dedicated. Without them, this dissertation could never be finished. Thank 

you for always being there for me. 



 vii 

 The Second Wave of Chinese Art Film: 

 Film System, Film Style, and Alternative Film Culture of the 1990s 

 

Publication No._____________ 

 

 

Li Yang, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Sung-sheng Yvonne Chang 

 

This dissertation examines the development of Chinese art film in the 1990s. It 

explores the mechanisms that were conducive to the emergence of this art wave and its 

representative cinematic styles. Art film was a historically underdeveloped film practice 

in China, especially under the mass line-dominated Socialist film system. I argue that 

Chinese art cinema was fundamentally defined by the second art wave, which was 

flanked by the first art wave (the Fifth Generation Cinema) of the 1980s, and the full 

capitalization of the film industry in the new millennium. The key to understanding the 

second art wave was the paradoxical industrial process of the Socialist film system 

reform of the 1990s. The controlled top-down reform made the emergence of 

independent production possible while at the same time denying its legitimacy. As the 

result, the Chinese art film production breathed new life but was pushed from the 

mainstream to the realm of the alternative. In alliance with other youth subculture 

phenomena of the time, such as rock music and avant-garde art, art film came to be 

defined as a distinctive position in the field of Chinese film production in terms of the 
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mode of production (mostly independent), distribution (international film festivals), and 

film style. Three styles are examined in detail in this dissertation: the documentary-

inspired new realist style represented by films of Jia Zhangke, the modernistic 

expressionist style represented by films of He Jianjun, Zhang Ming, and others, and the 

style that falls in-between the new realist and expressionist style represented by early 

films of Zhang Yuan, Lou Ye, and Wang Xiaoshuai.  



 ix 

Table of Contents 

List of Figures  .........................................................................................................x 

INTRODUCTION 1 

PART I  THE SOCIALIST FILM SYSTEM AND THE SECOND ART WAVE 34 

Chapter 1  The Socialist Film System....................................................................34 

Chapter 2  The Emergence of the Second Art Wave .............................................63 

PART II  FILM STYLE  98 

Chapter 3  The New Realist: The Case of Jia Zhangke .........................................98 

Chapter 4 The Expressionist: The World of Psychological and Symbolic 

Complexity…………………………………………………………………143  

Chapter 5  The In-Betweens: The Sixth Generation Cinema of the 1990s ..........172 

CONCLUSION                                                                                                   213 

Bibliography ........................................................................................................220 

Vita………………………………………………………………………………227 

  



 x 

List of Figures 

Figure 1: Annual Box-office Revenue of the Chinese Film Industry (1997-2009)….. 61 

Figure 2: Number of Chinese Feature Films Produced Annually (1997-2009)…..…... 62 

Figure 3: Xiao Wu is locked on the street in Xiao Wu ………………………….… 114 

Figure 4: The onlookers fill the screen from Xiao Wu's perspective in Xiao Wu……...115  

Figure 5: The last scene of Platform …………………………………………………126 

Figure 6: Xiao Wu decides to confront his friend, but changes his mind in Xiao Wu ... 131  

Figure 7: Sanming walks uphill in Platform ...................……………………………... 133 

Figure 8: Yin Ruijuan stands alone in Platform ……………...………………………..133 

Figure 9: Cui Mingliang makes a fire in Platform……………………...……………... 134 

Figure 10: Zhongping fights in the hospital in Platform …...…...……………...…….. 136 

Figure 11: A brawl is happening in the store in Platform ……………………….…..…136 

Figure 12: The four consecutive shots in The Days ……...…………...………………. 190 

Figure 13: The son lies on bed in Mama ……………...………………………………. 196 

Figure 14: The mother wraps up the son in Mama …………………………………… 196 

Figure 15: A shot of the tree from the son's point of view in Mama ……...………….. 198 

Figure 16: The videographer's hands in Suzhou River ………………………………... 201 

Figure 17: The Suzhou River in Suzhou River ………………………………………...203 

Figure 18: A twisted vision of the Oriental Tower in Suzhou River ………………. 203 

Figure 19: Mudan appears in the narrator's lenses in Suzhou River ………………... 205 

Figure 20: Courier Mada--an example of the realist shots in Suzhou River …………210 

Figure 21: Pink neon lights in Meimei's room in Suzhou River ……………………. 210 

Figure 22: A glamorous Shanghai seen from the phone booth in Suzhou River ….... 211 



1 

 

 

Introduction  

  

In the winter of 2007, Chinese filmmaker Jia Zhangke insisted on opening his 

Venice Film Festival Golden Lion winner Sanxia haoren (Still life) on the same day as 

the domestic debut of famed director Zhang Yimou‘s Mancheng jindai huangjinjia (The 

curse of the golden flower). Still Life tells the story of two unrelated individuals in a 

small city by the Yangtze River, a place radically transformed by the government‘s Three 

Gorges Dam project. The Curse of Golden Flowers is a star-studded sumptuous costume 

court drama punctuated by gravity-defying martial arts sequences. The result was not 

difficult to predict: The Curse of Golden Flowers became the top grossing Chinese film 

of all time to date, and Jia‘s Still Life brought in only a meager domestic box-office share. 

What the box-office numbers failed to show was the symbolic gesture of a young art film 

director openly challenging a towering figure of the Chinese film industry establishment 

who was a former renegade art film director. The Chinese media was quick to pounce on 

this rare off-screen drama with extensive coverage. For years, Chinese art cinema 

remained a form of sub-culture that primarily found root only in the international film 

festival circuit and was celebrated by just a handful of cinephiles inside China with the 

help of piracy. Despite the suspicion of self-marketing, Jia Zhangke‘s public challenge 

first and foremost announced the presence of Chinese art film to the mainstream media. 

More than a passing tabloid public altercation between celebrities, Jia Zhangke‘s suicidal 

challenge also testified to the growing power and ambition of Chinese art cinema, which 

he has led since the late 1990s. Since the release of the landmark film Yellow Earth in 
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1984, Chinese contemporary art film has come a long way in a mere three decades of 

development—accompanied by both extraordinary hardship and noteworthy 

achievements.  

For much of the Chinese film history, art film as a genre or school has remained 

underdeveloped. Film was introduced as a commercial media in China just as in many 

other countries at the turn of the 20
th

 century. In the 1920s commercial filmmaking 

dominated film production. The 1930s saw the Chinese film industry gradually 

subsumed by national crisis and turned into a tool for patriotic mobilization. When 

European Art Cinema took shape after WWII, China was in the throes of the Civil War 

(1945-1949) and soon succumbed to the mass-line cultural policies mandated by the 

Socialist regime established in 1949. The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (1966-

1976) turned any individual artistic aspiration into blasphemy when the entire nation‘s 

film output was reduced to several highly formulaic model operas (yangbanxi),
1
 or even 

nothing from 1966 to 1970.
2
 Indeed, because of frequent national crises, prolonged 

warfare, and authoritarian rule, there was hardly any room for a film genre to grow that 

championed artistic autonomy and targeted selected audiences. While there is no lack of 

artistically worthy individual pictures in China‘s long filmmaking history, the kind of art 

                                                           
1
 There were all together eight prevailing filmed plays with contemporary revolutionary subject matters, 

which were produced in extreme conformity to Socialist politicized aesthetic under the direct supervision 

of Madame Jiang Qing. Five were Beijing operas: The Red Lantern, Shajiabang, Taking Tiger Mountain by 

Strategy, Raid the Tiger-Mountain Regime, and On the Docks; two ballets: The Red Detachment of Women 

and The White-haired Girl; one symphony: Shajiabang.    

 
2
 For more information about the filmmaking during the Cultural Revolution, see ―Chapter V: The Cultural 

Revolution, 1964-1978‖ from Paul Clark, Chinese Cinema: Culture and Politics since 1949 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1987): 125-153.   
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film movement that boldly advocates the artistic properties of films, or helps art films 

grow into a recognizable film genre had never occurred in China prior to the 1980s.  

This historical underdevelopment only makes the recent growth of Chinese art 

film all the more fascinating. The two art waves that emerged in the 1980s and 1990s 

respectively produced some of the most original and significant films in Chinese film 

history. And the numerous awards these films won at various international film festivals 

in the last three decades, including Berlin, Venice, and Cannes,
3
 also testify to the 

importance of Chinese art films to the international art cinema today. Notably, these new 

developments occurred within or in negotiation with the evolving Socialist film system 

that still exerts considerable control even today. Lacking the creative autonomy of their 

Western counterparts, artistic filmmakers in China were simply faced with more 

obstacles. Perhaps exactly because of the semi-autonomous state of film production, the 

study of Chinese art films not only contributes to the understanding of an important film 

genre that promotes artistic integrity, but also provides insight into the dynamics of the 

changing Chinese film system/industry which now harbors an ambition to compete with 

Hollywood after its two-decades of struggle with financial losses. Furthermore, the topic 

of how art triumphs over or withstands both the political and commercial pressures that 

characterize the Chinese film system in the reform era, should reveal the general 

                                                           
3
 The Golden Bear winners at Berlin International Film Festival include: Zhang Yimou‘s Red Sorghum 

(1988), Xie Fei‘s The Woman for the Lake of Scented Souls (1993), and Wang Quan‘an‘s  Tuya’s Marriage 

(2007).  The Palm d‘Or winners at Cannes International Film Festival include: Chen Kaige‘s Farewell My 

Concubine (1993). The Golden Lion winners at Venice International Film Festivals include: Zhang 

Yimou‘s Story of Qiuju (1992) and Not One Less (1999), and Jia Zhangke‘s Still Life (2007).   
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conditions of cultural life in contemporary Chinese society—one that is caught between a 

booming globalizing capitalist economy and the still prevailing Socialist ideology.  

 

Research Issues  

 This dissertation focuses on the development of Chinese Mainland art film in the 

1990s, which constituted the second art wave caught between the first art wave (the Fifth 

Generation Cinema) of the 1980s, and the new development propelled by the aggressive 

capitalization of the Chinese film industry in the new millennium. It explores the social 

and industrial mechanisms that were conducive to the emergence of this new wave and its 

representative styles. I argue that Chinese art cinema was fundamentally defined by the 

second art wave. It was during the 1990s that Chinese art film acquired its character as an 

alternative practice to the mainstream in both mode of production and aesthetics.  

The second art wave was preceded by the first art wave, or better known as the 

Fifth Generation Cinema (1984-1988)
4
. The Fifth Generation cinema was an integral part 

of the society-wide intellectual pursuit of (Western) high culture while bursting onto the 

stage of international art cinema in the mid-1980s. It re-examined Chinese culture 

introspectively and to a great extent distinguished film from literature and stage drama 

through a visually-emphatic film language in films like Huangtudi (Yellow earth, 1984; 

dir. Chen Kaige), Heipao shijian (Black canon incident, 1985; dir. Huang Jianxin), 

Juexiang (Swan song, 1985; dir. Zhang Zeming), Daomazei (Horse thief, 1986; dir. Tian 

                                                           
4
 For more information about the Fifth Generation Cinema, see Paul Clark, Reinventing China: A 

Generation and Its Films (Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 2005).  
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Zhuangzhuang), and Hong gailiang (Red sorghum, 1988; Dir. Zhang Yimou). From the 

group of the Fifth Generation filmmakers, constituted by the first post-Cultural 

Revolution graduating class from the Beijing Film Academy in 1982, emerged three 

auteurs: Chen Kaige (b. 1952), Tian Zhuangzhuang (b. 1952), and Zhang Yimou (b. 

1950). However, they soon changed their creative direction after the Tiananmen 

Crackdown of 1989, an event which marked not only the failure of the Chinese pro-

democracy protest, but also the end of the decade-long intellectual enlightenment 

movement. In the 1990s, these three directors made historical melodramas that more 

calculatingly targeted international film festival juries and audiences and brought them 

some of the biggest international awards. Chen Kaige won the grand prize at Cannes for 

Bawang bieji (Farewell my concubine, 1993), Zhang Yimou at Venice for Huozhe (To 

live, 1994), and Tian Zhuangzhuang at Tokyo for Lan fengzheng (The blue kite, 1994). 

Despite international acclaim, their films of the 1990s lacked artistic sharpness compared 

to the Fifth Generation Cinema of the 1980s. In the new millennium, these three high-

profile former art film directors became part of China‘s new commercial wave with films 

like Zhang Yimou‘s Yingxiong (Hero, 2002), Chen Kaige‘s Wuji (The promise, 2005), 

and Tian Zhuangzhuang‘s Langzaiji (The warrior and the wolf, 2009). Particularly, 

Zhang Yimou initiated the era of China‘s own blockbusters with Hero and remains one 

of, if not the, most important commercial filmmakers today with a string of commercial 

hits: Shimian maifu (House of flying daggers, 2004), Curse of the Golden Flower (2006); 

Sanqiang paian jingqi (A simple noodle story, 2009).       
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  The second art wave sprouted almost immediately following the shift in the 

cultural climate and the start of the collapse of the Fifth Generation Cinema at the end of 

the 1980s. Due to its multifaceted complexity, the second art wave has yet to be 

systematically and effectively studied in either Chinese or English scholarship, despite 

the strong research interest in its directors and films. Unlike an organized cinematic 

movement, like Danish Dogma 95 complete with its own manifesto, the Chinese second 

art wave developed in a much looser fashion. It was initiated by a close-knit group of 

Beijing Film Academy alumni who graduated in 1989 without any written doctrines (e.g. 

the Sixth Generation Directors), and later sustained by many other filmmakers from 

outside of the group. And the second art wave lasted much longer compared to the first 

art wave (1984-1988). Taking Zhang Yuan‘s Mama (Mama, 1990) as the starting point, 

the second wave endured through the entire decade of the 1990s with notable works such 

as Dongchun de rizi (The days, 1993; dir. Wang Xiaoshuai), Beijing zazhong (Beijing 

bastards, 1993; dir. Zhang Yuan), Youchai (Postman, 1994; dir. He Jianjun), Wushan 

yunyu (Rainclouds over Wushan, 1996; dir. Zhang Ming), Xiao Wu (Pickpocket, 1997; 

dir. Jia Zhangke), Yueshi (Lunar eclipse, 1999; dir. Wang Quan‘an), Suzhou he (Suzhou 

river, 2000; dir. Lou Ye), and Zhantai (Platform, 2000; dir. Jia Zhangke). The wave 

continued growing in the new millennium albeit in a more scattered manner. Even in the 

1990s—the focus of this study, the second wave displayed great diversity in terms of 

subject matter, production modes, and aesthetic styles. The subject matter ranges from 

the portrayal of rock stars in urban centers, to pickpockets in the hinterland; the 

production modes alternate between independent production and studio production; the 
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aesthetic styles vary amongst the conventional, the realist, and the expressionist from 

different directors or the same director in different periods. All of these this diversity 

makes the second art wave a difficult subject to study and its systematic research all the 

more desirable. This dissertation takes upon itself the task of delineating the origin, 

development, and styles of the second art wave.          

  I argue that the key to understanding the second art wave is the historically-

specific conditions of the Socialist film system and its industrial reform in the 1990s. The 

promotion of commercialization by the Chinese state in the 1990s put pressure on the 

film industry—the most conservative link of the Socialist cultural institution. In this 

decade-long transitional period leading to the disintegration of the studio system after 

2002, the conflicting initiatives of pushing marketization and preserving a Socialist 

cultural mission created a partially autonomous field that served as a spring board for the 

second art wave. The loosened Socialist film system, altered by several forceful reform 

measures, was the fundamental factor behind the emergence of independent production—

the driving force of the second art wave. The independent production was actually less 

―heroic‖ than the scholars and critics wanted it to be, if we consider the fact that the 

majority of studio production at the time had also begun seeking external funding—

virtually the same financing strategies that breached the enclosed, self-sufficient official 

film system were adopted by artistic independent film production. The influx of external 

financial investment further diluted the homogenizing power of the all-controlling film 

system and diversified film production. Externally funded commercial features had 

greater motivation to appeal to the audience, and deliver financial rewards to investors; 
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independently-produced art films could orient their production entirely to the overseas art 

film market anchored by international film festivals. Thus the breaking-out of artistic 

independent production and the formation of the second art wave was still largely the 

product of the evolution of the official film system, as well as the constant negotiation 

with it, instead of several individuals‘ heroic confrontational challenges to the system. 

That was why the new wave was allowed to grow, and nobody was thrown into prison 

like in the old Socialist days. But the system also made sure that this mode of film 

practice was unwelcome at home by criticizing the obscured message and style of in-

system artistic films (e.g. Rainclouds over Wushan and Devils at the Doorstep) through 

censorship, or denying an independent film‘s domestic distribution outright. Thus the 

Chinese film system in the course of the 1990s‘ industry reform made the emergence of 

the new art wave possible, while at the same time largely denying its legitimacy. This 

uniquely contradicting situation changes the social and industrial positioning of art film 

production, and inadvertently helps Chinese art film acquire the much-needed structural 

differentiation necessary for continued development.            

Meanwhile, artistic filmmakers made full use of their apparent oppositional stance 

to the system and the state, despite their complex mutual relationship. The new wave 

filmmakers appeared to have distanced themselves from the official film system by mode 

of production and/or new cinematic themes and styles. Rather than the artistic vanguard 

like the Fifth Generation directors in the mid-1980s, they started out by fashioning 

themselves as ―social outsiders‖—as Zhang Yuan announced in his Beijing 

Bastards (1993)—in alliance with rock music and avant-garde art of the time. This image 
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recasting was first and foremost informed by a belief in and an act of individualization. 

As these Socialist cultural institutions were collapsing under the pounding of an emerging 

cultural market, artists were pushed to directly face the market as individuals, not 

members of a state-owned collective cultural unit like writers‘ associations or film 

studios. These young art film directors probably appeared more daring than writers or 

singers because of the conservative nature of Socialist filmmaking. Under the Socialist 

film system there was a belief in the unity (tongyi) of the artistic (yishuxing) and state-

serving political commitment (sixiangxing). In other words, the artistic attributes of 

Chinese films were subsumed by their political attributes in Socialist cultural principles. 

That was why in 1996 the system attempted to make ―fine works‖ (jingpin) out of 

propaganda films. In 2007 the cultural authorities submitted the leitmotif film Yunshuiyao 

(The knot) to the Academy Awards Best Foreign Film competition representing China, 

instead of the Venice and Berlin Film Festival award winners Still Life and Tuya de 

hunshi (Tuya‘s marriage, dir. Wang Quan‘an). Even the Fifth Generation Cinema of the 

1980s, to a great extent, was still aligned with this unity between the artistic and the 

political. Despite its often-perceived renegade image, the Fifth Generation cinema 

pursued the modernization of film language, which fundamentally agreed with the spirit 

of the national modernization project and the introspective cultural mission of the state, 

aiming for cultural rejuvenation in the aftermath of damaging political movements. In 

contrast, the second art wave disrupted this unity by divorcing the art film production 

from the film system and individualizing artistic undertaking. It was their prerogative to 

make these films simply about themselves, and they submitted their work to international 
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films festivals on their own behalf, not China‘s. The process of individualization landed 

the second art wave in the realm of alternative culture, in contention with the mainstream 

film culture typified by the production of state-aided, well-produced propaganda films 

and low-budget commercial features. In this initial stage, filmmakers‘ self-positioning 

and the new orientation of their filmmaking activities outweighed their artistic 

exploration. Only after the completion of the art film‘s new positioning did the second art 

wave start seeing more stylistically mature works that tapped into the new realist and 

expressionist impulses present in the early works of the new art wave.  

Two broad styles that emerged from the second art wave are identified. One was 

the new realist style which favored a stripped-down documentary aesthetic and recorded 

the lives of individuals in response to the drastic social changes happening in Chinese 

society. Its preliminary form was present in some of the early works of the Sixth 

Generation directors, but it was latecomer Jia Zhangke (b. 1970) who advanced it by 

incorporating systematic formalistic strategies into the popular documentary aesthetics. 

Although the realist style in general dominated the second art wave with varying methods 

of execution, a counter-realist expressionist style was also apparent in some other notable 

works by He Jianjun (b. 1960), Zhang Ming (b. 1961), and other directors. In these 

expressionist films, the objectivity of reality was challenged, the characters‘ 

psychological interiority prioritized, the fictional mechanisms of the film medium 

exposed, the symbolic image or trope employed, and the transcendent existential crisis 

probed. Of course, there were films that fell between these two aesthetic positions. Many 

early works of the second wave, especially those from the Sixth Generation directors, 
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were not stylistically distinctive enough. Yet, probably because they were not committed 

to either realist or expressionist aesthetics, some of the films they made successfully 

blended both stylistic elements and hence represented a unique contribution to the field.  

The development of both styles, including the early works from the Sixth 

Generation Cinema, had a certain correlation with the mode of production of the films 

involved. The manifested styles differed considerably from the image-conscious, 

nationalist allegory-building Fifth Generation Cinema of the 1980s. Coupled with their 

conscious choice of contemporary subject matter, their stylistic standing helped the 

young directors make a name for themselves in the field, especially for those who lacked 

the ―orthodox‖ film education traditionally reserved for an ―auteur.‖ On the other hand, 

extremely low budgets had a profound impact on the stylistic choices of the second art 

wave filmmakers. Here, cheap-to-film scenes and narrative devices were often chosen as 

a result of limited budget. Typically, such a film could be a rough street-roaming 

character study (e.g. Xiao Wu) or the interior-focused psychological drama (e.g. The 

Days). The independent production and/or an essentially international film festival-based 

marketing orientation also led filmmakers to explore cinematic characters and subject 

matter that were unlikely to be permitted by domestic censorship. Thus were rock stars 

and a pickpocket featured, instead of any member from the ―new rich‖ middle class, and 

sexual taboos such as homosexuality and incest became favored topics.  

 

Literature Review  
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 Chinese film studies exploded in the late 1980s in the United States alongside the 

increasing international exposure of Chinese films. Scholars studied Chinese films from 

multiple angles, including historical research, genre studies, aesthetic criticism, 

psychoanalytical criticism, feminist criticism, and cultural studies.
5
 This fast-growing 

field quickly achieved a certain level of sophistication, especially in historical, 

postcolonial, psychoanalytical, and feminist readings of film narratives and 

characterization of the Fifth Generation Cinema. Theories from Sigmund Freud, Jacques 

Lacan, Walter Benjamin, Fredric Jameson, and Laura Mulvey have been employed for 

in-depth textual analysis. One of the most representative of these works is Rey Chow‘s 

Primitive Passions: Visuality, Sexuality, Ethnography, and Contemporary Chinese 

Cinema (1995).
6
 In this book, Chow suggests treating contemporary Chinese films—

largely Fifth Generation films—as ―ethnography,‖ which reveals the national psyche of 

coping with repressed modernity in a post-colonial world. 

  The study of the new films made after 1989 lagged behind. This was first and 

foremost caused by the difficulty in accessing these films. Many of these films, especially 

the independent films from the first half of the 1990s, were only screened in minor 

international film festivals or among a director‘s personal friends. And it was also normal 

to have a temporary gap between an unfolding contemporary phenomenon and its 

                                                           
5
 Yingjin Zhang, Screening China: Critical Interventions, Cinematic Reconfigurations, and the 

Transnational Imaginary in Contemporary Chinese Cinema (Ann Arbor, MI: Center for Chinese Studies, 

2002), 93.  

 
6
  Rey Chow, Primitive Passions: Visuality, Sexuality, Ethnography, and Contemporary Chinese Cinema 

(New York : Columbia University Press, 1995).  
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corresponding scholarship. After 2000, about one decade after the breaking out of the 

Second Art Wave, the English scholarship caught up as articles on the films made by a 

younger group of filmmakers in the 1990s and beyond appeared in academic journals. 

Shuqin Cui‘s ―Working from the Margins: Urban Cinema and Independent Directors in 

Contemporary China‖ published in 2001
7
 and Jenny Kwok Wah Lau‘s book section 

―Globalization and Youthful Subculture: The Chinese Sixth Generation Films at the 

Dawn of the New Century‖ published in 2003
8
 were among the early endeavors. Two 

important anthologies—From Underground to Independent: Alternative Film Culture in 

Contemporary China edited by Paul Pickowicz and Yingjin Zhang
9
 and The Urban 

Generation: Chinese Cinema and Society at the Turn of the 21
st
 Century edited by Zhan 

Zhen
10

—came out in 2006 and 2007, respectively. Just like the scholarship on the first art 

wave from the 1990s, the journal articles and anthologies far outnumbered the book-

length studies in the millennium. Jason McGrath‘s book entitled Postsocialist Modernity: 

Chinese Cinema, Literature, and Criticism in the Market Age (2008)
11

 and Xiaoping 

Lin‘s book entitled Children of Marx and Coca-Cola: Chinese Avant-Garde Art and 

                                                           
7
 Shuqin Cui, "Working from the Margins: Urban Cinema and Independent Directors in Contemporary 

China," Post Script 20, no.2-3 (Winter-Summer 2001): 77-93.  

 
8
 Jenny Kwok Wah Lau, ―Globalization and Youthful Subculture: The Chinese Sixth Generation Films at 

the Dawn of the New Century,‖ In Multiple Modernities: Cinemas and Popular Media in Transcultural 

East Asia, ed. Jenny Kwok Wah Lau (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2003), 13-27. 
9
 Paul G. Pickowicz and Yingjin Zhang, eds., From Underground to Independent: Alternative Film Culture 

in Contemporary China (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2006).  

 
10

 Zhang Zhen, ed., The Urban Generation: Chinese Cinema and Society at the Turn of the 21st Century 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 2007). 

 
11

 Jason McGrath, Postsocialist Modernity: Chinese Cinema, Literature, and Criticism in the Market Age 

(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2008). 
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Independent Cinema (2010)
12

 are much-needed scholastic additions to the field, although 

neither book is entirely devoted to films.  

As shown from the selected titles above, the key words surrounding the research 

on the new films after 1989 include ―the Sixth Generation Cinema,‖ ―Independent 

Cinema‖, ―Underground Cinema‖, and ―Urban Cinema.‖ ―The Sixth Generation Cinema‖ 

was more popular in the relatively earlier scholarship and was gradually replaced by 

―Independent Cinema.‖ The conceptual frameworks behind these key phases are built on 

filmmakers‘ lineage, modes of production, and the socioeconomic conditions of 

filmmaking and film content. These approaches are apparently more diversified than the 

earlier textual analysis-dominant scholarship on the Fifth Generation Cinema. Due to the 

multifaceted nature of the phenomenon in focus, the concepts of ―Sixth Generation 

Cinema‖ (based on filmmakers) and ―Independent / Underground Cinema‖ (based on the 

mode of production) cannot encapsulate all the activities and filmmakers involved in the 

art film movement of the 1990s and beyond. And a framework like ―Urban Cinema‖ is 

just too broad to be analytically rigorous for the discussion of artistic filmmaking. In 

addition, these approaches did not sufficiently address the stylistic quality of the films 

discussed. Instead, the studies of directors and thematic readings seem to dominate. Some 

of the typical article topics include the grouping of young directors and the youth culture 

reflected in their films. The studies of directors and the thematic readings are often 

connected, i.e. the director‘s social and economic characteristics are often linked to 
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certain cinematic subject matter they favor. Neither do the approaches mentioned above 

utilize a systematic analysis of the film industry. Although many scholars cite the mode 

of production as a categorizing criterion when raising the concept of ―independent 

cinema,‖ their efforts are often handicapped by the limited scale of their work. The often 

cursory description of the production background cannot fully reveal the complexity of 

the changing Chinese film system and its relationship with art cinema.      

Industry analysis has always been scarce in this young research field. Stanley 

Rosen‘s article ―The Wolf at the Door: Hollywood and the Film Market in China from 

1994 to 2000‖ published in 2002
13

 was one of the pioneering efforts in this direction. 

Ying Zhu‘s book Chinese Cinema during the Era of Reform: the Ingenuity of the System 

(2003)
14

 was a breakthrough work for its thorough description of industry reform and 

presentation of evidence of film budget and box-office data. The Chinese film industry 

has demanded academic attention more forcefully in recent years as it has undergone 

more drastic industrial restructuring and marketization. The article coauthored by Darrell 

William Davis and Emily Yueh-yu Yeh entitled "Re-nationalizing China's Film Industry: 

Case Study on the China Film Group and Film Marketization" published in 2008
15

 is a 

fine recent example of in-depth analysis. But, in general, the study of the Chinese film 
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industry is still lacking. What this dissertation attempts to do is to offer a systematic 

industry analysis across three decades that can substantially contribute to the 

understanding of the formation of a film genre like art film. Meanwhile, the style of the 

analyzed films is emphasized to fill the void of previous scholarship.  

 

Conceptual Framework, Methodology, and Terminology              

 My analytical framework is built upon ―art cinema‖ and its variations ―art film‖ 

and ―art wave,‖ which have not been used much, if at all, in previous scholarship on 

Chinese new films as an anchoring concept. Certainly, ―art film‖ (yishu bdianying) as a 

phrase does appear often in the scholarly writings referring to the films of the first and 

second art wave. And the tripartite industrial layout of the 1990s that consists of leitmotif 

film (or propaganda film), entertainment film (or commercial film), and art film is also 

widely accepted.
16

 Perhaps out of the deep-seated pro-mass mentality and the lack of 

confidence in the aesthetic quality of Chinese films, there has always been some 

reluctance to talk about ―art film‖ in both its critical and popular usage. Even up to recent 

times, film critics like Shao Mujun still vehemently deny the existence of art film, calling 

the concept a conspiracy transported from Western film history.
17

 The popular usage of 
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―art film‖ has further lagged behind. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, when the film 

industry just got back on its feet, the term ―art film‖ was usually used in the context of 

Chinese regional opera films, as in ―wutai xuqu yishupian‖ (staged regional opera art 

film). The concept of ―art‖ (yishu) invoked here refers to Chinese traditional stage craft, 

which is different, even antithetical to the modernistic connotations attributed to art film 

in the West. In some other Chinese contexts, ―art film‖ simply refers to well-made films 

or quality films, as in the book title Daxing wenxian yishu dianying “Wo de meng” 

(Grand archival art film “My dream”).
18

 It took some time for the Western-originated 

new meaning of ―art film‖ to gradually take root in Chinese film discourses while other 

terms such as ―tansuo dianying‖ (exploration film) and ―wenyipian‖ (drama) were 

frequently used as replacements along the way.
19

 In both Chinese and English scholarship, 

the terms and labels like ―Fifth/Sixth Generation Cinema‖ and ―Independent Cinema‖ 

that focus on directors and modes of production, instead of films themselves were often 

preferred perhaps because of the relative certainty of these classifying criteria.   

In this study, art film is defined as the kind of films that are made out of the 

filmmaker‘s artistic vision and for a niche audience. The ―Sixth Generation Cinema‖ and 

the ―Independent Cinema‖ are considered only as parts of the ―second art wave,‖ which 

eventually produced Chinese art cinema. Adopting ―art film‖ as the core analytical 
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category serves three purposes. First, ―art film‖ as a film genre calls for the analysis of 

both the internal aesthetic qualities and the external discourses and industry practices that 

make films into ―art films,‖ which exactly fits the synthetic methodology of this 

dissertation. Secondly, ―art film‖ can bring together the innovative cinema of different 

developmental phases from the 1980s, 1990s, and the new millennium with different 

agents and different industrial conditions. The term that focuses on film directors like the 

―Fifth/Sixth Generation Directors‖ often fails to accommodate the dramatically different 

career choices the directors make over the years. The pioneer of the second art wave 

filmmaker Zhang Yuan, for example, went on to direct commercial features like Wo ai ni 

(I love you, 2002) and even a Beijing opera film of a revolutionary classic (Jiangjie, 

2002). Terms like ―independent production‖ based on an oppositional stance to 

authorities cannot capture the rapidly changing dynamics of the industry and account for 

the ensuing ―in-system‖ productions, such as Shijie (The world, 2004; dir. Jia Zhangke). 

Compared to these two concepts, the term ―art films‖ has the advantage of displaying 

both the continuity and discontinuity of artistic filmmaking over the three decades. 

Thirdly, the concept of ―art film‖ also facilitates the analysis of its global connection by 

establishing a dialogue with both the pre-existing European tradition and the emerging 

new film movements of other countries.  

Related to the external/internal dual attributes of the concept of art film, there 

have existed two different approaches to study art films. One is more of an ―internal‖ 

approach, which focuses on the textual and stylistic characteristics of the art films. 

William Charles Siska‘s Modernism in the Narrative Cinema: the Art Film as a Genre is 
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a representative of this approach.
20

 Siska argues that art cinema is the continuation of 

artistic and literary Modernism in film. Some of the common characteristics are 

cinematic allegory, self and formal reflexivity, and open texture. The other approach 

looks at the ―external‖ factors which may or may not be determined by the ―internal‖ 

quality of the films. In his seminal 1981 essay ―Art Cinema as Institution,‖ Steve Neale 

goes beyond the textual reading of individual films and instead, systematically treats art 

cinema as an entity.
21

 Examining the historical development of art cinema in France, Italy, 

and Germany, Neale summarizes the institutional characteristics of European art cinema. 

Particularly, Neale emphasizes that ―Art Cinema is by no means simply a question of 

films with particular textual characteristics, though there are a number of such 

characteristics recurring across its history.‖
22

 What is more important is to construct and 

sustain such textual differences through ―discourses functioning to define and perpetuate 

art and culture.‖
23

 Barbara Wilinsky‘s Sure Seaters: the Emergence of Art House Cinema 

represents the institutional approach. She analyzes the emergence of art theaters in post-

Second World War America and how these theaters catered to upper middle class patrons 

with different theater decors and differing advising strategies for selected films. She 

argues that the birth of Art House theatres in the United States effectively helped to 
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produce and maintain the cultural hierarchy, and consequently, successively carved out a 

cultural space for niche marketing and consumption.
24

    

 This dissertation adopts a synthetic approach that combines a systematic industrial 

analysis with stylistic analysis. Film style is defined as ―a film‘s systematic and 

significant use of techniques of the medium.‖
25

 Those techniques basically include: mise 

en scene (staging, lighting, performance, and setting), cinematography (framing, camera 

position, focus, color values), editing, and sound.
26

  I also include the narrative strategies, 

since film is an essentially narrative medium. The stylistic focus of this dissertation is a 

remedy for the inadequacy of research on this topic in previous scholarship. Ever since 

the films of the second art wave debuted in the international film festival circuits in the 

early 1990s, many Western scholars and film critics have often valued their political 

significance over stylistic contributions. The films‘ independent production background 

accompanied by a ―Banned in China‖ banner seems to generate more interest than the 

films themselves. Richard Corliss of Time magazine comments in his article on the Sixth 

Generation films, ―Some of the festival prizes given to Sixth Generation films seem like 

Purple Hearts, a citation for valor in the face of institutional myopia rather than for 

cinematic achievements…. But really, why not give points for integrity? The message 
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may not quite touch the glory of art, but it is authentic.‖
27

 When discussing Chinese 

―underground‖ films, film scholar Paul Pickowicz explicitly states, ―Film buffs and 

critics in the West are in the habit of thinking of ―underground‖ or ―independent‖ films as 

being artistically experimental by their very nature. But, in the Chinese case, with very 

few exceptions, underground filmmaking has had very little to do with artistic 

innovation.‖
28

 Pickowicz‘s ―underground films‖ has a substantial overlapping with the 

second art wave films discussed in this dissertation. His provocative comments, though 

not completely invalid, ignore the local context of production and fail to consider a 

broader selection of films. This dissertation, through detailed reading of a relatively large 

number of films, presents a stylistic spectrum of the second art wave, affirming their 

artistic contributions to the Chinese cinema as well as to international art cinema.    

Standing at the two poles of the stylistic spectrum of the second art wave are the 

new realist and expressionist styles. These two categories are most similar to David 

Bordwell‘s ideas of ―objective‖ and ―subjective‖ narration in art film.
29

 In their 

introduction to Global Art Cinema: New Theories and Histories, Rosalind Galt and Karl 

Schoonover mention art cinema as the site to ―yoke‖ the often-perceived competing 
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―realist‖ and ―modernist‖ cinematic traditions together.
30

 Despite different naming, some 

kind of contrasting impulses between portraying an objective reality and a subjective 

state of mind is evident. This dissertation chooses the term ―new realism‖ (xin xianshi 

zhuyi) to denote the documentary realism in the second art wave. It acknowledges the 

conscious or unconscious influence of Italian Neorealism and emphasizes its departure 

from Socialist realism. The ―expressionism‖ (bianxian zhuyi) is used to bring together all 

of the films that display some kind of opposing qualities to the dominant ―new realism.‖ 

The use of lower case is meant to differentiate the term from German Expressionism 

although it does share some similar characteristics, like stressing character psychology. 

Generally speaking, the expressionist films of the second art wave are not as 

formalistically rigorous as their Western counterparts or some Chinese new realist films. 

The term ―modernism‖ is used with caution as some films from both camps manifest 

some modernist sensibility. Also, in Chinese cultural scenes, modernism developed in 

overlapping patterns with postmodernism, hence making the term difficult to stand on its 

own without extensive definition.                 

This dissertation also engages in a systematic approach to ground the stylistic 

analysis in its industrial context and investigate the industrial origin of the second art 

wave. This systematic approach means paying close attention to the interrelations 

between different agents and different positions in the field to inform the understanding 

of film text and film style. As will be shown in Chapter 2, the Chinese art film directors 
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were always in negotiation with this changing system. Initially established in 1953 and 

undergoing reforms beginning the 1980s, the Chinese film system is an institution that 

serves both industrial and political/cultural functions with the vested interests of the state. 

It includes all filmmaking-related activities, policies, personnel, and their inter-relations. 

The term is coined to especially account for the non-industrial aspects of the Chinese film 

industry since 1949. Even when the term ―Chinese film industry‖ is used in the 

description of the system‘s industrialization, the underlying political control to varying 

degrees still exists even to the present day.   

For the systematic analysis, French Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu‘s theory on the 

field of cultural production and his key terms, including ―field,‖ ―position‖ and ―position-

taking,‖ are referenced. Bourdieu uses the ―field‖ as a core concept to bridge the external 

approach (emphasizing social-historical forces) and internal approach (focusing on 

specific literary texts) for literary study. He defines ―field‖ as ―the system of objective 

relations among different instances, functionally defined by their role in the division of 

labour of production, reproduction and diffusion of symbolic goods.‖
31

 A ―position‖ in 

the field can correspond to a genre and the entailed belief and practice associated with the 

production of such a genre.
32

 ―Position-taking‖ is ―an agent‘s actions to defend or 

improve their positions.‖
33

 In this dissertation, I mainly focus on the concept of the 

Socialist film system as a dominant institution in the field of Chinese film production 
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from the Socialist Era. In the reform era, this dominant institution has been undergoing 

changes and gradually lost its monopolizing power, hence leaving room for the rise of 

other institutions in the field, such as the independent cinema of the 1990s and the private 

commercial production circuit of the new millennium. The international art cinema may 

be treated as another field which comes into contact with the Chinese film system in the 

1980s and has had a great impact on the production of Chinese art films.  

 The systematic approach is applied both synchronically and diachronically. Not 

only is the variety of inter-relationships in the system in a given moment analyzed, but 

the chronological development is also emphasized to show the result of the field 

restructuring over time. Thus this dissertation is not about individual directors, individual 

films, particular film themes, or a single style. Instead, it seeks a bird‘s eye view 

structural interpretation of the development of the artistic filmmaking and its stylistic 

spectrum and evolution. What is emphasized is the developmental trajectory of the 

position of art film, not merely the agents (―Sixth Generation Director‖) who jump on or 

off of the position, and not merely the production means (―Independent Cinema‖) that 

constitutes part of position-taking. Particularly, it is a response to the auteur studies that 

are traditionally associated with the research of art cinema in general and which are still 

very popular in the study of Chinese art films. In the Chinese context, in which industrial 

restructuring occurs drastically within a relatively short period of time, the Chinese 

filmmakers often make drastic career moves—a phenomenon that might not be often 

observed in a more stable industrial environment. It is not surprising at all to see an art 

film director turn commercial overnight like Zhang Yimou with Hero (2002) and Ning 
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Hao with Fengkuang de shitou (Crazy stone, 2006). As a result, while the auteur study 

works well with filmmakers like Jia Zhangke, whose films display thematic and stylistic 

consistency over a relatively long period of time, it often becomes ineffective for many 

other case studies. By adopting ―art cinema‖ as the key conceptual framework, this study 

focuses squarely on films themselves (not only directors or the mode of production) 

while contextualizing the films at the same time.     

The developmental patterns and stylistic mapping produced by this study aim to 

compensate for the often thwarted effort by the limited scope of the previously dominant 

article-length studies. In this regard, Sung-Sheng Yvonne Chang‘s research on the 

development of the Taiwan literary field over the span of five decades
34

 and Thomas 

Schatz‘s scholarship on the working mechanism of the Hollywood system and its 

evolution
35

 are both inspirational to this dissertation.  

This dissertation is directly indebted to Ying Zhu‘s book Chinese Cinema during 

the Era of Reform: the Ingenuity of the System in terms of methodology and key 

terminology. Primarily focusing on the evolution of the Fifth Generation Cinema and the 

accompanying industrial development, Zhu analyzes the transition of Chinese cinema 

from art to commerce from the 1980s to 1990s. This is a pioneering academic effort for 

an institutional analysis of Chinese cinema. This general approach resonates with the 

systematic analysis adopted by this dissertation. In addition, the term ―art wave‖ and 
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―commercial wave‖ is borrowed from her book. Nevertheless, this dissertation also 

differs significantly from Zhu‘s work. The industrial analysis in this dissertation includes 

the latest developments in the new millennium and lists all major developments since the 

early 1980s in a single chapter. This is done in order to showcase the general trajectory of 

the industry‘s development and reveal the perennial conflict of the system—the constant 

tension between political commitment and economic expectations of the film system. Zhu 

also mainly adopts a holistic view of Chinese film culture as she tries to prove Chinese 

cinema‘s ―transformation to a populist film culture from an elitist one ascendant in the 

late 1970s‖
36

 throughout the book. This dissertation, however, emphasizes the 

multifaceted nature of Chinese film culture and practices in discussing the alternative 

film culture and the development of different film positions in the field. Perhaps the 

biggest difference lies in the view of the development of Chinese art cinema itself. Ying 

Zhu argues that Chinese film industry and culture went from art to commerce from the 

1980s to the 1990s.
37

 This argument was mainly based on the evolution of the Fifth 

Generation directors, and hence the observed transformation that actually occurred in the 

realm of the political and commercial mainstream. Taking advantage of a temporal 

distance from the 1990s, I argue that Chinese art film never died, it was only carried 

outside of the mainstream by a different group of filmmakers. Therefore, the sea-change 

of Chinese society and the film industry in the 1990s marked a real beginning for Chinese 

art cinema, not its demise.  
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Western Influence and International Art Cinema  

Insofar as art film is basically an imported concept and practice in China, the 

discussion of Chinese art films is always obliged to address its relationship with the post-

war European Art Cinema and its international dimension. The concept of art cinema is 

relational and historical at the same time. It is relational as it is always relatively defined 

with the mainstream in a given field. The convention-breaking cinematic innovations that 

usually characterize art films can only exist with a set of well-defined ―norms‖ 

established in the first place. In the West, such norms are usually associated with 

Hollywood. Both Steve Neale and David Bordwell rigorously compare art films, mostly 

European art films, against Hollywood.
38

 Art cinema, according to Neale, exists 

fundamentally in contrast to Hollywood films. This aim for differentiation motivated the 

stylistic innovations and explained the important state support necessary to protect the 

local film industry from Hollywood‘s invasion. It is also under this umbrella—difference 

from Hollywood expressed through directors‘ individual voices—that different 

movements and schools throughout history, from 1920‘s Avant-Garde to Italian 

Neorealism and French New Wave, could collectively and comfortably coexist as ―Art 

Cinema.‖
39

 

In the Chinese context, Hollywood has not been such a prominent contrastive 

reference. Contemporary Hollywood films were not imported to the Chinese market until 
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the end of 1994, and even then on a limited annual quota.
40

 By then, the first Chinese art 

wave had already come and gone, and several important films of the second art wave had 

already surfaced. The pirated consumption of Hollywood films became prevalent only 

towards the end of the 1990s with the arrival of VCD and DVD technology. Obviously, 

Hollywood cannot easily explain Chinese art waves as it does the European Art Cinema, 

as its presence in China was not as long lasting and stable. Chinese art films are first and 

foremost defined by the other local film genres and practices instead of Hollywood. Thus 

Chinese leitmotif films, entertainment films, and the commercialized Fifth Generation 

cinema of the 1990s should be considered the ―mainstream‖ from which the films of the 

second wave took their departure. Most interestingly, the Chinese mainstream has been 

constantly evolving alongside Chinese art films. In particular, the Chinese commercial 

cinema almost grew together with the art cinema of the 1990s. Such a development 

pattern is unthinkable in many other film industries.    

Opposing this relativist perspective is the historical development of international 

art cinema. The development of world art cinema after World War II, mostly in Europe 

throughout the 1950s and 1960s, practically established the world art film genre as we 

know it today. Andrew Tudor identified five specific films that set the parameter for ―the 

developing ‗art-movies‘ genre:‖ Ingmar Bergman‘s Seventh Seal (1956) and Wild 

Strawberries (1957), Michelangelo Antonioni‘s L’Avventura (1959), Federico Fellini‘s 
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La Dolce Vita (1959), and Alain Resnais‘ Hiroshima Mon Amour (1959).
41

 In his 

influential essay ―The Art Cinema as a Mode of Film Practice,‖ David Bordwell raises 

the concept of ―art film‖ by listing a series of films at the beginning of the essay: La 

Strada, 81/2, Wild Strawberries, The Seventh Seal, Ashes and Diamonds, Jules et Jim, 

Knife in the Water, Vivre sa vie, Mariel. 
42

 In a way, these films did set a permanent mark 

for all the later art films to be judged. Directors like Ingmar Bergman and Michelangelo 

Antonioni and their masterpieces also loom large in all Chinese directors‘ filmmaking 

educations. For example, Wang Xiaoshuai wrote his bachelor‘s thesis on Federico Fellini 

and Lou Ye on Michelangelo Antonioni.
43

 When studying a phenomenon that originated 

from the West the problem of originality is always an issue, although this burden is 

usually on researchers rather than the filmmakers or audiences. Is Chinese art cinema 

completely original or is it completely derivative? I am afraid that the answer is neither. 

The influence of the European art cinema on Chinese directors is undeniable, but a direct 

link is not plausible, as the enabling social, cultural, and industrial conditions are vastly 

different. While the comparison between Chinese and Foreign art films is out of scope of 

this study, I would like to note that only comparing the similarities on the surface is not 

the most production method due to the limited materiality of the medium. For example, 

the length of a shot can only have so many variations, so the significance of the 

coincidence of cinematography style should not be exaggerated. It is more productive to 
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ponder why the director employs a certain technique at a specific historical moment in 

the local context.  

It is undeniable that the art film is the most globalized mode of film production in 

any country.  Due to its limited local market, the art film is bound to seek viewership 

across national boundaries. Thus the financing, distribution, and exhibition of art film are 

often international, and international film festivals are the most visible vessels of this 

global film mode.  Chinese art film is no exception. This outward international reach has 

been vital in enabling the Chinese filmmakers to deal with a restrictive domestic 

filmmaking environment. I view international art film as a field in itself. Since it was 

born in the 1950s, it has constantly sought new creative centers to rejuvenate itself. From 

Italy, France, Japan, Germany, to Denmark, New Zealand, Taiwan, China, Korea, the 

nationality of the participants has become more and more diversified. In recent years, 

there could be observed a ―denationalizing‖ tendency from the leading film festivals. The 

film festivals are less and less like the Olympics. It is less about the competition of 

nations than the individual directors. Nowadays, many film festivals directly contact 

filmmakers for festival entries rather than waiting for the recommendation of the national 

industry. Many festivals also become more involved with production by commissioning 

the production of films directly, or partially finance the production for possible future 

film entries.
44

 The International Film Festival Rotterdam is a notable example. Chinese 

art cinema resides in the intersection between the field of international art cinema and the 

field of Chinese national cinema. Whether serving as a new creative geopolitical center or 
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participating through individual filmmakers, Chinese art cinema is an integral part of the 

world art cinema today.        

 

Chapters  

 This dissertation is divided into two parts. Part I describes the industrial 

mechanisms that gave rise to the second art wave, and Part II focuses on the film styles of 

the second art wave. In Part I, the Chinese Film System and its evolution through 

industry reforms of the last three decades are first introduced (chapter 1). The ideological 

foundation and industrial infrastructure of the orthodox Socialist Film System are 

described, which still offers a vital historical reference to understand some essential 

aspects of the Chinese film system in the 1990s and today. Then the industrial changes in 

the Reform Era are detailed chronologically. Throughout the three decades, a central 

conflict between social/political/artistic commitments and economic imperatives prevails. 

The cultural officialdom tries different strategies to solve this problem and seemed finally 

to find the remedy in the new millennium through capitalization. Chapter 2 focuses on 

the rise of the second art wave in the 1990s. The other two film genres (leitmotif film and 

entertainment film) are first described to give a general picture of the field. Then the two 

art waves witnessed by the 1980s and 1990s, respectively, are introduced. This is 

followed by the explication of the important factors that made the emergence of the 

second art wave possible, such as the disintegrated film system, the appearance of 

independent production, and the aid of international film festivals. In conclusion, it is the 

specific historical conditions of the film system in the 1990s and its relationship with the 
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artistic autonomy-seeking filmmakers that makes the second art wave as an alternative 

film practice possible. Part II focuses on the major styles of the second art wave. The 

dominant new realist style exemplified by Jia Zhangke‘s first two features is first studied 

in Chapter 3. With the new realist style as a reference, the expressionist stance with 

various counter-realist focuses is described in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 focuses on the films 

in-between the two styles, especially the early cinema of the Sixth Generation directors. 

These films showed early signs of both new realist and expressionist impulses, albeit with 

more modest execution. More interestingly, they also made films that demonstrate the 

two stylistic sensibilities simultaneously, forming a hybrid style. 

 Essentially, all chapters serve to map an artistic cinematic movement that 

originated not long ago and is still relevant today. Jia Zhangke often mentioned in 

interviews that one of the reasons prompting him to make his own films was the 

disappointment and anger stirred up by the weekly viewing of new Chinese films when 

he just entered the Beijing Film Academy as an audit student in the early 1990s. Most 

likely, Zhang Yimou‘s award-winning films such as Ju Dou (Ju dou, 1990), Dahong 

denglong gaogao gua (Raise the red lantern, 1991) and Qiu Ju da guansi (The story of 

Qiu Ju, 1992) were included in these screenings. Thus Jia‘s public confrontation to 

famous Zhang Yimou 14 years later seems to draw a full circle for his growing trajectory 

as an art film director, and also leaves marks in the development of Chinese art cinema. 

Despite the changed social and industrial environment, the initial impulse of making a 

different kind of films from the dominant ones, shared by Jia Zhangke and many other 

young filmmakers coming before and after him, was still alive. This courage and drive to 
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be different, forced or enabled by the industrial conditions, essentially informs this 

dissertation.       
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PART I: THE SOCIALIST FILM SYSTEM AND THE SECOND ART 

WAVE 

Chapter 1 The Socialist Film System 

 

 This chapter introduces the Socialist film system, which serves as the point of 

departure for all later industrial reforms and independent productions. Both its underlying 

principles and institutional characteristics are explored. The Chinese film industry‘s 

reforms are then documented over three different eras, from the early 1980s to the present. 

These industrial changes paved way for the emergence of alternative art film practices in 

the 1990s. 

Chinese cinema had always been a privately-owned commercial enterprise until 

the establishment of the Communist regime in 1949. The newborn Communist state held 

a completely different view of the appropriate artistic properties and social functions of 

film. As a result, both the aesthetic and institutional principles of filmmaking in China 

were drastically altered. This orthodox socialist industrial outlook and its corresponding 

film policies and discourses lasted for almost three decades. Even though the film 

industry began reforms as early as the 1980s, the Socialist legacy continues to loom large 

as an established benchmark, against which all new filmic developments are measured. 

Particularly because of the delay of political democratic reforms in China, ideology-

imbued official views on film have not fundamentally changed despite an adoption of 

radical reforms in industry structure. An understanding of the Socialist film system in the 

Socialist Era (1949-1978) thus becomes vital to comprehend the evolution of the Chinese 
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film industry and film culture in the Reform Era (1978-present). The philosophical 

foundation and the institutional details of this official film system are introduced in the 

following sections.     

 

Mao Zedong’s Yan’an talk 

The speech Mao Zedong delivered at the Yan‘an Forum on Literature and Art in 

1942 was arguably the single most important statement regarding Chinese Socialist 

policies on art and literature. It laid the conceptual groundwork for the establishment of 

the Socialist institutions of literature and art, including the official film system. The 

manuscript for the talk has been reprinted numerous times, and the anniversary of its 

delivery has been frequently celebrated to reinforce the validity of its message throughout 

the history of the People‘s Republic, despite the changing political climate. As recently as 

2008, People’s Daily, the Communist Party‘s mouthpiece, reported that the National Art 

and Literature Federation and Writer‘s Association organized a forum to commemorate 

the 68
th

 anniversary of the Yan‘an talk.
1
  

 In his speech, Mao explained the basic principles, audience, content, and style of 

literature and art demanded by the Communist Party. In principle, he stated that literature 

and art are ―subordinate to‖ politics.
2
 Ideology overrides aesthetics. Aesthetics is only 
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valued insofar as to convey ideological messages more effectively. Thus, class allegiance 

outweighs the aesthetic quality in determining the value of any given literary or artistic 

work. ―Revolutionary literature and art are a part of the whole work of revolution; they 

are a screw,‖ which is minor yet indispensible for the whole revolutionary machinery.
3
    

The central theme running through Mao‘s talk was the matter of the audience. 

Whom the artists serve and how artists can best reach the targeted audience is considered 

as outweighing all other problems.
4
 Mao declares that art and literature should be 

produced for the masses, including workers, peasants, and soldiers.
5
 As to what kind of 

art works will serve, Mao distinguishes between the art and literature of ―reaching a wide 

audience‖(puji) and that of ―raising standards‖ (tigao), or ―elementary‖ (chuji) and 

―advanced‖ (gaoji) art and literature.  

Literature and art for a wide audience indicates that the processing has 

been relatively limited and crude, and therefore relatively easy for the 

broad popular masses at the present time to accept readily, while 

literature and art to raise standards indicates that the processing has 

been relatively extensive and skillful, and hence relatively difficult for 

them.
6
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To some extent, Mao‘s division is similar to that between mass culture and high culture. 

He stated that producing elementary literature and art was most important for the mass 

audience, most of whom are uneducated. But advanced literature and art are also needed 

for communist cadres and the improved mass audience. Yet the differences between these 

two types of art and literature should not be exaggerated. Since Mao insists on an 

understanding of both types in relation to the mass audience,
7
 these types may as well 

both belong to mass culture.   

The stated relationship between the artists and the masses is also very important. 

Mao‘s talk acknowledges the limited education received by workers, peasants, and 

soldiers. The primary task of the petty-bourgeois artists is to educate them.
8
 Yet the 

artists‘ expertise does not make them superior to the masses, because the life of the 

masses is deemed the most privileged source for art and literature.
9
 This argument turns 

artists from the perceived gifted few to virtual technicians, or literature and art workers as 

they would be called, who process people‘s lives with form. The established connection 

between art works and social reality also underpins Socialist censorship. In order to 

present the life of the masses ―truthfully,‖ petty-bourgeois artists are obligated to connect 

with the masses and become their ―spokesmen.‖
10

 The relationship between artists and 
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the masses is thus interpreted dialectically, as evidenced by the statement ―the only way 

to educate the masses is by being their student.‖
11

 

The Socialist principles on cultural production outlined in Mao‘s Yan‘an talk 

have had a far-reaching influence on Chinese film production. The audiovisual property 

of the film medium conveniently turned itself from commercialized entertainment for 

educated urbanites to a mass cultural form for the under-educated masses. It is because of 

the established links in Mao‘s Yan‘an talk between life and art as well as between art and 

ideology, that Chinese film production has acquired a social responsibility like other 

forms of cultural production. But more than other cultural producers, filmmakers are held 

responsible for presenting materials that reflect the idealized Socialist reality, as film is 

capable of projecting daily life in its most vivid form and reaching a wider audience. 

Indeed, in the era of Socialist political turmoil, the crackdown on films has usually 

preceded important political campaigns. Even in more-liberalized recent times, films 

would touch upon the sensitive political nerves of the authorities, while literature was 

more tolerated. For example, Yu Hua‘s novel To Live (1992) was a legitimate publication, 

whereas its faithful, if not less poignant, cinematic adaptation To Live (dir. Zhang Yimou, 

1994) was banned.
12

    

Just when the international art cinema took its form after WWII in Europe, the 

Socialist principles on art and literature left little room for the development of art film in 

                                                           
11

 Ibid. 

12
 Xianmin Zhang, Kanbujian De Yingxiang [Invisible Images] (Shanghai: Shanghai Sanlian shudian 2005), 

10. 



39 

 

 

China. The production of mass culture, however manipulated by political authorities, was 

the dominant mode of cultural production. The ―restricted production‖ or the production 

of high culture, which is what art film stands for, is antithetical to the Socialist orthodox. 

The lowest aesthetic standard was promoted, which caused a proliferation of mass culture 

and the demise of elite culture. While filmmakers were accorded with heightened 

political importance, their artistic autonomy was violated and creative license confiscated. 

Furthermore, the audience was generally viewed only as monolithic ―masses.‖  Their 

diverse needs were denied and so was any possibility for diverse cultural products. In 

essence, Mao‘s Yan‘an talk called for the unification (tongyi) of the mass audience and 

cultural producers within the constricting rationale of class politics. The internal 

differentiation of audience, filmmakers, or film products became impossible. Not until 

the late 1970s and early 1980s did some of filmmakers initiate a process of partially 

reasserting their artistic autonomy.   

 

Building the Socialist Film System 

The socialist film system was the institutional infrastructure built to guarantee the 

realization of the socialist film philosophy. The establishment of the Film Bureau 

(dianyingju) in 1949 was a ―watershed in the history of the Chinese film industry 

development,‖ signaling that ―the film industry had entered the mainstream political 

discourse and the political administrative system.‖
13

 The Film Bureau, a state cultural 
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institution, oversaw all activities pertaining to film production, distribution, and 

exhibition, and hence plays a pivotal role in maintaining the socialist system. In essence, 

this system was a marriage between the plan economy and the political administrative 

management. Modeled after the Soviet film system and consistent with the regulation of 

all other cultural institutions in the new Socialist regime, private ownership was 

eliminated and the film industry was nationalized after 1953. As a reflection of the newly 

centralized ideological function of the film medium, film distribution and exhibition were 

relegated to the culture/propaganda department of vertically hierarchical local 

governments to help circulate their products. The film production, on the other hand, was 

confined to state-owned studios (dianying zhipian chang, or film production factories), 

following the national economic model of the planned economy. Three film studios were 

established in the early days of the People‘s Republic: Changchun Film Studio, Beijing 

Film Studio, and Shanghai Film Studio. The total number of national-level studios was 

later increased to sixteen.
14

   

 The free market was effectively purged from the system. Each year, the Film 

Bureau made plans to create films on a variety of subject matter. The film production 

quota, together with matching funding, was allocated to each film studio. In the early 
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1990s, the target for total national output was 120-160 films
15

. Each film studio then 

assigned film projects to the filmmakers on their payroll, often according to seniority. 

When the films were completed, the state-subsidized distribution and exhibition company, 

China Film Corporation,
16

 bought all of the films at a fixed price (110% of the studios‘ 

budget). Then the China Film Corporation made film duplicates and allocated the copies 

to its subordinated local Distribution and Exhibition Companies, following the political 

administrative hierarchy from provinces, to municipalities, to counties. With this 

combination of business behavior and administrative order, each company was only 

responsible to its immediate superior for its assigned exhibition tasks. There was virtually 

no economic relationship between different units in this vertical distribution and 

exhibition network.
17

 Any profit was submitted to one‘s immediate superiors, all the way 

to the China Film Corporation and then to the state, according to a predetermined 

percentage. With the state receiving profits to cover its initial subsidies, a cycle of film 

production, distribution, and exhibition was completed. At the core of this film system 

was an economic model called ―central buying and underwriting‖ (tonggou baoxiao)
18
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with the China Film Corporation functioning as the sole wholesale agent. This economic 

model was also applied to agriculture during the same period.          

This state system ensured ideological control over film content, downplayed the 

economic imperatives of filmmaking, and completely monopolized filmmaking resources. 

Given the historical conditions of the 1950s and 1960s, the Socialist system was actually 

very effective. It mobilized limited postwar filmmaking resources, protected the growth 

of the domestic film industry by banning most film imports, and extensively built 

exhibition centers in rural areas, popularizing the film medium to an unprecedented 

level.
19

 Most importantly, this film system efficiently produced films that responded to 

the zeitgeist of the time, and created a group of truly popular films like Liubao de gushi 

(The story of Liu Bao, 1957), Nvlan wuhao (Woman basketball player No.5, 1957), and 

Wuduo jinhua (Five golden flowers, 1959), especially in 1959, on the tenth-year 

anniversary of the communist regime. Given the particular historical conditions of the 

period, the socialist film industry during those 17 years (1949-1966) was economically 

successful. China Film Corp. was an enterprise that yielded profits to the state every year. 

For example, it contributed over 200 million RMB to the state during the five years from 

1961 to 1965.
20

     

However, even within such a centralized system, filmmaking was still susceptible 

to the volatile political climate of the young People‘s Republic. As Xia Yan, one of the 
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seasoned culture officials commented, ―The film quality and output were directly 

influenced by the political movements of the day.‖
21

 Criticism of films often preceded 

new political campaigns. In 1963 and 1964, Mao renounced all films made after 1949.
22

 

Mao‘s criticism was shortly followed by the arrival of the most severe political storm in 

modern Chinese history—the Cultural Revolution in 1966. During the Cultural 

Revolution, previously established Socialist film institutions and previously-made films 

were all discredited. A large number of filmmakers, film stars, and other industry 

participants were purged and prosecuted. All regular film activities came to a halt. From 

1966 to 1969, no feature films were produced in China. From 1970 to 1972, only 10 

model operas (yangbanxi) were made. After 1973, the production of feature films 

resumed, but output was scant: only 76 films in three years.
23

 At the same time, the 

economic system of ―central buying and underwriting‖ carried out by the China Film 

Corporation was disabled. The ultra-leftist mass liners stigmatized any financial 

initiatives in the film industry; they even went so far as enforcing low theater ticket 

prices.
24

 As the result, the industry‘s finances started to fail, turning from a profit-

generating enterprise to a money-losing propaganda institution.
25
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Only after the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976 was the socialist film 

system fully restored. The China Film Corporation resumed business in 1978. Many of 

the banned films made during the 17 years before the Cultural Revolution were screened 

for audiences again, and the state-run relatively systemic censorship (instead of an ad-hoc 

censorship by several individuals) was reinstated. Economic terms were reestablished so 

that film studios could generate revenue again by selling their films to the China Film 

Corporation. These actions ensured the recovery of the socialist film system, paving the 

way for the prolific activities of the Fourth and Fifth Generation directors. However, the 

inefficiency of the old socialist system soon became apparent, and changes were 

demanded, along with the economic reform wave that has swept the Chinese society 

since 1978.     

 

Film Industry Reform 

In many ways, the reform of the Chinese film industry shares the pulse of the 

economic reform of the Chinese society at large, which was set in motion in 1978. Since 

then, China has pursued a developmental route commonly known as ―Socialism with 

Chinese Characteristics,‖ which is the term for the paradoxical model of adopting 

Capitalism in the economic arena, while preserving a Socialist political system. The 

Chinese film industry was designated as one of the most useful propaganda tools under 

the Socialist art institutional principles outlined in Mao Zedong‘s Talk at the Yan‘an Art 

and Literature Forum in 1942. Yet the realization of the film industry‘s enormous 

financial potential also dawned on the cultural bureaucrats after the nation opened up to 
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the outside world in the late 1970s. From then on, the reform of the Chinese film industry 

would always bear the central contradiction of Chinese reform, caught between economic 

and political imperatives. While China‘s general economic reform has delivered one of 

the fastest national economic growths in the human history,
26

 the film industry has 

remained one of its most conservative industrial sectors for change,
27

 exactly because of 

its political and economic double ―identity.‖ Nevertheless, eventually various reform 

measures were implemented in a long process full of ups and downs, alternating between 

progress and setbacks. The Chinese film industry has traveled a winding road, from the 

massive success of the early 1980s, to a continuing decline since the mid-1980s, and 

subsequently to an encouraging revival since 2002. This section details the reform 

process of the Chinese film industry in the last three decades. 

The socialist film system, after experiencing a short period of popular success 

upon its recovery from the Cultural Revolution in the late 1970s and early 1980s, fell into 

crisis in the mid-1980s. The inefficiency of this central planning system and the 

proliferation of alternative mass entertainment outlets challenged the well-being of the 

system. The audience attendance, annual film productions, and the industry-wide box 

office revenue had drastically declined since the mid-1980‘s, while many film studios fell 

to deep debt. This stimulated a call for change, which led to a consensus among 

policymakers, industry insiders, film critics, and their audiences. The goal of the reform 

was industrialization (chanyehua, or turning the film enterprise from a cultural/political 
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system into an industry) and commercialization (shichanghua, or introducing the market 

as the dominant mechanism for governing film production, distribution, and exhibition). 

These reforms started with the change of the official view (central government document) 

of the film system in 1984 from a cultural/ideological entity to (mainly) an industry, 

which is expected to receive financing from banks, make its own profits, and pay taxes to 

the government.
28

 Though far from exempting film from its ideological mission, this 

conceptual change nevertheless paved the way for all later reform measures. In 1986, the 

Film Bureau—the central authority for all film-related activities—was transferred from 

the Ministry of Culture to the Ministry of the Radio, Film, and Television (MRFT, 

Guangbo dianying dianshi bu). The latter was renamed the State Administration of Radio, 

Film, and Television in 1998 (SARFT, Guojia Guangbo Dianying Dianshi Guanli 

Zongju).
29

 Although this managerial change was directly motivated by a response 

towards the challenge of television entertainment,
30

 it nevertheless marked the start of a 

new era. Overall, the reform of the film industry has experienced three periods of 

different focus and velocity, which roughly coincides with the three decades of China‘s 

reform: the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s.  
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The Tentative Tryout (1980-1993) 

The reform in the 1980s was characterized by tentative policy revisions confined 

to the areas of distribution and exhibition. More specifically, these new policies only 

revised the terms of transactions between the film studios and the China Film 

Corporation. The fundamental basis of the distribution mechanism was not challenged.    

In 1980, the Ministry of Culture responded to calls of the film studios by 

changing the film-based wholesale policy between the China Film Corporation and the 

film studios (700,000RMB/film) to a per-copy-based calculating method (9000 

RMB/copy).
31

 In other words, the popularity of the film, measured by the number of 

copies needed for exhibition, would be factored into the revenue of the film studio for the 

very first time. Yet limits were placed upon the number of copies that could be used for 

this calculation, based on the national average. It was quite a narrow range: 99-122 

copies
32

. Although this reform measure was conservative in nature, it nonetheless made 

some difference, and more importantly, established the intent for change. Under this new 

policy, Chinese film studios (to varying degrees) were more motivated to make higher 

quality films that would attract larger audiences.       

After the central government mandated that film-related activities become an 

industry in 1984, and the transfer of the Film Bureau to the SARFT in 1986, a more 

ambitious policy regarding the transactions between China Film and the film studios 

surfaced in 1987 (document No. 975). This document lifted the limits on the number of 
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copies used for revenue calculation, and at the same time allowed other alternative 

methods of transaction: leasing, one-time buyout, profit-sharing, and so on. Unfortunately, 

this bold new policy was short-lived. Two years later, China Film and the film studios 

returned to the old by-film-copies transaction system, but with the per-copy price raised 

from 9000 RMB to 10500 RMB.
33

  

 

The Breakthrough and the Setback (1993-2000) 

Just like the film industry, the entire society‘s quest for economic reform paused 

in the first years of the 1990s, and then resurged in 1993. The official confirmation of the 

Capitalist economic development model by the Fourteenth Communist Party Congress in 

1992 galvanized a new round of aggressive market reforms in Chinese society. In 1993, 

MRFT issued a new document, which terminated the monopoly of the China Film 

Corporation over film distribution and allowed film studios to distribute their own films 

directly to provincial distribution companies. Governmental control over the film ticket 

price was relinquished to the market (Document No. 3). It was the strongest reform 

measure for the film industry to date. Although this unprecedented move was definitely 

inspired by the overall economic and political climate, the film industry‘s own deep crisis 

was the direct catalyst. The year 1992 saw the worst financial disaster: national 

distribution and exhibition revenue decreased by 17.9% and 15.7% respectively.
34

 The 
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policy breakthrough in reforming the distribution system showed beneficial effects 

immediately. In 1993, the Beijing Film Studio bypassed the China Film Corporation, and 

directly signed a profits-splitting contract with the newly-formed joint-stock Shanghai 

Yongle Distribution Company for the Hong Kong martial arts film Huang Feihong III: 

shiwang zhengba (Once upon a time in China III) starring Jet Li. The studio reaped over 

900,000RMB in Shanghai alone
35

, almost the equivalent of the entire wholesale offer 

from the China Film Corporation in the past.  

As daring as Document No. 3 was MRFT‘s decision to import from Hollywood in 

1994. For the first time after the founding of the People‘s Republic in 1949, Chinese 

audiences could see popular Hollywood films in a timely manner. It was not an 

exaggeration to say that Hollywood blockbusters literally saved the Chinese exhibition 

business. The annual ten imports were estimated to have produced half of the national 

exhibition revenue in 1999.
36

 The China Film Corporation, which had just lost the 

monopoly on domestic film distribution, gained a better deal of exclusively distributing 

profitable Hollywood imports.     

After two bold reform measures in film distribution and exhibition implemented 

in 1993 and 1994 respectively, MRFT finally launched a new policy to open up film 

production. In 1995, MRFT extended the feature film production rights of the original 16 

national-level film studios to other provincial film production companies. More 
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importantly, any company could now coproduce with an official film studio by making a 

contribution of over 70% of the film budget.
37

 This document legalized the participation 

of private capital in film production, which had long been an unspoken yet common 

practice amongst debt-ridden studios. The 16 national-level film studios capitalized on 

their exclusive production rights and usually charged a 300,000 RMB license fee to lend 

their names to the films of other production sources
38

. This practice was commonly 

known as ―purchasing the studio logo‖ (mai changbiao).  Zhang Yuan‘s Mama (1990), 

the first film from one of the Sixth Generation directors, gained its distribution rights 

through this channel. Since the breakthrough of 1995, production rights were destined to 

be further extended. In 1997, MRFT‘s ―Circular about Licensing for Single Feature Film 

Production‖ allowed the city-level (provincial in the 1995 document) film production 

companies, television stations, and other television content providers to apply for film 

production licenses on a single film basis. In 2002, any registered private enterprise could 

apply for a single-film production license.
39

 

     With three consecutive reform strikes from 1993 to 1995, Chinese film 

production revived in 1995. Several privately-financed Chinese films such as In the Heat 

of the Sun, Hong Fen, and Red Cherry broke out with good reviews and impressive 

performances at the box office. However, the relaxation of film production rights did not 

mean MRFT had relinquished any control over film content through censorship. This was 
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one of the four powers SARFT announced that it would never give up while launching a 

new round of institutional reforms. These four controls were: (1) the right to import 

foreign films, (2) the right to decide on the ratio of domestic films and imported films, (3) 

the right to create quotas on domestic film production, and (4) the right to censor the final 

film product (zhongshen quan).
40

 Indeed, despite the unprecedented changes to the 

various aspects of the socialist film system, the bulk of the industry was still state-owned 

and the authority of MRFT had very much been kept alive. This fact made the newly 

reformed film industry vulnerable to the whims of official interference.  

Just one year after the appearance of some signs of industrial revival, the 

―Changsha Conference‖ in 1996 re-stated the political obligations of films.
41

  During this 

conference, SARFT unveiled the ―9550‖ project. This project planned to produce 10 

quality films (jingpin) every year, totaling 50 films during the Ninth Five Year Plan 

period (1996-2000).
42

 The ―9550‖ project was partially a political resolution, and 

partially an economic package. The 10 quality film hopefuls would be (partially) 

supported by the ―Government Specialized Film Fund‖ (zhengfu dianying zhuanxiang 

zijin) that was established in 1991. In 1996, the government increased its monetary input 

to the film fund
43

 in order to help solve the financial predicaments of the film production 
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sector. The government‘s financial aid coincided with the fast-approaching Fiftieth 

Anniversary of the People‘s Republic in 1999. As a result, a large number of ―tribute‖ 

films that appealed to the government‘s ―leitmotif‖ themes appeared in the latter half of 

the 1990s. Unfortunately, those films did not really win audiences and usually relied on 

―group tickets‖ that were paid by the state-owned work units to fill the theater. As it 

approached the new millennium, the overall financial health of the industry worsened. 

The number of films produced and the overall exhibition revenue both plunged. The 

government‘s reversion to the old mentality of ―planning‖ and ―aid‖ failed to produce 

financial success.   

The 1990s witnessed both the breakthrough of market reform and the prevalence 

of political planning in the film industry. At the end of the decade, the industry was 

facing a grave financial picture. To make things worse, China‘s lengthy negotiation with 

the World Trade Organization (WTO) finally concluded in 1999. Thus the second period 

of the reform ended with a new sense of crisis, caused by the prospects of opening the 

market to international competition as a result of China‘s imminent entry into the WTO.  

Perhaps it was exactly because of this pressure that policymakers were pushed to move 

the institutional reforms forward with unprecedented audacity in the new millennium.   

 

Full Scale Corporatization (2000 - present) 

                                                                                                                                                                             
CCTV Film Channel, (4). the propaganda fund from the central and local governments at various levels. 
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In the new millennium, the reforms directly tackle the core problems of the 

socialist film system: the separation of film production, distribution, and exhibition, and 

the local protectionism caused by the old administrative-influenced industrial structure. 

Thus the reorganization of resources in film production, distribution, and exhibition has 

become the focus of reform. The establishment of theater circuits and joint-stock 

corporations/groups were the two biggest moves. Consequently, the industrial layout, 

organizational principles, and power relationships were significantly altered. This was to 

be a decade of China‘s own blockbusters. The industry began to aim for ―bigger‖ 

domestic productions to make more profits. In order to attract more capital into film 

production, entry into filmmaking was open to domestic private companies and even to 

foreign companies (with limitations for the latter) in 2001. Economically, all of these 

aggressive reforms paid off, given the fact that domestic films (including co-production 

films with Hong Kong) have surpassed foreign films in market share since 2002. The 

profitability through marketization, nevertheless, does not lead to the total autonomy of 

the film industry. On the contrary, all of the film groups remain state-controlled 

enterprises. The scale and efficiency of the new film enterprises actually helps to more 

effectively inject official ideologies into the film products.      

In 2000, SARFT and the Ministry of Culture issued a circular calling for the 

establishment of shareholding film groups,
44

 thus starting a corporatization and 

conglomeration campaign at the national level. These film groups were based on the 
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original state-owned provincial film studios. The stated purpose of establishing film 

groups was to ―improve economic efficiency and realize profits through industrial scales 

(guimo xiaoying),‖ ―further perfect the product chain from film to TV to video market 

and integrate film production, distribution, and exhibition,‖ and ―employ capital as the 

nexus of property rights.‖
45

 In essence, the corporatization of the film industry 

depoliticizes the bounding mechanisms of industrial resources. Capital, instead of 

political administrative order, became the basic organizing principle of the industry. For 

example, Huaxia Films, an alternative distribution company to the China Film 

Corporation‘s monopoly over the distribution of imported films, was created through 

joint-stock holdings from 19 enterprises in 2003, including the China Film Corporation. 

The creation of a China Film Corporation equivalent would have been unthinkable in the 

old vertically hierarchical film system. Only one entity was allowed at the top of the 

power ladder. The Shanghai Film Group and the China Film Group were the two earliest 

joint-stock enterprise models, which were established in 1996 and 1999 respectively. 

From 2000 to 2004, multiple official documents were issued to iron out the details of 

pushing this practice nationally. By the end of 2008, there were seven film groups (China 

Film, Shanghai, Changchun, Xi‘an, Emei, Zhujiang, and Hong Kong Yindu).
46

  

The China Film Group Corporation (CFGC) has emerged as the most powerful 

film group in China today. Inaugurated in 1999, CFGC is based on the China Film 

Corporation, the former national distribution monopoly. Since then it has merged with 
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seven other entities: Beijing Film Studio, China Children‘s Film Studio, China Film Co-

Production Corporation, China Film Equipment Corporation, CCTV Movie Channel, 

Beijing Film Developing and Printing & Video Laboratory, and Huayun Film and TV 

Compact Disk Production Company. After 10 years of development, CFGC currently 

boasts 14 fully funded subsidiaries including the 2009 addition-China Film Group Digital 

Film Production Base, LTD, plus the China Central Television film channel, and 33 

major holding companies and joint stock companies. With total assets of 2.8 billion 

RMB
47

, CFGC claims on its official website that it is ―the most comprehensive and 

extensive state-owned film enterprise in China with the most complete industry chain that 

facilitates film production, distribution and exhibition as a coordinated process and 

integrates film, TV and video into one single entity.‖
48

 Indeed, CFGC has retained 

unparalleled privileges of film distribution because its national network from the socialist 

era. It has aggressively expanded into the film theater business. According to its website, 

it has formed 7 cinema circuits in joint stock and contracted more than 400 theatres, 

which garner 40% share of the domestic box-office. It is now building its own proprietary 

cinema circuit with the objective of building 100 multiplexes
49

. Taking advantage of the 

Beijing Film Studio, one of the strongest studios in the socialist era, CFGC is catching up 

in film production, too. Chen Kaige‘s Promise (2006) and Lu Chuan‘s Nanjing! Nanjing! 
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(The city of life and death, 2009) helped CFGC diversify its film production from 

traditional ―Main Melody‖ films like biopic Zhang Side (Zhang Side, 2006) to more 

mainstream or even artistic films. Without a doubt, CFGC is the result of the marriage 

between Capital and Politics. Although it has the typical structure of a shareholding 

company, its official status remains unmistakable. CFGC has the sole right to import 

foreign films, its fully-funded subsidiary China Film Co-Production Corporation takes 

charge of all Chinese co-production projects, and it monopolizes the scarcest resources of 

the industry—the sole movie channel with national coverage and the sole digital 

production base, for example. An important market player that often performs official 

functions, CFGC is the epitome of corporation reform of the Chinese film industry in the 

new millennium. 

Another important reform measure was the establishment of the theater circuits 

(yuanxian). This decision directly targets local protectionism of the exhibition business 

nurtured by the socialist film system. Under the old system, local film theaters were 

subordinated to the Department of Culture of the local government, which was in turn 

subordinated to the Department of Culture of the upper-level government. The film 

distribution and exhibition therefore strictly replicated the political administrative zone 

with multiple hierarchical layers of management. Because of this, a lot of film theaters do 

not have the chance to meet the distributors directly. In December 2001, SARFT 

(formerly known as MRFT) announced the intent to establish theater circuits after 

aggressively promoting the construction and renovation of movie theaters for several 

years. The theater circuit is defined as possessing the following properties: a distribution 
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and exhibition system, which is composed of one distribution company and a number of 

theaters connected by capital and offered films, and which brands, schedules, sells, and 

manages as one.
50

 The official announcement also set a rather rushed timetable for the 

completion of theater circuit construction. It mandated that by June 1, 2002, those areas 

(not including some economically backwards areas) which had not set up at least one 

theater circuit, would not be provided with their share of profit-sharing imported 

blockbusters. For the areas that traditionally have had stronger film markets, such as 

Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsui Province, Zhejiang Province, etc., two competing theater 

circuits must be set up by the deadline to avoid losing profitable Hollywood imports.
51

 

This political order with its overlying financial threat proved to be effective. Six months 

later, 30 theater circuits were established across the nation, 11 of which were cross-

provincial circuits. These theater circuits totaled 872 movie theaters and 1581 screens
52

. 

By the end of 2008, the number of theater circuits had a small increase to 34, but the total 

movie theaters increased to 1545 and total screens increased to 4097.
53

 And the top ten 

grossing ten national circuits took 78.8% of the national box-office receipts. The 

separation between production and exhibition has been effectively challenged: many 
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production companies have started to invest in theaters, and theater circuits have also 

begun involving themselves in film production. The movie theater is also the first area in 

which the State has allowed the involvement of foreign capital.  

Private and foreign capital have been invited to enter the film industry on more 

favorable terms than ever, along with ambitious measures of corporatization and 

conglomeration. As discussed in the previous section, the access of domestic private 

production companies to the market gradually opened up in the 1990s. The policy of 

2001 consummated such efforts, and now any private production company is allowed to 

apply for a film production license from SARFT on a single-film basis. In June 2003, 

―The Closer Economic Partnership Agreement‖ (CFPA) was signed to take effect in 

January 2004. Under CFPA, Hong Kong-based companies are allowed to construct or 

renovate movie theaters on the Chinese mainland via joint ventures with a Chinese 

partner. No cap on the stock share is enforced against the Hong Kong partner. A Hong 

Kong-produced film can be exempted from the annual quota of foreign films as long as 

the film is presented to and cleared by official censorship. Co-production between Hong 

Kong and the Mainland will be treated the same as domestic films.
54

 As for foreign 

capital, three new policies were implemented in December 2003. These policies now 

allow foreign capital, with proper official clearance, to enter the Chinese film industry via 

joint ventures with a Chinese partner. The total foreign investment should be no less than 

5 million RMB and take no more than 49% of the total share of the company. In this way, 

foreign capital can involve itself in virtually every aspect of the Chinese film business, 
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such as film production, distribution, theater business, technical support, film studio 

infrastructure, and so on.  

On the heels of these new regulations, a joint venture by CFGC, Warner Bros. and 

Hengdian Film and Television Group with the investment ratio of 4:3:3, was set up on 

October 2004. The enterprise was called by official Xinhua News Agency as a ―super 

baby‖ with mixed blood from the three strongest enterprises in the field.
55

 CFGC, as 

discussed previously, is the biggest state-owned film group, Warner Bros. is one of the 

major production companies in Hollywood, and Hengdian is a top private company 

specializing in constructing film sites and providing filmmaking-related services. The 

very first successful product of this new joint venture was Ning Hao‘s Crazy Stone 

(2006). The company distributed this low-budget film (4 million RMB), which went on 

to become an astonishing 23 million RMB box office miracle.
56

                       

 

Conclusion   

After three decades of reform, the Chinese film industry has come a long way 

from the plan-dominated Socialist studio system, to a capital-centered joint-stock modern 

enterprise. Constantly battling the tension between the desire to economically revitalize 

the industry and the need to maintain ideological control over film content, SARFT has 
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tried varying strategies along the way. Overall, the industry has declined from the mid-

1980s. It faced its gravest crisis in 1994 and 2001 before it reversed the decline in 2002. 

SARFT actually attempted two different strategies to save the industry at these two 

separate moments of crisis. One was increasing direct state investment while 

strengthening planning in the latter half of the 1990s. The other was an industrial 

makeover through organizing shareholding media conglomerates in the new millennium. 

It seems that in the latter solution, the state has finally found an effective way to increase 

productivity while ensuring ideological control. Paradoxically, Capital becomes the 

solution to a uniquely Socialist film industry dilemma. An exemplary film that fits this 

mode was The Knot (2007)—a super commodity with a decent budget, sleek production, 

glossy visuals, stars, and a welcoming pro-unification theme. While it could be argued 

that the SARFT learned the lessons from the unsuccessful efforts of the 1990s, the 

availability of wealth accumulated in the reform era was undoubtedly a key factor for 

enabling the new capital-centered industry layout. Since 2002, the industry has been 

enthralled with its excitement for China‘s own blockbusters, or dapian, a film practice 

heralded by Zhang Yimou‘s Hero (2002). The national box office revenues (Figure 1) 

and the number of produced films (Figure 2) have steadily climbed since then. 

Instead of simply celebrating the effectiveness of the reform, it needs to be noted 

that all of these marketization efforts were initiated by official mandate from the top 

down. All the reform measures, while aimed directly at improving the efficiency of the 

industry, ultimately reinforced the control of the state over film production with a new 

mechanism that accommodates market. The party‘s authority has been carefully 
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maintained despite a flux of changes. One of the SARFT circulars on corporatization of 

the film industry explicitly states that the new shareholding film groups should ―perfect 

the corporate governance structure and build a management system that guarantees the 

party‘s leadership over the film group.‖
57

 The old Socialist film system was modified 

only because the State and its cultural bureaucrats found a more effective way of control, 

which actually works together with, instead of impinging upon, the financial health of the 

industry.       
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Figure 1 Annual Box-office Revenue of the Chinese Film Industry (1997-2009) in billion 

RMB. Source: China Film Yearbook (1997-2006), Research Report on the Chinese Film 

Industry (2007-2009) 
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Figure 2 Number of Chinese Feature Films Produced Annually. Source: China Film 

Yearbook (1997-2006), Research Report on the Chinese Film Industry (2007-2009) 
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Chapter 2 The Emergence of the Second Art Wave 

 

This chapter explores the industrial background behind the emergence of the 

second art wave of the 1990s in China. The centralized Socialist film system underpinned 

by the ‗art for the masses‘ philosophy did not permit the existence of art film. Art film 

emerged as a legitimate position in the field of film production beginning with the Fifth 

Generation Cinema in the mid-1980s. It can be broadly understood as one of the aesthetic 

achievements of Chinese society‘s general quest for modernization. Unfortunately, the 

Fifth Generation Cinema was short-lived.  A group of first-time filmmakers in the 1990s 

(the Sixth Generation directors and others) kept Chinese art cinema alive by initiating a 

second art wave. They did so in terms quite different from their predecessors: by taking 

art film into an alternative realm, allying with the youth subculture of the time, and 

breaking out of the official film system. In the process, Chinese art film acquired its non-

mainstream character, and thus became more sharply defined as a sustainable art form.  

This chapter takes a closer examination at this process of ―going alternative‖ for 

the art film in the 1990s.  As a relational category, the position of art film was reinforced 

while its occupants engaged in negotiations with multiple agents and forces in the field, 

such as their predecessors, and the occupants of other competing positions. The dynamic 

relationship between these young filmmakers and the changing film system was 

particularly important. By embracing another film arena—international film festival 

circuits, these young filmmakers, especially independent filmmakers, could afford to 

sever ties with the official film system at home. Yet in the 1990s, the official film system 
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had become increasingly dysfunctional and as a result underwent top-down reforms. It 

was these reforms that provided the opportunity and resources for the breakthrough of 

independent film production—the driving force of the second art wave. The dynamic 

relationship of explicit antagonism and implicit cooperation between these seemingly 

rebel art filmmakers and the official system, characterized much of the alternative film 

production in China in the 1990s.   

The Socialist film system was the stronghold of all Socialist institutions of art. 

The reform of the Chinese film industry has already spanned three decades, almost as 

long as the duration of its Socialist years. Despite obstacles and setbacks, the course of 

change has zigzagged forward. This brief account of the reform history largely 

demonstrates the conflict and negotiation between political and economic imperatives of 

the Chinese film system. This power struggle serves as the backdrop for the closer 

examination of the Chinese art film, a film practice that goes against the grain of both 

ideological and economic mandates. Seen in Pierre Bourdieu‘s theoretical framework of 

the field of cultural production, art film belongs to the sub-field of ―restricted 

production,‖ which produces films ―destined for a public of producers of cultural goods‖
1
 

and also for very selective audiences. The establishment of such a sub-field, or simply a 

new position, calls for the functioning of the ―intrinsic‖ principles of film production, 

which are irreducible to ―extrinsic‖ political and economic principles.
2
  In a general field 
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with increasing, yet still limited, autonomy like the field of the Chinese film production, 

the emergence of the position of art film is bound to be a difficult yet fascinating process, 

fraught with tensions between the ―extrinsic‖ and ―intrinsic‖ principles of production and 

consecration.  

 

Film Production in the 1990s 

 The 1990s is the transitional era that linked the more conservative film system of 

the 1980s to the new capital-centered system of the new millennium. Overall, it was a 

decade of crisis for the Chinese film industry. In the first three years of the decade, the 

industry was overshadowed by the Tiananmen Crackdown of 1989. A vital industry 

structural change in 1993 altered the distribution rules of the industry and opened the 

door to marketization. In practice, the studios started seeking money from private 

enterprises to make films in order to overcome their financial predicaments and meet the 

annual quota set by MRFT. A new production mode that was entirely independent of the 

film system also emerged around 1993. The inadequate performance of the official 

system stood starkly in contrast to the film production of alternative means. The 

weakened film system provided cracks for the sprouts of alternative film practices, and at 

the same time its lingering power offered a stable reference of contrast for the positioning 

of new films and new filmmakers. Indeed, the remnants of the conservative system were 

still powerful. Partially as a negative response to the quickened liberalization of 1993 to 

1995, the state strengthened its financial contributions to film production, as well as 

content controls starting from the Changsha Meeting of 1996. While such moves further 
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dragged down the ailing industry, new possibilities were simmering in the last few years 

of the 1990s, which paved the way for the new industry landscape of the millennium. 

New developments such as the breakout of the shareholding company and the appearance 

of Feng Xiaogang‘s New Year pictures anticipated the more radical systemic changes of 

the next decade.  

  Three prominent positions emerged in the field of Chinese film production by the 

early 1990s: leitmotif film (zhuyuanlu dianying), entertainment film (yule dianying), and 

art film (yishu dianying). The first two can be understood as essentially propaganda film 

and commercial film in nature.
3
 This widely used typology is applied not only to films, 

but also to filmmakers, associated film production units, investors, film critics, film 

magazines, audiences, film awards, and so on. Chinese film scholar Ni Zhen estimated in 

1994 that entertainment film took up 70% of the total film output, political film 25%, and 

art film 5%.
4
 This three-way split dominated the Chinese film industry in the 1990s.      

The fact that the propaganda film came to be known only as one of three film 

types, to a great extent, testifies to the substantial depoliticization of the Chinese film 

industry, which was once precariously subjugated to politics in the not so distant past. 

Mostly eulogizing Communist revolution and Communist leaders in the form of warfare 

and biopics, the leitmotif films of the 1990s donned some camouflage with more 

believable characterization and better production values, compared to propaganda films 
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of the Socialist era. Just as what the term itself implies, the ideological message was only 

a theme, presented in harmony with other cinematic elements, at least as a goal. The 

concept of the ―leitmotif‖ was first raised in the National Film Production Meeting in 

1987 as a part of the filmmaking guideline: ―Highlighting Leitmotif and Insisting on 

Diversification.‖ The supervising work group that oversaw the TV and film production of 

―key historical revolutionary subjects‖ was organized, and a specialized fund established 

shortly thereafter.
5
 Initially as a response to the state ―Anti-Capitalist Liberalization‖ 

campaign of 1987 and a strategy to celebrate the 40
th

 Anniversary of the founding of 

People‘s Republic, this project acquired more urgency in the aftermath of the suppressed 

student pro-democracy movement of 1989. With a guaranteed budget and distribution 

deals, the most representative works of leitmotif films hit the market between 1990 and 

1993, such as the Dajuezhan (Decisive engagement trilogy, 1991) that chronicles the 

three key battles on the eve of Communists‘ victory over Nationalists in the late 1940s.
6
 

The Changsha meeting of 1996 emphasized making ―quality works‖ (jingpin) out of the 

established leitmotif films with more artistry and entertainment value. This move was 

partially caused by the impact of newly introduced Hollywood blockbusters since 1994.  

The market response was lukewarm at best, but it did pave the way for the integration of 

the leitmotif film with commercial filmmaking in the new millennium.   
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Unlike the leitmotif film, the development of Chinese entertainment films has 

travelled a difficult road. The films that pamper to the sensual pleasures of the audience 

for economic profit were denigrated even more than art films by Socialist filmmaking 

principles. Compared to the generally positive public assessment of the artistic 

exploration of the Fourth and Fifth Generation directors in the 1980s, every forward 

movement of the entertainment film industry was always accompanied by thwarting 

criticism. Commercial filmmakers complained that they were not respected by the studios 

even though their films brought profits.
7
 The year 1987 saw a breakthrough in its critical 

reception when the top-tier academic journal Contemporary cinema (Dandai dianying)  

published multiple articles and organized a forum mostly supporting entertainment films. 

Chen Haosu, then vice-minister of MRFT, openly acknowledged entertainment as the 

primary function of Chinese film in early 1989.
8
 Yet this momentum was hampered by 

the political unrest caused by the pro-democracy movement of 1989 and the ensuing 

upsurge in social conservatism. As an indicator of this, Chen Haosu was removed from 

office in 1990. Nonetheless, the studios, all of which were entrapped in deep financial 

deficits, had no choice but to push the production of entertainment films. The commercial 

films of this era were mostly genre films of low budget and low quality. Thus, with a few 

exceptions, the commercial film on a whole still lacked prestige or impressive financial 

rewards, although making commercial films had become an undisputed necessity for 
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industrial survival. This situation did not change until the arrival of Feng Xiaogang‘s 

New Year‘s pictures in 1997 and Zhang Yimou‘s blockbuster Hero in 2002. These new 

commercial films present much more refined production without the vulgarity usually 

associated with previous low budget entertainment films. They facilitated linking 

Socialist mass line to the pro-audience logic of entertainment films, and helped 

commercial filmmaking gain legitimacy within the film system.       

 

From the Fifth Generation to the Sixth Generation  

Following the 17 years of Socialist transformation (1949-1966) and the damaging 

ultra-leftist Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), Chinese cinema had virtually become a 

stranger to the notion of film as art. Being included as one of three major film categories 

by the scholars in the field testifies to the critical and industrial presence of art film in the 

early 1990s. Towards this end, the efforts of the Fourth and Fifth Generation directors in 

the previous decade were indispensible. Generational naming based on the timing of the 

filmmakers‘ formative years and film education became the dominant critical tool in the 

1980s. This naming convention started with the Fifth Generation directors, who were the 

first group of film school graduates after the end of the Cultural Revolution. Then it was 

retroactively traced back all the way to the birth of Chinese cinema at the turn of the 20
th

 

century.
9
 The invention of such a generational paradigm first and foremost demonstrated 

                                                           
9
 The generational paradigm started with the naming of the Fifth Generation directors who received their 

filmmaking education after the Cultural Revolution. Traced backward from them, the Fourth Generation 

directors went to film school in the 1950s and 1960s, but did not direct films until the late 1970s. The Third 

Generation directors made films in the 1940s, and were the major contributing forces for the establishment 
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the eagerness of scholars and filmmakers to reconnect with the glorious pre-Socialist 

Chinese filmmaking legacy. It was an act of self-legitimization for the newly emerged art 

film directors to claim representation for Chinese cinema as a whole. From the Fourth 

Generation, Fifth Generation, to Sixth Generation directors, the torch was seemingly 

passed on within the sub-field of the art film, before such a paradigm faced increasing 

difficulties in the latter half of the 1990s.  

In the early 1980s, the Fourth Generation directors (directors who received their 

filmmaking education in the 1950s and 1960s, but did not direct films until the late 

1970s), such as Yang Yanjin (Small Alley, 1981), Wu Yigong (My Memories of Old 

Beijing, 1982), Zhang Nuanxin (Sacrificed Youth, 1985), and Yan Xueshu (Wild 

Mountain, 1985), significantly contributed to restoring film as a medium of artistic 

expression through theoretical discussion and their own filmic exploration.
10

 Before long, 

the Fifth Generation directors burst onto the scene in the mid-1980s and made an even 

greater impact with their more radical cinematic experimentation. In fact, a number of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
of Socialist film system. The Second Generation directors were active in the 1930s and 1940s, creating a 

Chinese own brand of realism. And First Generation directors were the pioneers of Chinese cinema in the 

1910s and 1920s. Employing the same logic, the graduates of the Beijing Film Academy who started 

making films in the 1990s were named as ―the Sixth Generation.‖ For a more detailed description, see Zhu, 

Chinese Cinema During the Era of Reform: The Ingenuity of the System, 5-8.        

10
 The article written by Zhang Nuanxin and Li Luo, entitled ―Lun dianying yuyan de xiandaihua‖ [On the 

modernization of film language] was the de facto manifesto of the Fourth Generation directors. In the 

article, Zhang and Li survey the historical development of film art in the West and call for the reform of the 

Chinese film language. They give special attention to dedramatization, the long shot, and mise-en-scene. 

For more details, see Nuanxin Zhang, and Li Tuo, "Lun Dianying Yuyan De Xiandai Hua [on the 

Mondernization of Film Language]," Film Art, no. 3 (1979): 40-52. For the discussion about the aesthetic 

characteristics of the Fourth Generation films, see Jinhua Dai, Wu Zhong Feng Jing : Zhongguo Dian Ying 

Wen Hua, 1978-1998, Di 1 ban. ed. (Beijing: Beijing da xue chu ban she, 2000), 3-77.    
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filmmakers fit into the definition of the ―Fifth Generation‖ (i.e. the class 1982 of the 

Beijing Film Academy), and made noteworthy films in the 1980s,  such as Zhang 

Junzhao (One and Eight, 1983), Zhang Zeming (Swan Song, 1985), Hu Mei (Army Nurse, 

1985), Huang Jianxin (Black Cannon Incident, 1986), and Wu Ziniu (Evening Bell, 1988). 

But eventually three directors with the greatest international profiles emerged as the face 

of this art film movement. These three directors are Chen Kaige (Yellow Earth, 1984), 

Tian Zhuangzhuang (The Horse Thief, 1986), and Zhang Yimou (Red Sorghum, 1988). 

Through corporations with East Asian investors in the early 1990s, and their ensuing 

career adjustments to commercialization, the fame of these three directors outlived the 

first art wave and has continued into the present day. Zhang Yimou, particularly, is the 

most successful among the three. After winning the first major international film award 

for Chinese cinema in 1988 with his film Red Sorghum, this adept chameleon made a 

film banned by the government (To Live, 1994), went on to make the first Chinese 

blockbuster Hero (2002), and also directed the opening ceremony performance for the 

2008 Beijing Olympic Games, thus winning both commercial and political capital. The 

less fortunate former classmates of these three directors remained an important creative 

force in the 1990s and the new Millennium, mixing up occasional quality pictures, 

commercial fare, leitmotif films, television, and administrative studio duties for survival.     

The first art wave initiated by the Fifth Generation cinema boldly asserted the 

independence of Chinese film from literature and theater for the first time after the 

establishment of the Socialist film system. It had become a trademark of the Fifth 

Generation cinema to emphasize imagery, color, composition, art design, and 
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unconventional camerawork, often at the expense of a dramatized narrative, to explore 

Chinese national character or rethink Chinese history in a barren and remote setting.
11

 

The appearance of this cinema was the product of the very peculiar circumstances of the 

1980s. It was largely considered as a direct extension of, or correspondent to, the literary 

―roots-seeking‖ movement of the time.
12

 Not only did the Fifth Generation films share 

the same philosophical concerns, but many of their films were directly adapted from root-

seeking literature. Viewed from the general field of cultural production, the (Western) 

high-culture quest that took the newly opened-up Chinese society by storm served as a 

catalyst for modernistic cinematic experimentation.
13

 In addition, the yet-to-be reformed 

socialist studio wholesale policy provided an important economic safety net—it was thus 

possible for a studio head to green-light potentially profits-averting projects in the general 

cultural atmosphere of valuing youthful aesthetic experimentation. The first art wave was 

short-lived (1984-1988), as the cultural, social, and economic contingents disappeared 
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 For a detailed analysis on the Fifth Generation cinema, see Paul Clark, Reinventing China : A Generation 

and Its Films (Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 2005). Dai, Wuzhong fengjing: Zhongguo dianying 

wenhua, 1978-1998. Zhu, Chinese Cinema During the Era of Reform: The Ingenuity of the System. Xudong 

Zhang, Chinese Modernism in the Era of Reforms : Cultural Fever, Avant-Garde Fiction, and the New 

Chinese Cinema (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1997). 
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 ―Root-seeking‖ literature is a literary school in the early 1980s, which explored the native cultural traits 

to come to a new understanding of present culture. The representative writers were Han Shaogong, Ah 

Cheng, and Mo Yan. For the connection between the ―root-seeking‖ literature and the Fifth Generation 

Cinema, see Chapter 4 ―Colorful Folk in the Landscape: Fifth-Generation Filmmakers and Roots-

Searchers‖ in Marie Claire Huot, China's New Cultural Scene : A Handbook of Changes (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2000), 91-125.   

13
 For more information about the Western high culture quest of the 1980s, see Jing Wang, High Culture 

Fever : Politics, Aesthetics, and Ideology in Deng's China (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 

1996). 
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after the suppression of the student pro-democracy movement of 1989 (the culmination of 

the Western high-culture quest), and was followed by the rampant commercialism that 

ensued since 1993. With all its revolutionary valor and unfulfilled potential, the Fifth 

Generation cinema nevertheless did sow the seeds of the new Chinese art cinema. Films 

like Yellow Earth (dir. Chen Kaige, 1984) have become China‘s own art film prototype 

and inspired many latecomers like Wang Xiaoshuai and Jia Zhangke.
14

  

Despite the end of studio-backed artistic exploration, new filmmakers kept 

entering the field with new films in the 1990s.  Half way through the 1990s, it was clear 

that something new and significant was happening to Chinese cinema. Film critics and 

scholars had been eagerly anticipating the successors of those Fifth Generation 

filmmakers who had changed their creative direction in the early 1990s to make more 

commercialized historical melodramas, such as Raise the Red Lantern (dir. Zhang Yimou, 

1991), Farewell My Concubine (dir. Chen Kaige, 1993), and The Blue Kite (dir. Tian 

Zhuangzhuang, 1993). Among all the invented labels to designate these new directors and 

their new films, such as ―New Generation Directors,‖ ―Underground Cinema,‖ ―Avant-

garde Films,‖ and ―Independent Films,‖ the ―Sixth Generation Directors‖ gained the 

widest currency early on. Originally, the term referred to the class 1989 and 1991 of the 

Beijing Film Academy, and the graduates of the Film Directing Department in particular.  
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 Jia Zhangke and Wang Xiaoshuai admitted in their interviews that the film Yellow Earth was the reason 

that made them choose the filmmaking career. See Qingsong and Huang Ou Cheng, Wo de Sheyingji 

Sahuang: Xianfeng Dianyingren Dangan--Shengyu 1961-1970 [My Camera Does Not Lie: Avant Garde 
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The strong logic of lineage promised by this generational paradigm, and the 

underlying collective shift of film style and production means, made the label ―the Sixth 

Generation Directors‖ seemingly irresistible. After all, the class 1989 of the Film 

Directing Department was the very first full-time graduating class after the Fifth 

Generation directors left campus in 1982. Consciously or unconsciously, these new 

filmmakers took the Fifth Generation cinema as a point of departure, and made films 

such as Mama (Dir. Zhang Yuan, 1990), The Days (Dir. Wang Xiaoshuai, 1993), 

Weekend Lover (Dir. Lou Ye, 1994), and Dirt (Dir. Guan Hu, 1994). From the weighty 

national allegory of the faraway and long ago, to current urban individual life experience, 

and from expressive formalism to unflinching realism, the two cinemas demonstrate 

tremendous stylistic differences. Chinese film scholar Lin Shaoxiong lists nine pairs of 

key words to analyze the differences between the two groups of these filmmakers and 

their films. These key words are the  ―50‘s‖ and ―60‘s‖ (the birth year), ―red guards‖ and 

―red kids‖ (formative life experience), ―countryside‖ and ―city‖ (film setting), ―life 

history‖ and ―life experience‖ (creative origin), scarce ―legal films‖ and abundant 

―pirated films‖ (film education), ―literature‖ and ―images‖ (creative influence), ―normal‖ 

and ―marginal‖ (onscreen characters), ―fictional‖ and ―documentary‖ (style), 

―reminiscing‖ and ―seeking‖ (narrative).
15

 While some of these comparative sets are 
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more convincing than others, the article provides a working rationale behind the naming 

of the new generation of filmmakers.       

However, this narrowly-defined generational paradigm became increasingly 

inadequate to capture the new dynamics of the field, especially since the latter half of the 

1990s, as more and more talents of diverse backgrounds beyond the wall of the Beijing 

Film Academy entered filmmaking. These latecomers joined the Sixth Generation 

directors and collectively contributed to the development of the second art wave.  

 

The Second Art Wave  

If the naming of the Fifth Generation to a great extent accurately captures the 

peak of the first art wave, the second art wave in the 1990s defies such a limiting 

description. Beijing Film Academy alumnus and film director/screen writer Li Ming (b. 

1978) provides an invaluable insider‘s information regarding the ―new films‖ made after 

the Fifth Generation cinema in his article ―New Films in China.‖
16

 The key word he 

chooses—―new‖ (xin)—unmistakably invokes the French New Wave, hence pointing in 

the direction of art films. In his article, Li Ming listed in detail a large number of 

directors‘ films, plot synopses, and biographical information dated from 1990 to 2007. 

Many of these films have never been released in China either theatrically or on DVD, and 

thus were largely unknown to even devoted film fans. Li classifies these New Films into 

the following categories: the Sixth Generation Films (also called by him as the school of 
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academic directors), New Generation Directors‘ Films (lesser-known directors who made 

films after 2000), Free Films (by industry outsiders who made personal films), the New 

Documentary Movement, and Writer‘s Films. Li‘s classifications lack definition, and 

therefore many directors‘ groupings are questionable. Yet the article first and foremost 

represents a ritual of naming and commemorating from the point of view of an industry 

insider, instead of an academic analytical endeavor. The sheer number of directors and 

films Li lists under the umbrella of ―new‖ demonstrates the vibrant alternative film 

activities beyond the Sixth Generation Cinema in the past two decades.    

The second art wave discussed in this dissertation roughly echoes the 1990‘s 

coverage in Li Ming‘s article. The production means and aesthetics will be emphasized to 

replace the director-centered generational paradigm. The second wave was initiated by 

the Sixth Generation directors, but defined by independent production, and reinforced by 

filmmakers of broader origins towards the late 1990s. The films of the second art wave 

were those that were made in defiance of the mainstream film culture either in production, 

aesthetics, or both. Such production and aesthetic choices pushed the art film into the 

realm of the alternative, giving new life to Chinese art film after the ebb of the societal-

wide quest for high culture in the 1990s. More specifically, the alternative film practices 

of the 1990s came from the following sources: independent production, ―indie-like‖ in-

system production, independent documentaries, and the in-system production that failed 

at the censorship stage. A lot of these films focus on the stories of ordinary individuals 

who were caught in the sweeping social transformations of the time.  
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The driving force of the second art wave is independent film production, i.e. 

filmmakers working independently from the official film system, from the conception to 

the exhibition of a film. There is a certain overlapping between independent film and the 

Sixth Generation Cinema, especially during the first half of the 1990s, since Sixth 

Generation directors Wang Xiaoshuai and Zhang Yuan were among the first to dabble in 

independent production. But not every independent film belongs to the Sixth Generation 

cinema (e.g. He Jianjun) and not every Sixth Generation film is an independent 

production (e.g. Lu Xuechang‘s films). Independent film production broke out in the 

early 1990s, for the first time in the 40-year film history of the People‘s Republic of 

China. It not only carried on the torch of artistic exploration from the Fifth Generation, 

albeit with a much different thematic focus and style, but also most effectively redefined 

and consolidated the art cinema position vis-à-vis the mainstream. Looking back from a 

historical vantage point, one can observe that active art film directors in the new 

millennium such as Jia Zhangke, Wang Xiaoshuai, Lou Ye, and Zhang Yuan, almost all 

engaged in independent production at some point in their early careers in the 1990s. By 

contrast, those directors who insisted on working within the system from the very 

beginning, like Lu Xuechang, Li Xin, and Ah Nian, were noticeably less productive—

many switched to making TV dramas later.  

 

Independent Film Production  

When new filmmakers entered the field of film production in the early 1990s, the 

Fifth Generation cinema had already started its transition to the commercial and the 
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mainstream. The filmmaking environment for art film had changed greatly. The failure of 

the pro-democracy movement of 1989 directly caused the waning of the high culture 

―fever‖ and the rise of conservatism in the cultural field.
17

 The tightened ideological 

control and intensified commercialization left a much smaller space for aspiring 

newcomers. Furthermore, the limited resources that were spared or became newly 

available from overseas for art film were all taken up by the towering Fifth Generation 

directors. Because of this, even Beijing Film Academy graduates who, due to their 

privileged pedigrees, began with a much higher footing upon entering the field, had little 

opportunity to make their own films within the official system. These newcomers had to 

resort to new strategies to make a name for themselves. Independent production was one 

of the solutions conceived by the young filmmakers for this dilemma.  

As described previously, the socialist film industry was an air-tight centralized 

system overseeing film production, distribution, and exhibition. Independent production 

was virtually unthinkable. One of the first independent productions was Wang 

Xiaoshuai‘s The Days (1993). Having graduated from the Beijing Film Academy in 1989, 

Wang Xiaoshuai landed a job in the Fujian Film Studio.  He quit when he saw he had no 

chance of directing there, after writing five screenplays.
18

 He returned to Beijing and took 

filmmaking into his own hands. The poetic black and white independent feature The Days 
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was shot on an ultra-low budget with help from the director‘s friends, especially his film 

school buddies, who helped to fund the film and who constituted the cast and the crew of 

the film. It was this ―buddy‖ film that turned a new page for Chinese film history. In the 

same year, Zhang Yuan, Wang‘s friend and a cinematography major of the BFA 1989 

class made the more radical Beijing Bastards (1993). Staring Cui Jian, China‘s Elvis 

Presley, the film featured fragmented narratives and a lot of impromptu performances 

from non-professional actors. Almost concurrently, a new independent documentary 

movement was unfolding, which cross-fertilized with independent feature production in a 

variety of ways.
19

 Towards the end of the 1990s, Jia Zhangke pushed independent 

production to a new height with his documentary-inspired feature Xiao Wu (1997). Since 

2002, the relaxation of film production rights and the arrival of digital video technology 

further fanned the flame of independent production of both feature films and 

documentaries. In retrospect, the directors involved seemingly never intended for such a 

movement to emerge. Rather, they were merely driven by the simple wish to make their 

own films. However, the appearance of independent film production in the early 1990s 

was definitely not a mere historical accident.  It was the result of the changing social 

climate and industrial structure. Particularly, the social individualization, the 

disintegration of the socialist film system, and the availability of private capital were the 

causes of the rise of independent film production.                   
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Individualization as a larger social phenomenon went hand in hand with the 

emergence of private entrepreneurship since the early 1980s. Following the Reform and 

open-door policies that were adopted at the end of the 1970s, Chinese society has been 

undergoing a process of privatization. Here, privatization refers not only to the ownership 

of private property in the official-endorsing economic realm, but also to ―animating a 

new kind of self-consciousness and self-governing among Chinese subjects.‖
20

 

Individualization (gerenhua) was one manifestation of this privatization process. Zhang 

Li and Aihwa Ong describe individualization as the following. 

…. we identify this individualization as an ongoing process of private 

responsibility, requiring ordinary Chinese to take their life into their 

own hands to face the consequences of their decisions on their own. 

Individualization goes beyond making choices in consumer markets; it 

also extends to choices that shape ones tastes, habits, lifestyle, health, 

occupation, friends and networks in relation to a surfeit of forms of 

knowledge and practices.
21

  

 

Among all the new choices available to the individual, choosing to be a self-employed 

entrepreneur outside of work units (danwei) was arguably one of the most radical. One‘s 

life would be fundamentally altered after leaving the danwei, as Socialist work units 

provided everything from salary, health care, housing, and education, to pension.
22

 

Leaving the work unit meant leaving all of these things behind. Under the state‘s 
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proposal to let a small group of people first through private enterprise (rang yibufenren 

xian fuqilai), the mid-1980s saw the first wave of private entrepreneurs (getihu) who 

started to earn their living through small retail businesses. Towards the end of the 1980s, 

these changes inevitably spread to the creative community. The gradual disintegration of 

the socialist artist-regulating system and the rise of the cultural market were conducive to 

the appearance of self-employed artists (wenhua getihu). Pop singers and writers were 

among the first to withdraw from the state cultural work units, selling their talents and 

products directly to the consumers around 1987 and 1988.
23

  

The individualization of filmmakers is more difficult and complex than other 

artists because of the team-work nature of film production, the larger capital involved, 

and tighter governmental control. That is why independent film did not surface until 1993, 

after about a five or six years‘ delay, compared to the first appearance of self-employed 

singers and writers. Just like a writer who quit the state-sponsored Writer‘s Association, 

rejected his or her monthly paycheck, and started selling novels directly to a publishing 

house, independent filmmakers gave up their affiliations with film studios, assembled all 

resources themselves, and sold films by themselves. During this process, the director 

increasingly assumes the role of the producer, taking not only creative but also logistical 

control of the film production. Zhang Yuan, for example, was also the producer of his 

own films, such as Mama (1991) and Beijing Bastards (1993). The early works of the 

film school graduates, independent or not, showed a strong affinity between the young 
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filmmakers and the newly freed agents of the creative community such as rock musicians, 

painters, and avant-garde artists. For example, Zhang Yuan‘s second feature Beijing 

Bastard (1993), Lou Ye‘s first feature Zhoumo qingren (Weekend lover, 1994), Guan 

Hu‘s first feature Toufa luanle (Dirt, 1994), and Lu Xuechang‘s Changda chengren (The 

making of steel,1997) all tell the stories of rock musicians. Wang Xiaoshuai‘s first 

feature The Days (1993) and third feature Jidu hanleng (Frozen, 1995) focus on the life 

of painters. In He Jianjun‘s Xuanlian (Red beads 1993), painters and musicians are 

among the patients jailed in a mental hospital. Biographical connections (many of these 

filmmakers learned painting professionally prior to enrolling in film school) and 

professional connections (some shot music videos for rock bands) aside, what matters 

most perhaps, is the symbolic alliance formed between the artists and the directors for 

their oppositional stance to the dominant political and commercial culture, in the form of 

individualization. If the officially-endorsed root-seeking and avant-garde literature of the 

1980s were the creative partners of the Fifth Generation cinema, the independent cinema 

of the early 1990s found its support in the ―youthful subculture‖ of the time. Sharing an 

anti-establishment spirit in general, and in defiance of state institutions of arts in 

particular, these young cultural producers congregated in Beijing as individual artists, 

creating a distinctive cultural scene in the 1990s. Freelance staff writer Wang Jifang 

recorded the stories of these ―free‖ artists in her widely-read book, entitled The Last 

Romantics of the 20th Century: Recording the Lives of Beijing’s Free Artists.
24

  In this 
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book, she recorded the life stories of rock musicians, painters and avant-garde artists, 

independent documentary and independent feature filmmakers, dancers, and experimental 

theatre performers. Though being listed side by side with other ―free‖ artists, independent 

filmmakers might have posed the biggest challenge to the established Socialist cultural 

institution, because of the teamwork nature of film production and the potential audience 

reach of the film medium.       

The flip side of the director‘s individualization was systemic disintegration. The 

film industry in the early 1990s was characterized by the heightened interest of the state 

in leitmotif films, and further strained by financial losses. In order to accomplish the 

quotas set by MRFT, film studios started to seek investment capital from Hong Kong, 

Taiwan and other domestic enterprises. Finished films were released as co-productions or 

with the purchased film studio label. Thus the enclosed ―central planning and central 

financing‖ socialist film system had already been breached in reality. According to Ni 

Zhen, such practices had long existed since the mid-1980s, and they became so 

prominent in the early 1990s, that half of all domestic films were completed with 

―external‖ funding in 1993 (excluding official co-productions).
25

         

 Many of the private enterprise-funded films had a very clear market orientation 

and mostly fall into the categories of genre films such as martial arts and detective films. 

When these films were completed, the investors would spend another 300,000RMB to 

buy the logo from one of sixteen film studios in order to pass through censorship and 
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release the film domestically. However, many art-minded films were also made in this 

way, such as Zhang Yuan‘s Mama (1990) and Guan Hu‘s Dirt (1994). Both directors 

started shooting their films first, before they found money to purchase a studio logo and 

submit the films for censorship. Semi-independent productions like these, profit-driven or 

otherwise, laid the foundation for the emergence of real independent production, which 

purposefully ignored the studio logo game and gave up the domestic market. The studio 

logo was the only thing that distinguished Mama from ―hardcore‖ independent films such 

as Wang Xiaoshuai‘s The Days (1993).     

 Yet this is still not the full story. Films made through the regular channels could 

―become‖ like an ―independent‖ film due to the intricate bureaucracy of the film system.  

Those unconventional films sometimes could not pass censorship, even with studio logos, 

and hence would end up with no domestic distribution clearance, suffering virtually the 

same fate as other ―real‖ independent features. Zhang Ming‘s Rainclouds over Wushan 

(1996), and Jiang Wen‘s Guizi laile (Devil at the footsteps, 1999) are examples of this. 

Film content was not the only thing that might earn a ban from the authorities. It could 

also be caused by a simple procedural mistake. According to film scholar Zhan Xianmin, 

Lv Le‘s Zhao xiansheng (Mr. Zhao, 1998) was banned because the director forgot to 

submit the scripts for censorship before shooting the film.
26

 Of course, it was nothing 

special for censorship to kill completed films that followed all demanded procedures. But 

when the director does not take this denial as the final answer, and enters these films into 
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international film festivals without official approval, these films became indistinguishable 

from ―pure‖ independent films on the international stage.     

Taking complicated production details into consideration, there was a class of de-

facto independent films side by side with the technically ―pure‖ independent films in the 

first half of the 1990s. Together, these directors‘ vision-driven films shared an 

―unofficial‖ status and represented an alternative way of making and distributing films, 

no matter whether it was voluntary or forced. The distance from the domestic film market 

in turn further pushed these films and their directors out of the domestic mainstream.    

 In addition to individualization and the breached film system, another factor that 

contributes to the emergence of independent production was a new availability of private 

capital from various sources. Those companies, many privately-owned, were interested in 

investing in films as a way of cultural branding. The decade-long economic boom under 

the Reform and Open Door national project was the direct cause for this accumulation of 

private capital. Particularly, many intellectuals went into business after the bankruptcy of 

the 1980s‘ idealism marked by the Tiananmen Crackdown, and these entrepreneurs 

started to see financial payoffs around 1993. These intellectual-businessmen were the 

most likely to go back to their roots and invest in cultural activities including films.
27

 

This accumulation of private capital made it possible for filmmakers to divorce 

themselves from the official film system for the first time since 1949.         
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 Therefore, the individualization of film production emerged in the wake of social 

individualization, the disintegration of the official film system, and the availability of 

private capital, among other social and economic factors. It serves as the driving force for 

the new alternative film practices of the 1990s. However, it should be noted that the 

relationship between the independents and the official system remained a complex one. 

There were limits to how far the rebel filmmakers went in terms of challenging the 

hegemonic ideology. With very few exceptions, no explicitly politically critical content 

could be found in these independently-produced films. This might have been caused by 

self-censorship, or the apolitical personal choices of the filmmakers. Film scholar Paul 

Pickowicz believes it is the working of a ―contract‖ between the underground filmmakers 

(defined similarly to the independent films here) and the state. In other words, these 

cinematic anomalies were ―allowed‖ to be made by the state as ―a useful pressure release 

mechanism.‖
28

 While not entirely convinced by this conspiracy theory, I nevertheless 

agree with the mutuality of the functioning of the independents and the system. The 

independent film production germinated in the fissures of the system and survived using 

its resources. The filmmakers‘ ostensibly oppositional stance was often overshadowed by 

their oblique dependence on the system. The angry response of the state cultural 

apparatus in 1994 was revelatory in this regard. Because of the independent filmmakers‘ 

participation in the International Film Festival Rotterdam without official approval in 
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1994, the MRFT issued an official notice entitled ―Forbid supporting or assisting Zhang 

Yuan and others shooting films or television programs.‖
29

 Consequently, film director He 

Jianjun was immediately thrown out of the film developing facility in Beijing, and had to 

take the post-production of his Postman (1995) overseas.
30

 This notice demonstrates that 

the cultural authorities were fully aware of the activities of those ―independent‖ 

filmmakers and permitted them to happen to a great extent. As a matter of fact, such 

harsh interference from the system on independent production was rather rare,
31

 but it 

takes an extraordinary example like this to expose the implicit ―co-operation‖ which was 

maintained between the independent filmmakers and the system on a daily basis.    

Nevertheless, the significance of the independent cinema of the early 1990s 

cannot be underestimated. It was nothing short of revolutionary for the independent 

filmmakers to take filmmaking into their own hands and overcome the absolute control of 

the cultural bureaucrats. They pushed the boundaries of the official system, paving the 

way for the greater autonomy of filmmakers in the new millennium. More importantly, 
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the breakthrough of independent filmmakers presented a new production mentality and a 

new ―rock star‖ sensibility, which inspired a broader alternative film practice across the 

boundary of the film system. It is in the formation of this alternative film practice and 

film culture of the 1990s that Chinese art cinema acquired its new meaning.               

 

The Second Art Wave in the Second Half of the 1990s   

Independent film jump-started the second art wave, and has remained the most 

vibrant sector of this wave.  The Sixth Generation directors were among the major 

contributors to this new production mode in the early 1990s. With their intimate 

connections with exciting rock music and other unofficial avant-garde arts scenes of the 

time, independent filmmakers were virtually the rock stars of the film world. This ―rock 

star‖ sensibility—fashionably rebellious and narcissistically self-exiled—informed many 

new films of the young directors, independent or not. Yet in the second half of the 1990s, 

the independent film gradually grew out of this youthful ―rocker‖ stage, and the art wave 

itself also became more diversified. Upon exiting the rock stars‘ world, Zhang Yuan 

made East Palace, West Palace (1996) a film about homosexuality, Lou Ye made Suzhou 

River (1997), a Vertigo-like urban tale, and Wang Xiaoshuai made So Close to Paradise 

(1998) about migrant workers. This new development certainly was related to the 

commercial demise of Chinese rock music after 1995, but more importantly the opening 

up of the field of film production changed the dynamics of the field and accelerated the 

maturing of art cinema.  
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In the second half of the 1990s, those beyond the close-knit group of the Sixth 

Generation directors significantly contributed to the art wave with several notable new 

films. He Jianjun (graduated from the BFA continuing education class in 1991) made 

Postman (1995) (his first feature Red Beads in 1993 was also an important independent 

production), Zhang Ming (graduated from the BFA master class of Film Directing in 

1991) made Rainclouds Over Wushan (1996); Huo Jianqi (graduated from the BFA Art 

Design Department in 1982) made Naren, nashan, nagou (Postman in the mountain, 

1999);  Lv Le (graduated from the BFA Cinematography Department in 1982) made Mr. 

Zhao (1998); Wang Quan‘an (graduated from the BFA Acting Department in 1991) made 

Lunar Eclipse (1999); Jiang Wen (graduated from the Acting Department of the Central 

Drama School in 1984) made Devils at the Footsteps (1999), Liu Bingjian (graduated 

from the BFA Cinematography Department in 1989) made Yan Chuang (1996), and 

Wang Guangli (a lecturer at the Chinese Youth Politics College) made Maiden Work 

(1997). All of these films brought breadth and depth to the art wave, telling or recording 

ordinary people‘s tales within the motif of drastic social transformation. The most 

significant film out of this group was arguably Xiao Wu (1997), directed by Jia Zhangke 

(graduated from the BFA Film Literature Department in 1997). This film represents the 

turn of the second art wave in both subject matter and style during the second half of the 

1990s. Xiao Wu, the title character from the film, an awkward-looking petty thief in a 

transforming small town, replaced long-haired rock stars and became the face of Chinese 

art cinema. And latecomer Jia Zhangke also became the leader of the art wave with his 

well-received signature long-take and long-shot style (see chapter 3). Despite Jia 
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Zhangke‘s singular success story, he came into the field as a relative outsider because he 

was not trained in the ―orthodox‖ BFA Film Directing Department, not unlike many other 

directors listed above. Interestingly, the opening up of the subfield of art film production 

echoed the loosening up of the general film production field. This trend continued to 

grow in the millennium. More directors who are not even related to the BFA or the 

Central Drama School made their way into the field later on. 

  

International Film Festivals  

If independent production was the seed of the second art wave of the 1990s, the 

international film festivals nourished its growth from the outside. The international film 

festivals played a pivotal role in sustaining Chinese alternative film practices. When a 

director chose independent production in the 1990s, he or she was forced to give up the 

domestic market. Then the only exhibition outlet available was international film festivals. 

Even for the filmmakers that work with the system, international film prizes were the 

most effective tool to aid domestic marketing for their more challenging films. Just when 

the older generation directors swept the top prizes of the three major festivals around 

1992 and 1993 (Zhang Yimou at Venice, Xie Fei at Berlin, and Chen Kaige at Cannes), 

the new young filmmakers began showing their films at minor film festivals and youth or 

Asian cinema units of the major film festivals, outside of the principal prize competition. 

Many independent directors‘ careers have taken off exactly in this way. Wang 

Xiaoshuai‘s first feature The Days (1993) won the grand prize at the Thessaloniki 

International Film Festival of Greece in 1994 and won $50,000, which more than covered 
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the meager budget of his film. Jia Zhangke‘s first feature film Xiao Wu (1997) was 

selected for exhibition by the Forum of the Berlin International Film Festival in 1998. 

The film also won the Dragons and Tigers Award for Young East Asian Cinema of the 

Vancouver Film Festival of the same year.  He Jianjun entered his feature Red Beads 

(1993) into the Rotterdam International Film Festival and got a special mention. Zhang 

Yuan, after his début film Mama performed poorly in domestic theatres, took it to more 

than 100 film festivals.
32

 It took these young filmmakers almost a decade to move 

gradually from the periphery into the center of the film festival circuits. Wang Xiaoshuai 

won the Grand Jury Prix Silver Bear for Shiqisui de danche (Beijing bicycle) in 2001 and 

the Silver Bear for Best Script for In Love We Trust in 2008 at Berlin. Wang Quan‘an 

won the Golden Bear for Tuya’s Marriage at Berlin in 2007, Jia Zhangke won the Golden 

Lion for Still Life at Venice in the same year, and Lou Ye won the Award for Best 

Screenplay for Chunfeng chenzui de yewan (Spring fever) at Cannes in 2009.        

Zhang Yimou once dismissed the festival-going ―Sixth Generation‖ directors as 

―too calculating.‖
33

 Indeed, going to film festivals was far more than a trophy-hunting 

experience for the young filmmakers of the 1990s: their careers depended on it, as 

illustrated by the examples listed above. Their change of strategy was necessitated by the 

change of the positioning of art film in the overall cultural field. No matter which group 

                                                           
32

 Cheng, Wo De Sheyingji Bu Sahuang: Xianfeng Dianyingren Dangan--Shengyu 1961-1970 [My Camera 

Does Not Lie: Avant Garde Filmmakers Profiles--Born from 1961 to 1970], 110. 

33
 Ye Tan, "From the Fifth to the Sixth Generation: An Interview with Zhang Yimou," in Zhang Yimou: 

Interviews, ed. Frances K. Gateward (Jackson University Press of Mississippi, 2001). 



92 

 

 

of filmmakers is concerned, however, it is undeniable that the international film festivals 

have played a crucial role in defining Chinese art cinema. 

Art film is not a local concept or practice. Dominated by the mass line arts-

policies of the newly founded People‘s Republic, China did not participate in the art film 

movement that graced Europe and Japan after WWII. In the socialist film system, the 

concept of ―art cinema‖ that prioritizes artistic quality and the acquired tastes of a 

selected audience was blasphemy.  

In the 1980s, a group of ―exploration films‖ appeared, contemporaneous with the 

Fifth Generation‘s early efforts. These films such as Rensheng (Life, 1984; dir. Wu 

Tianming), Qingchun ji (Sacrifice of youth, 1985; dir. Zhang Nuanxin), Hongyi shaonv 

(The girl in red, 1985; dir. Lu Xiaoya), and Yeshan (In the wild mountains, 1986; dir. 

Yan Xueshu) received as much critical attention as other Fifth Generation films inside 

China. It was the awards the Fifth Generation directors won at prominent international 

film festivals that helped to distinguish them from all the exploration film directors in the 

first half of the 1980s. In other words, when the locally-grown artistic exploration 

movement (closely related to the literary movements of the time) met the international 

film festivals, the Fifth Generation directors were selectively assimilated into the 

discourse of international art cinema and made a name for themselves. While the Fifth 

Generation‘s encounter with the international film festivals was more or less an accident, 

the new independent filmmakers and other young filmmakers more consciously pursued 

recognition at the film festivals. Their efforts paid off. The film festivals ended up largely 

defining their existence. Their successes at film festivals help them accumulate enough 
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symbolic capital to force their way back into the talent-craving official system, and in 

doing so they brought the established art film genre with them.   

  

New Millennium, New Developments 

Led by independent film production, the second art wave was born in the 1990s 

and has lasted to the present day. The sensibility borne by the new films of the 1990s, 

especially the independent films, came to define the Chinese art film as we know it today. 

As far as the independent filmmakers—the leaders of the pack—were concerned, the 

association with international art cinema discourse and their confrontational stance with 

Chinese officialdom largely defined the character of the second art wave. When these 

directors who were most successful at international film festivals rejoined the legitimate 

film system at the end of the 1990s, the dynamics of the field had already changed. The 

structural transformation of the industry, as well as the former independent directors‘ 

corporations themselves, necessitated the adjustment of the art film as a film genre.  

As described in the previous section, the prevalent involvement of private 

enterprise in film production pushed the authorities to formally recognize their presence 

in 1995, although they still had to pay a hefty fee to partner up with a film studio. This 

situation changed in 2002. As the studio system was restructured into share-holding 

companies and industry groups, the limits on the entry to filmmaking were finally lifted. 

Theoretically, any company and any person can now make a film. Of course, this does 

not mean that the state has completely relinquished its control, only that this control has 

shifted considerably from film production itself to distribution and exhibition. In other 
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words, the major problem facing a new film director today is not whether the film can be 

made or not, but whether the film can pass official censorship and reach a wide audience. 

This new condition applies to almost all films now, no matter whether it is an art film or a 

commercial film. Thus, the part of the art film image that was based on the secretive and 

confrontational stance of film production established in the 1990s has been superseded by 

new policies. In the new millennium, art films draw their contrastive existence more from 

commercial films rather than adversarial authorities. At the same time, art films have also 

transformed from a state of ―market separation‖ to one of ―market integration.‖     

At the center of the industry restructuring of 2002 was the introduction of capital 

as a priority, in lieu of the political administrative order for organizing the industry. As 

the result of this marriage between capital and political power, political films and 

commercial films have moved increasingly closer to each other. Perhaps the best example 

was China‘s first blockbuster—Hero (2002). The entertaining value of the film, 

underpinned by its high production values, is only matched by its stark nationalism. The 

commercial/entertainment film, as much an outcast from the Socialist film system as the 

art film, had experienced its own shares of ups and downs throughout the 1980s and 

1990s, and finally saw its coming of age in the millennium as a major player in the new 

film system. The old tripartite industry outlook of leitmotif film, commercial film, and art 

film seems outdated today, as political power and capital are now working together to 

forge a new mainstream film practice and culture. Art film directly competes with 

mainstream film for industry resources and acquires its new identity in the process. What 

is more, along with the increased weight of the economic principle (e.g. the box office) in 
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the field, crops of new positions arise with different distributions of allegiances to market 

and artistry, which form a continuum with experimental art films at one end, and pure 

entertainment films at the other.    

Despite the rise of formidable commercial forces, the changed environment did 

make it easier for the former independent filmmakers to survive and develop legitimately. 

While it still might be too early to theorize each individual director‘s adjustment in the 

new system according to the continuum of the new positions mentioned above, suffice it 

to say that some directors soldiered on and upheld the flag of art cinema in the 

millennium. Jia Zhangke is the best example in this regard. His ―above-ground‖ films 

have kept substantial stylistic and thematic continuity with his ―underground‖ works. He 

has, without a doubt, become the face of the Chinese art cinema in the new millennium. 

Meanwhile, after filmmakers like Jia Zhangke moved up a notch on the industry ladder, 

the positions carved out by the independents in the 1990s have been quickly taken up by 

other newcomers. In fact, independent production became much easier with the arrival of 

the new digital video technology. On the end of exhibition, there were more and more 

local independent film festivals and exhibitions that serve as the platforms to showcase 

independent features and documentaries. Indeed, these independent productions have 

flourished in the new millennium. These new independent filmmakers have the same 

insistence on personal expression and have become the pool of talent for art film as well 

as for commercial film production.  

 

Conclusion 
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What produced the second art wave in Mainland China? Chinese authoritarian 

cultural institutions, or the official film system in specific, is the cause. The liberalized 

social environment and the controlled reform of the film industry made the emergence of 

new modes of production and aesthetics possible. But at the same time, it was the delay 

of fundamental change, or the continuing dominance of the system that called for an 

alternative space outside of the official system. Becoming alternative enabled and 

sharpened the process of separation and differentiation needed for the establishment of art 

cinema.  

Since film as art resurfaced in the early 1980s, first as a discourse and later a 

practice, Chinese art cinema was mostly defined by its relationship with the official 

system (or the lack thereof) and other film practices in the three decades of its 

development. The Fifth Generation cinema of the 1980s was the first art wave, which was 

generated by the official film system itself while riding the societal-wide wave of a quest 

for modernization. Led by independent film production, the second art wave of the 1990s 

redefined Chinese art cinema as an alternative film practice. This alternative mode of film 

production was first and foremost informed by an anti-official stance buttressed by a 

strong sense of individualism. With the help of international film festivals, the art films of 

the 1990s were largely separated from the domestic market. This situation changed in the 

new millennium when the official film system was radically transformed by the logic of 

capital and the market. The interaction with the market, instead of the official system, has 

become a central issue confronting art cinema today. Art films have shown a tendency of 
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being reintegrated into the market, and have become a market-defined genre amidst 

diverse reactions from different agents.  

Much like many other aspects of Chinese contemporary social and cultural life, 

now perpetual change is the order of the day. Nevertheless, this does not diminish the 

significance of what happed to Chinese art films in the 1990s. No matter how things 

change, the nature of art film always hinges on differentiation from the mainstream. It 

was in the 1990s that Chinese art film acquired this character in both production and 

aesthetics.  



98 

 

 

PART II: FILM STYLE 

Chapter 3 The New Realist: The Case of Jia Zhangke 

 

A Cinema Verite-like realism became the dominant aesthetics of the second art 

wave, often referred to as ―new realism‖ to be distinguished from the Socialist realism 

style mandated by socialist cinema. To dissect the origin and major characteristics of new 

realism this chapter focuses on the films made by its champion, Jia Zhangke, during the 

1990s. At the end of the section, other directors‘ similar works and Jia‘s influence will be 

discussed to showcase the influence of this style.  

 

The Origin of New Realism  

Chinese cinema seems to have a special relationship with realism. The Socialist 

realism was the hegemonic aesthetic mode of the Socialist Film System for almost three 

decades. Closely reflecting the doctrines of the Socialist arts, Socialist realism demands 

the depiction of the life of the workers, peasants, and soldiers in a way that glorifies 

Socialist regimes. Obviously, the films made under these guidelines were anything but 

realistic. This historical baggage was partially the reason why the Fourth Generation 

directors reinterpreted Bazin‘s theory to propose a new kind of realism in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s upon the revival of the Chinese film industry.
1
 They successfully brought 

back to the screen the believable characters and genuine emotions that had been savaged 
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 See Zhang Nuanxin and Li Tuo, ―Lun dianying yuyan de xiandaihua‖ [On the modernization of film 

language], Dianying yishu [Film art], no. 3 (1979): 40-52.  
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by ultra-leftist political movements. But the advent of the Fifth Generation Cinema 

interrupted this development: their emphasis on visual presentation, screen composition 

and underlying national allegories shifted the focus away from realistic concerns of the 

Fourth Generation. When the Sixth Generation directors and other young filmmakers 

entered the field in the 1990s, however, most of them embraced the realistic mode again 

to differentiate themselves from the previous generation. Many named this brand of 

realism as ―new realism,‖
2
 since it was completely different from Socialist realism, while 

also substantially deviating from the Fourth Generation directors‘ ―humanistic‖ realism.
3
 

Instead of eulogizing Socialist regimes like Socialist realism, new realism often has the 

potential to criticize ongoing modernization since it usually displays the lives of 

underprivileged people. The detached narrative tone also distances the new realist films 

from the sentimentalism often present in the Fourth Generation directors‘ works. The 

emergence of new realism was a direct result of the perennial power struggle between the 

established and the newcomers in the subfield of Chinese art film production.  

Its appearance can also be understood in terms of broader social and industrial 

conditions such as the radical transformation of the Chinese society, the concurrent New 

Documentary movement, and the aesthetic trend of international film festivals in the 

1990s. The quickened economic development of the 1990s brought many social and 

cultural changes that demanded the artists‘ responses. As film scholar Zhang Zhen points 
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out, the dramatic social changes of the 1990s called for artists to ―bear witness‖ with their 

raw realistic works.
4
 The austere and minimalist style often necessitated by an ultra-low 

budget happened to resonate with the acute uncertainty and often impoverished living 

conditions of the under-privileged individuals living in urban centers. These same 

impoverished urbanites were the primary subjects of interest to both the documentary and 

realist feature filmmakers. In short, the viscerally raw realist style speaks to the zeitgeist 

of the time. Thus it came as no surprise that a ―documentary impulse‖
5
 developed among 

many filmmakers from which the new realism in artistic filmmaking and the 

contemporaneous New Documentary movement were born. The documentary refers to ―a 

broad tendency to examine and record aspects of contemporary experience in cinema.‖
6
   

The new documentary movement, as described in chapter 2, began as a form of 

youth subculture alongside independent cinema in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The 

development of new realism in fictional filmmaking had a close relationship with the 

New Documentary movement.
7

 The aesthetics and activities of the two groups of 

filmmakers were so closely intertwined that Chinese film scholar Dai Jinhua confirms the 
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frequent inclusion of the ―new documentary movement‖ into the label ―Sixth Generation 

Cinema‖ in one of the earliest theorization efforts on the second art wave.
8
  At the outset 

of the New Documentary movement, its major contributors mainly came from television, 

a decidedly different network from the Beijing Film Academy alumni who were the 

major force behind feature art film production. Still, the filmmakers of both groups 

belonged to a small circle of self-employed bohemian artists in Beijing, and filmmakers 

like Wang Guangli, Shi Runjiu, Zhang Yuan and Jia Zhangke drifted between the two 

camps by engaging in both modes of production. After 2000, the traffic between the two 

camps became even heavier as many young filmmakers saw relatively cheap 

documentaries as a training ground or stepping-stone for making future feature films 

while waiting for financing. In the 1990s, a shared belief in spontaneity and rawness, 

combined with a fixation to record ordinary people‘s lives pushed forward both the New 

Documentary movement and the new realism in fictional filmmaking.  

 The other factor was the demand of the international film festivals. The brand of 

minimalist realist style which was often associated with Asian masters such as Hou 

Hsiao-Hsien and Abbas Kiarostami seemed to be the winning style in international film 

festivals in the 1990s. This aesthetic trend, especially a la Iranian cinema, was so 

influential that even Zhang Yimou was compelled to dabble in the documentary style, 

and made The Story of Qiu Ju in 1992 and Yige dou buneng shao (Not one less) in 1999. 

Of course Zhang Yimou did not have a long-term investment in the style, but many of the 
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second wave art film directors did. Jia Zhangke, particularly, consciously took Taiwanese 

auteur Hou Hsiao-Hsien as a model of emulation in style and financing strategies. Jia 

frequently acknowledged the influence of Hou Hsiao-hien in interviews
9

, and he 

deliberately chose Kitano Takeshi‘s firm as the producing company out of many other 

overseas choices exactly because Kitano had a successful working relationship with Hou 

Hsiao-hsien. Thus it came as no surprise that Jia Zhangke listed the following films 

among others as his top ten favorite films in 2000: Ozu‘s Late Spring (1949), Hou Hsiao-

Hsien‘s Fenggui lai de ren (1983), Abbas Kirostami‘s Through the Olive Trees (1994), 

and Kitano Takeshi‘s Fireworks (1997).
10

 Jia Zhangke‘s strategy worked, as he quickly 

established himself as a winning director of film festivals and the leader of the Chinese 

art cinema despite his late start in the 1990s. The new realist Chinese films in general 

have been well received at film festivals, too. The grandest international awards won by 

the second art wave directors were all for such realist works: Jia Zhangke‘s Still Life 

(2007 Venice Golden Lion winner), Wang Quan‘an‘s Tuya’s Marriage (2007 Berlin 

Golden Bear winner), and Wang Xiaoshuai‘s Qinghong (Shanghai dream, 2005 Cannes 

Jury Prize winner).     

Thus two discernable aesthetic influences seemed to be present for the emergence 

of the new realist style: the domestic new documentary movement and the demand of the 

international film festivals. Film scholar Jason McGrath convincingly argues that the 

independent cinema of Jia Zhangke drew from the two sources mentioned above. One is 
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―the broader indigenous movement of Postsocialist realism that arose in both 

documentary and fiction filmmaking in China in the early 1990s,‖ and the other is ―the 

tradition of international art cinema—in particular a type of aestheticized long-take 

realism that became prominent in the global film festivals and art house circuit by the late 

1990s.‖
11

 By comparing Jia‘s first and second feature Xiao Wu (1997) and Platform 

(2000), McGrath demonstrates a clear transformation of Jia‘s style from mainly raw 

documentary aesthetics to the more refined international art cinema style.
12

 While 

agreeing with the two sources of stylistic influence identified by McGrath, I would like to 

stress the synergy of the aforementioned two influences rather than the progression from 

one to the other. Indeed, I argue that it was Jia‘s ingenious blending of gritty realism and 

formalism to address contemporary social issues in unmistakable aestheticism which 

ultimately paved the way for his success and the lasting power of the new realist style.  

Many previous international awards winners, especially the works of Zhang Yimou and 

Chen Kaige in the early 1990s, were often criticized for their glaring distance from 

China‘s contemporary reality. Jia Zhangke‘s realist style defies this trend. His new realist 

style exudes a visceral ―on the scene‖ raw energy while maintaining formalistic rigor. 

Thus his films speak to the acute reality of Chinese ordinary people but still enjoy 

stylistic currency in the international film festival market.          

The comparison with Zhang Yuan‘s career trajectory can clearly demonstrate that 

the key to Jia Zhangke‘s success is his ability to anchor the ―documentary impulse‖ 
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within the international art house tradition. This also showcases the paramount 

importance of the international film festivals to the development of Chinese art films. Jia 

Zhangke was not the only feature filmmaker who was influenced by the New 

Documentary Movement in the 1990s. Just like Jia Zhangke, Zhang Yuan straddled both 

camps of documentary and feature filmmaking. Starting his career seven years earlier 

than Jia Zhangke, Zhang Yuan was one of the pioneers who incorporated documentary 

elements into fictional filmmaking. His first feature Mama (1990) utilized documentary 

footage to complement the main story line. His second feature Beijing Bastards (1993) 

was an experimental realist work that features an amateur cast, unscripted shooting, and 

fragmented parallel narratives. He followed the first two features with the documentary 

Guangchang (The square, 1994), which he co-directed with Duan Jingchuan, a 

representative new documentary director. His experimentation with documentary-

inspired filmmaking continued with his third feature Erzi (Sons, 1995), in which an 

alcoholic family play themselves on the screen. Thus Zhang Yuan shared the same 

―documentary impulse‖ as Jia Zhangke, yet he did not upgrade it with more artistic 

elements. After the first three features, Zhang Yuan gradually drifted away from the raw 

realist style to the dramatic [Donggong, xigong (East palace, west palace, 1996)], the 

commercial (I Love You, 2002; Green Tea, 2003), and even propaganda (Jiangjie, 2002), 

although he continued making documentaries on the side. When talking about his 

changing creative direction in East Palace, West Palace, he says in an interview,  

Actually, after making Sons, I realized that although there was a small 

market for these films among intellectuals and small art theaters 

abroad, there was no way to sell them to any broader audiences. This 
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led me to spend a lot of time thinking about this problem, and I 

realized that documentaries and films with a documentary like 

approach seem to appeal to an increasingly elite and academic 

audience. Although many of my friends and a lot of film critics really 

like works like Sons—some critics even thought that Sons was the 

most powerful film they had seen, but it is a hard sell! (Laughs). 
13

 

 

No words are more explicit in disclosing the close relationship between film production, 

artistic film production no less, and the economics involved. Zhang Yuan terminated his 

pursuit of the documentary realism style because of his perceived ―selling‖ pattern in the 

international market.    

Indeed, Jia Zhangke picked up where Zhang Yuan had left off in the second half 

of the 1990s. He started his career by making low-budget documentary shorts and a 

documentary style feature while he was still in film school. His later full-length features 

Xiao Wu (1997) seamlessly married the raw energy and humanistic message of Chinese 

new documentary with the long-take and long-shot formalistic style made famous by 

Taiwanese auteur Hou Hsiao-Hsien. Acquiring both social and aesthetic currency, Jia‘s 

unique brand of new realism had achieved a level of sophistication and recognition 

unmatched by his peers. Since the second half of the 1990s, Jia has replaced Zhang Yuan 

as the leading art film director in China.  

    

Jia Zhangke: the Migrant Filmmaker 
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 Jia Zhangke‘s rise to fame is symptomatic of the changing dynamics of the field 

of Chinese film production in general, and the subfield of art film production in particular 

in the 1990s. The case of Jia Zhangke testifies to the opening up of the field—the 

diversification of both agents and mode of production. As a virtual outsider of the elitist 

clique of the BFA Film Directing and Cinematography Department alumni, Jia Zhangke 

was dubbed the ―migrant filmmaker‖ by the press.
14

 The nickname accurately captures 

Jia‘s humble origin, as he lacked both family connections and academic credentials 

compared to many directors of the second art wave. The nickname also interestingly 

resonates with his favorite cinematic subjects—migrant workers, who typically came 

from unprivileged rural families and migrated to the major urban centers to look for jobs 

at the bottom of social strata.    

 The circle of Chinese filmmakers was traditionally exclusive and elitist in nature. 

Many directors were born into the families of filmmakers or artists, such as Chen Kaige, 

Tian Zhuangzhuang, Lou Ye, Zhang Yang, Li Xin, and Wang Xiaoshuai, to name just a 

few. Those who come from less connected families acquired needed cultural capital by 

enrolling in the prestigious Film Directing or Cinematography Department, whose 

famous alumni included Chen Kaige, Zhang Yimou, and Tian Zhuangzhuang. Jia 

Zhangke was born in 1970, four or five years younger than the Sixth Generation directors 

like Zhang Yuan and Wang Xiaoshuai. He grew up in the small city of Fenyang in 

Shanxi province, a Northwest territory in the hinterlands far away from the cultural 
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centers of Beijing and Shanghai. Just like almost all of his high school classmates, Jia 

Zhangke could not make grades good enough to enter a university. Jia learned painting 

and tried creative writing as a way out of his sleepy town. He admits in his interviews 

that it was after an accidental viewing of Chen Kaige‘s Yellow Earth (1984) that he 

decided to pursue filmmaking as his career. He was very excited to find an art form like 

film that included image, narrative, sound, time, and so on.
15

 In the early 1990s, when 

digital technology had not yet arrived, the only way to make films was to enter the 

Beijing Film Academy. Jia chose the unpopular Film Literature (theory) Department to 

compensate for his unsatisfactory academic grades. On his second try, he was finally on 

his way to the Beijing Film Academy at the age of 23 as an ―old‖ college student. 

 

Amateur Filmmaking   

Yet entry into the cradle of the Chinese film industry—the prestigious Beijing 

Film Academy—did not guarantee any chance of making films. As Jia Zhangke soon 

found out, the Beijing Film Academy was an intensely hierarchical institution whose 

academic departments were designed as blueprints for the division of labor in the 

industry. By definition, the Film Directing majors were to become the future directors of 

the industry, not film theory majors like Jia Zhangke. Jia Zhangke‘s position as an 

outsider, even inside the Beijing Film Academy and the resulting meager social, 

economic, and cultural capital he possessed to a great extent shaped his nontraditional 
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way of making films and unconventional aesthetics. The term ―amateur filmmaking‖ Jia 

himself later proposed best captures his career and his films. In his article entitled ―the 

Age of Amateur Filmmaking will Arrive Again‖ originally published in a popular weekly 

newspaper, Southern Weekend, Jia Zhangke challenged the established filmmaking norm 

and aesthetics in the field of Chinese film production of the time.
16

 He was especially 

contentious concerning the privileges and the resources the system bestowed to selected 

individuals based on family background and education.
17

 Here, the ―amateur‖ does not 

mean ―non-professional,‖ but instead refers to the set of new standards and new modes of 

production. Under the aegis of ―amateur filmmaking‖ he announced the arrival of the 

new player of the field who invented new rules since he was not gifted with the capital to 

play the old game. In ―amateur filmmaking,‖ Jia Zhangke claims his right to make films 

and make them in his own way.  

Jia Zhangke‘s success story is one of the first that defies the barriers to individual 

filmmaking imposed by the system. The way Jia Zhangke started making films has 

almost become a legend among young aspiring filmmakers today. Jia‘s impassioned 

persistence, fortuitous circumstances, and the extraordinary shortage of resources 

provided the best footnotes for the definition of ―amateur filmmaking.‖ Jia Zhangke 

founded the Youth Experimental Film Group with two friends who shared a belief in 

making their own films soon after they had barely finished their first year at the BFA.  

Their first shooting opportunity came from an advertising gig when Jia was still a 
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sophomore at the BFA. He and his two ―comrades‖ rented the equipment and stole a day 

shooting their first documentary at Tiananmen Square, after finishing the required 

shooting for the company.
18

 After that, the group shot a 90-minute feature entitled 

Xiaoshan huijia (Xiaoshan going home) and a documentary short (Dudu) with borrowed 

money and rented equipment. All of Jia‘s three student works were shot on video, the 

cheapest material he could afford.    

This unconventional mode of production gave rise to unconventional aesthetics. 

Jia‘s unique style is intimately connected to the way he made films as a student who was 

discouraged from making them. From the very beginning, Jia believed in the kind of 

―rough‖ (cucao) aesthetic and a sense of being ―on the scene‖ (xianchang) for the 

audience. He valued the social relevance of the film to the audience, the authenticity of 

the materials, and the representational verisimilitude of reality. Jia‘s aesthetics 

significantly departed from the prevalent belief of BFA students and industry 

practitioners in the mid-1990s, when Hollywood blockbusters were just introduced and 

making their initial impact. As Gu Zheng recalled, BFA students generally looked down 

upon the ―rudimentary‖ documentaries and wanted to emulate the sleek Hollywood 

production by making films with ―exquisite composition,‖ ―processed sound,‖  ―complete 

stories,‖ and ―handsome cast.‖
19

 They only wanted to make the kind of film that could 

demonstrate their mastery of the filmmaking craft through the coveted education 
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opportunities of the BFA.
20

 Apparently, Jia did not have the resources to achieve these 

effects, and neither did he believe in this kind of refined aesthetics. The three pieces of 

video works Jia made at the BFA (One Day in Beijing, Xiaoshan Going Home, Dudu), 

already set the tone for Jia‘s aesthetic and narrative style for his later feature films. When 

they started to shoot their first feature Xiaoshan Going Home, Jia‘s creative decisions and 

working style baffled the members of his production team. He insisted on not using 

performance majors but amateur actors for almost all the roles in the film. He decided to 

use Henan dialect for the film, the dialect of his average-looking roommate/leading man 

Wang Hongwei. Jia also refused to do storyboarding, to the strong protest of his 

production team in the beginning, since it was ―a must‖ in film textbooks.
21

 When they 

made the third short Dudu, Jia had already decided to give up on scripts.
22

 He improvised 

together with his production team on the set. Many of these production and aesthetic 

choices were later carried over to Jia‘s feature filmmaking, including location shooting, 

the casting of non-professional actors, the use of regional dialects, character-driven 

narrative, fondness of unfiltered sound, use of popular music, and so on. The result is a 

distinctively fresh aesthetic that baffles the establishment so much it could only be called 

―amateurish‖ before its being recognized by international film festivals and making its 

way back into the field.     
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Rough Aesthetic on Display – Xiao Wu (1997)  

 The ―rough‖ aesthetics Jia Zhangke pursues enables his films to manifest a high 

degree of verisimilitude to real life. Turning against the Fifth Generation films‘ often 

fabricated and insulated mise-en-scene (for example, Zhang Yimou‘s Raise the Red 

Lantern) and the Hollywood blockbusters‘ glossy ―dream‖ world, Jia Zhangke wanted his 

films to convey to the audience a sense of the real world and the authenticity of its 

characters. He was especially interested in portraying unprivileged individuals struggling 

with the rapid urbanization of the Chinese society. Again, this aesthetic pursuit was also 

necessitated by the scarcity of filmmaking resources available to him. That is probably 

the reason that his first film Xiao Wu was more radical in experimenting with rough 

aesthetics, and hence displayed a higher degree of verisimilitude to real life than any of 

his later works. This film was made with less than $50,000
23

 and is exemplary in using 

location shooting, amateur actors, and sound design to convey a sense of reality and to 

construct believable characters.     

 Xiao Wu (1997) tells the life stories of a small time pickpocket, the eponymous 

Xiao Wu, in a booming small town around 1997. The film consists of three episodes that 

portray the deteriorating relationship Xiao Wu experiences with his childhood friend, 

girlfriend, and family amidst the flux of social changes. At the beginning of the film, 

Xiao Wu learns that he is not invited to his best friend Xiao Yong‘s wedding. A former 

fellow pickpocket, Xiao Yong has become a celebrated local entrepreneur through his 
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smuggling business, and thus wants to keep a distance from his inglorious past 

represented by Xiao Wu. The disappointed Xiao Wu seeks solace from a Karaoke bar girl, 

Meimei. The two developed a mutual affection until she leaves him for a richer man 

without notice. When Xiao Wu returns to his home in the countryside, he finds himself 

fighting with his parents, and has to return to town again. It is during this final trip that he 

is arrested by the police and the film ends. 

The film is set in Jia Zhangke‘s own hometown of Fenyang, Shanxi Province, a 

rural town that was undergoing rapid urbanization—as are his following two films, 

Platform (2000) and Ren xiaoyao (Unknown pleasures, 2002). Regardless of the actual 

shooting location,
24

 the Fenyang presented in these three films successfully conveys a 

sense of ―hometown‖ that is both personal and rich in local flavor. Jia Zhangke‘s 

hometown is different from Chen Kaige‘s primordial yellow earth or Zhang Yimou‘s 

exotic Chinese courtyard because it embodies contemporary social changes. The setting 

is thus capable of speaking to general audiences despite its non-central location. In 

choosing a setting that is between the urban and rural like Fenyang, Jia also distinguishes 

himself from the early works of the Sixth Generation directors. Directors like Zhang 

Yuan, Wang Xiaoshuai, and Lou Ye predominantly featured Beijing and Shanghai in 

their films—which itself was a marked departure from the Fifth Generation directors‘ 

works in the early 1990s. Even in such so-called ―urban‖ films of the Sixth Generation 

directors, the city took a back seat to the interior worlds of narcissistic restless youngsters. 
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In Xiao Wu, the presentation of Fenyang is paramount to the director‘s intent to depict the 

impact of the social changes on the title character Xiao Wu. Xiao Wu interacts with the 

town in such an intimate way that exterior shots dominate the film. Characters are 

frequently shown walking in the streets of Fenyang crowded with local people. Though 

walking the streets is largely called for by Xiao Wu‘s ‗profession‖ as a pickpocket, many 

of Xiao Wu‘s personal and intimate moments also take place in the street. The sequence 

in which Xiao Wu decides to confront his estranged best friend Xiao Yong, and then 

changes his mind before retreating from the outside of Xiao Yong‘s house, is shot 

entirely in the street. In this instance Xiao Wu‘s walking replaces his mental activity. 

During his brief courtship with the Karaoke bar girl, Xiao Wu appears the most confident 

when he walks with her in the street. This intimate stroll might the most romantic 

moment of their relationship. Most of these important street scenes were shot with no 

production control. The real street crowds fill the screen; many of them look directly into 

the camera from time to time. These real onlookers intensify the documentary-feel of the 

mise-en-scene. Jia Zhangke actually takes advantage of the curious crowd and 

ingeniously includes them in the frame of the last scene to stunning visual effect. In the 

final scene, the arrested Xiao Wu is temporarily chained to a pole in the street (Figure 3) 

while real street gawkers gradually gather around. Shot from Xiao Wu‘s point of view, 

the film ends with strangers‘ faces filling the screen ( 

Figure 4). This last shot fully exposes the alienation and rejection of Xiao Wu. 

Taken as a whole, the film manages to construct an organic physical and social setting 

that reflects both the rural and urban feel of Fenyang while remaining lively and authentic. 
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The social spaces are further extended through the media outlets in the film. Near the end 

of the film, when Xiao Wu decides to leave home again, the TV news reports about the 

imminent transfer of sovereignty of Hong Kong to China. This news-bite firmly situates 

characters in a realistic time frame and also enriches the social tapestry of the film. This 

device is put into much heavier use in Platform (2000), an epic that chronicles the social 

changes of the entire 1980s. 

 

 

                Figure 3 Xiao Wu is locked on the street in Xiao Wu. 
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Figure 4 The onlookers fill the screen from Xiao Wu's perspective in Xiao Wu. 

 

If the town of Fenyang provides the organic environment for Xiao Wu‘s story to 

unfold, Jia Zhangke‘s casting decisions also contribute to the raw reality he attempts to 

capture on film. He chose Wang Hongwei, a fellow film theory major and an amateur 

actor, to play the title character. Wang lacks the looks of a leading man and was 

considered the least talented student by his performance class teacher at the BFA.
25

 Jia 

Zhangke revealed in an interview that he particularly wanted to avoid the stiffness of 

trained actors and actresses and opted for a ―rough‖ performance.
26

 This was why he 

insisted casting Wang Hongwei as the lead for his first video feature Xiao Shan Going 

Home and for Xiao Wu, although there were certainly other performance majors and 
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acquaintances available. For his later works, he also consistently used the former dance 

teacher Zhao Tao as his female lead, a fellow native of Shanxi Province. He cast a real-

life miner, his own cousin Han Sanmin, as the leading man in Still Life (2006). Thus, 

more than any other art film director, casting non-professional actors and actresses 

constitutes a consistent key production and aesthetic strategy for Jia Zhangke. In Xiao Wu, 

Wang Hongwei did an excellent job in portraying the shy and awkward-looking title 

character out of sync with a rapidly changing society. Indeed, one can hardly find any of 

the typical traces of ―performance‖ in his performance.   

The use of dialect also enhances the film‘s verisimilitude to real life, making the 

characters and mise-en-scene more believable. Like casting amateur actors, using dialect 

is one of Jia‘s conscious choices from the very beginning of his filmmaking career. Jia 

insisted on using Henan dialect for Xiao Shan Going Home, the dialect spoken by the 

lead actor Wang Hongwei, despite the protests of his production team. The adoption of 

incomprehensible local dialects, requiring subtitles, added another burden to the 

financially impoverished production team, but Jia pushed his decision through.
27

 Almost 

all of his later films adopted local dialects, most conspicuously the Shanxi dialect for his 

―hometown‖ trilogy (Xiao Wu, Platform, Unknown Pleasures). Jia Zhangke was one of 

the first to consistently and extensively use dialects in film in the 1990s. Using dialects 

not only represents the filmmaker‘s efforts to approximate reality, but implicitly 

challenges the regulated linguistic code in Chinese media. In most Chinese regions like 
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Fenyang dialects are spoken in everyday life. Yet the standardized Chinese, or putonghua, 

was mandated in the official realm and mediated realities like television and film. 

Originating from the state‘s homogenizing efforts in nation-building, enforcing 

standardized Chinese on film characters had become an aesthetic and production 

convention of Chinese cinema—an unrealistic cinematic device similar to the use of non-

diegetic music. The longtime practice of this convention makes local dialects on screen 

appear unsophisticated. Some TV shows and films exploit this general perception by 

using regional dialects for comic effect. In Xiao Wu, Jia‘s use of regional dialects broke 

the official linguistic code in the interests of cinematic realism, and to a great extent 

restores dignity to its dialect-speaking screen characters. While adopting regional dialects 

certainly created extra logistical difficulties for production such as subtitling and casting, 

dialect most definitely helped the characters in Xiao Wu firmly root themselves in the 

local environment and thus become an essential part of the film‘s mise-en-scene. In 

addition, the use of dialects also enriches the narrative and characterization in a subtle but 

effective way. For example, Xiao Wu‘s love interest Meimei and her associates all speak 

dialects different from those of local residents: Meimei speaks a northeastern dialect, the 

madam of the bar speaks Beijing dialect, and Meimei‘s roommate speaks Sichuan dialect. 

Their relocation to this small interior city-town, signified by their apparent linguistic 

differences, adds a perfect footnote to the bustling rural development propelled by 

China‘s modernization and the resulting physical or cultural relocation—the underlying 

motif of the film. Perhaps one of the most poignant moments of the film is when Meimei 

lies to her family saying that she is studying in a film school in Beijing in a long-distance 
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call to her family paid for by Xiao Wu. A glimpse of the backstory hidden under her 

dialect makes the character well-rounded and even sympathetic. In short, dialect is an 

integral part of the reality Jia Zhangke tries to bring to the screen. It has become one of 

his signatures.      

Another indispensible device that greatly adds to the realistic ambience of the film 

is the use of sound: street noises and popular songs in particular. Perhaps no other aspect 

of the film underpins the film Xiao Wu‘s ―rough‖ aesthetic more conspicuously than the 

use of unfiltered sound. Like casting amateur actors, using unfiltered sound goes against 

the conventions of traditional quality filmmaking. By insisting on using street noises, Jia 

Zhangke conflicted with his friend and sound recorder Ling Xiaolin of Xiao Wu, and 

eventually replaced her. As the result, accompanying many of the walking-in-the-street 

scenes in the film are various kinds of noises of traffic, street vendors, bits of pop songs 

and comedy skits emanating from stores, PA system announcements, etc. The rough but 

authentic feel brought about by these noises forms a sharp contrast to the clean and 

controlled audio experiences offered by the elimination of ambient sound in conventional 

sound design. In addition, the sound design extends the physical space on screen and 

assists the plot development. For example, traffic noises from outside are clearly heard 

during the scene in which Xiao Wu visits a sick Meimei in her dorm. The love between 

the two young people who cannot see their future blossoms in this tender scene. The 

intruding traffic noises speak to the harsh living conditions of Meimei, echoing a 

despairing self-realization that she can never be a star. These intrusive noises also check 

any melodramatic excesses the scene might otherwise be susceptible to. When Meimei is 
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overcome by sadness while singing a song for Xiao Wu and falls into soft sobs, the 

embarrassed protagonist does not speak or move. Only the street noises fill the vacuum 

devoid of any actions.             

Xiao Wu completely dispensed with nondiegetic music, yet the pop songs and 

other sounds from exterior performances (comic skit, film, TV news, music from a 

cigarette lighter) constantly flow onto the screen through various diegetic media outlets. 

Pop songs, mainly in the format of Karaoke videos, are heavily featured. These popular 

songs serve as a time marker, situating the narrative in a historically truthful timeframe. 

In addition, the popular songs by way of karaoke, a comic skit (performed by Zhao 

Benshan and Song Dandan in the China Central Television Spring Festival Gala), and 

film clips (Killers by John Woo) also firmly plant the aesthetic register of the film 

subjects into the realm of the popular and lowbrow. Such popular culture elements 

presented in film embodies the ―shijing wenhua‖ (philistine culture) Jia Zhangke wants to 

portray and restore to Chinese cinema.
28

 Shijing wenhua, can also be understood as the 

spiritual mise-en-scene of the film.  

The lyrics of the cited popular songs often complement the plot advancement of 

the film. When Xiao Wu finally decides to confront Xiao Yong about his wedding, the 

pop song ―Xichu bawang‖ (King of Western Chu) is played in the background. The 

macho lyrics about a doomed historical rebel leader echo Xiao Wu‘s springing into action 

and sad indignation. Only later does the film reveal that the song is played by a boom box 
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on sale in the street. When the two friends finally face each other at Xiao Yong‘s home, 

the embarrassing silence is offset by the outrageously off-keyed karaoke duets of the pop 

song ―Choice‖ sung by Xiao Yong‘s neighbors. These lyrics eulogizing the eternal choice 

between lovers again obliquely comments on the waning friendship and the divergent 

roads the two are taking. Like the traffic noise in Meimei‘s dorm, the emotionally-

charged confrontation somehow is rendered comic and non-engaging by the sound design. 

Out of the all pop songs used in the film, the song ―Xinyu‖ (My heart is raining) is 

probably most often used. This sentimental duet about a girl‘s reminiscence of her former 

lover on the eve of her wedding was immensely popular in the late 1990s. The song is 

first heard in the film on TV requested for Xiao Yong‘s wedding. The karaoke version of 

the song is subsequently sung at a funeral decoration store with Xiao Wu joining the 

crowd gathering around the singers. This scene captures the rising popularity of Karaoke 

as a mass entertainment outlet in China in the 1990s and paves way for the song‘s 

reappearances in the courtship between Xiao Wu and the Karaoke bar girl. From his 

refusal to sing when he first meets Meimei, to later joining her in a duet, the process 

signifies the couple‘s budding romance. What is shown in-between these scenes is one of 

the most touching moments of the film: the naked Xiao Wu finally opens his mouth and 

practices singing ―Xinyu‖ in a deserted bathhouse. Xiao Wu‘s vulnerability and 

awkwardness is on full display in this act. But the poor singing compromises his efforts 

for recognition and companionship. Xiao Wu is obviously out of the tune with the song 

and changing Chinese society in general.  
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In his debut film Xiao Wu, Jia Zhangke made various production and aesthetic 

decisions that made this film stylistically unique, such as location shooting, casting 

amateur actors, using regional dialect, and creative sound design. All of these strategies 

work in concert with each other to reduce the ―fictionality‖ of the screen world and create 

a high degree of verisimilitude to real life. Most significantly, the philistine culture, 

which was missing in the PRC‘s socialist films, as well as the Fifth Generation or Sixth 

Generation films, finally came back to life in this ground-breaking film.   

 

Downplayed Narrative, Elliptical Storytelling—Platform (2000)   

 This section focuses on the narrative strategy of Jia Zhangke‘s films by primarily 

analyzing his second feature Platform (2000). Platform (2000) chronicles the social and 

cultural changes of China during the entire decade of the 1980s through the life 

experiences of four young people affiliated with a singing and dance troupe from 

Fenyang, Shanxi Province. The film starts with a stage performance that honors Mao in 

the late 1970s. Two romances develop between Cui Mingliang (Wang Hongwei) and Yin 

Ruijuan (Zhao Tao), and Zhong Ping (Yang Tianyi) and Zhang Jun. Later Zhong Ping 

aborts Zhang Jun‘s child and Yin Lijuan breaks up with Cui Mingliang. With the impact 

of the economic reform in the mid-1980s, the singing and dance troupe travels to the far 

corners of the province to make money from commercial shows. Yin Ruijuan stays in 

Fenyang. The remaining three good friends embark on a journey of self-discovery and 

uncertainty. On the road, Zhang Jun betrays Zhong Ping to the police after they are 

caught staying in the same hotel room. Zhong Ping soon leaves without notice. At the end 
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of the decade, the older and disillusioned Cui Mingliang and Zhang Jun return to 

Fenyang. Cui Mingliang eventually marries Yin Ruijuan.  

On the surface, the two romances seem to be the main story lines of the film. 

However, the sketchy love stories cannot possibly reflect the rich texture and epic scope 

of the film. The real focus of the film is the power of time, which brings with it the 

incredible visual transformations of the decade and chips away at the dreams and hopes 

of the four young people. Carefully punctuated by popular cultural products (popular 

songs, films, and TV shows) and media broadcasts of political events (such as the parade 

to celebrate the 35
th

 Anniversary of the founding of the People‘s Republic in 1984), the 

scroll of a decade‘s long social changes unfolds before the audience‘s eyes. Some of 

these changes are visible, such as the hair styles, clothes, and the kind of performances 

conducted by the members of the singing and dance troupe.  To this end, the make-up, 

costume design, and the art design of the film do an excellent job in conveying these 

gradual but radical transformations. Some other changes are subtler, like social morale. 

For example, while Zhang Jun and Zhong Ping are caught by the police for sleeping 

together in a hotel room as an unmarried couple, only twenty screen minutes later the 

troupe manager  goes to wake up his troupe members and does not make any fuss about 

Cui Mingliang and another man with girls as bedmates. The fast-changing social attitude 

towards sex is revealed through the juxtaposition of these two scenes without any need 

for additional explanation.     

The documented social and cultural changes are so powerful only because they 

are lived by the four characters instead of being objectified in a museum display. The 
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striking effects of exterior changes are matched by the spiritual journey of the main 

characters. Like his debut feature Xiao Wu, Platform focuses on how individuals cope 

with the radical transformation of Chinese society. Nevertheless, Platform is more 

contemplative in nature, pondering over the yearning, powerlessness, and dignity of 

ordinary individuals in the grip of social changes. The title ―platform‖ (zhantai) and the 

recurring motif of the train
29

 in the film clearly emphasize the individual‘s expectation 

for new possibilities while the nation modernizes.
30

 Along with the visible changes of 

everyday life and the crumbling of the romances between the two pairs of lovers with the 

passage of time, the mood of the film shifts from yearning and excitement to melancholy 

and resignation. This deteriorating spiritual trajectory is at considerable odds with the 

celebratory tone of mainstream media about China‘s Economic Reform.
31

 The haunting 

mood of the film foregrounds the issues concerning individuals, modernization, and 

passage of time. The intellectual engagement of the film lifts it well above other 

―nostalgic‖ films about the immediate Socialist past, such as Wang Xiaoshuai‘s Shanghai 

                                                           
29

 The film has three key scenes related to the train. The opening scene shows the singing and dance troupe 

mimes as a train on stage which bounds for Chairman Mao‘s hometown--Shaoshan. Cui Mingliang protests 

that he has never seen a real train when he is criticized for his poor imitation of the train whistle afterwards 

on the bus. In the middle section of the film, the mobile performing troupe rushes to see the train for the 

first time when they travel in the remote area of the province. In the last scene, Yin Lijuan, carrying a baby 

in arm, attends to the pot boiling with water. While the boiling pot lets out a whistle similar to that of the 

train, Cui Mingliang is napping on a sofa in the background.    

     
30

 The film takes its title from a pop/rock song ―Platform‖ (zhantai) that enjoyed wide popularity in China 

during the 1980s. The song portrays a lonely young man waiting for the return of his lover on the platform. 

The chores of the song sing ―My heart is waiting, always waiting.‖ 

  
31

 See for example the title of an article in People’s Daily commemorating the 20
th

 anniversary of Reform 

in 1998.Zhang Jianling , ―Huigu 20nian juda chengjiu, shixian kuashiji hongwei mubiao‖ [Review great 

achievements of  20 years, realize the lofty cross-century goals], Renmin ribao [People‘s daily ], December 

15, 1998: 1.  
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Dream (2005), Gu Changwei‘s Kongque (Peacock, 2005), and Huo Jianqi‘s Qingren jie 

(A time to love, 2005).   

Thus the success of this ambitious epic lies in the balance between the 

documentation of an external world and the film‘s atmospheric mood. Neither aspect had 

been the focus of any traditional Chinese feature film before. Jia Zhangke manages to 

pull it off with a carefully dedramatized narrative full of ellipses. He once said that what 

he wanted to achieve in the film was ―an unnoticeable effect of time.‖ In this spirit it is 

the atmospheric mood, rather than its four main characters and their love stories, that 

constitutes the main tenet of the film. Many of what would be important parts of the plot 

in a traditional film receive the elliptical treatment, especially the two romances that 

serve as the arching storylines of the film. Zhong Ping‘s departure, which terminates her 

relationship with Zhang Jun, is never filmed directly or explained outright. What is 

emphasized is the impact of this failed relationship on Zhang Jun. In scenes like those in 

which Zhang Jun gets drunk or silently stares at the river, and in details like his 

lengthening hair, Zhang Jun‘s inescapable sense of guilt, sadness, and despondency are 

strongly conveyed to the audience. The most glaring plot ellipsis occurs in the closure of 

Yin Lijuan and Cui Mingliang‘s relationship. Towards the end of the film, a scene shows 

Cui visiting Yin in her apartment. Their broken conversation signals a lack of affection 

between the two former lovers. The film then cuts to a man sweeping snow on the roof, 

indicating the passage of time. Then the audience sees Cui in a red sweater go to a shop 

owned by his father‘s mistress and talking to her. The scene is followed by Cui smoking 

at the balcony of Yin‘s apartment looking bored in a blue sweater. The sound track plays 



125 

 

 

a dialogue fragment from John Woo‘s Diexue shuangxiong (The killer, 1989), the same 

part featured in Jia‘s previous film Xiao Wu (1997). In that dialogue, a police officer 

promises his girlfriend that he will take her to the seaside after her eyesight recovers. 

While that dialogue continues, the interior of Yin‘s apartment is shown in the next scene. 

Yin, holding a toddler boy in her arms, is featured at the center of the picture, and Cui in 

a different top from the previous scene is napping on a sofa in the background. When the 

water on the stove boils, the pot lets out a train-like whistle, which seems to entertain the 

toddler quite a bit (Figure 5). And that is the end of the film. Only after the credits are 

rolling does the audience come to its senses and realize that Cui and Yin eventually got 

married and have had a child. Cui‘s union with his first love is no fairy-tale ending. 

Considering the fact that the romance between the two is already over, the omission of 

courtship, wedding and child birth implies that all these are only a matter of life‘s routine 

to go through, a part of quotidian existence—nothing worth getting excited about, much 

less documenting. Cui experiences the full circle of falling in love, feeling heartbroken 

when she breaks up with him, obsessively missing her on the road, and finally getting 

over her upon returning to town. Yet instead of opting for a new love, he marries her and 

forms a seemingly loveless marriage. This marriage is a compromise for Yin as well. She 

breaks up with Cui hoping for someone better, and she is always dreaming of a singing 

and dancing career away from the small town. In the end, she takes a job in the same 

town as a tax-collecting officer and returns to someone she once rejected. The marriage 

of the two is anything but a happy ending. Cui‘s love life is symptomatic of his 

expectation for life in general. After a long journey with the mobile singing and dancing 
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troupe that goes from promises to degradation, he returns to the same place. His napping 

on the sofa in the last scene symbolically shows his resignation to life, by forgoing 

actions and dreams. The train-like whistle that fails to wake him might as well be the 

elegy of his youth and the decade of the 1980s. The elliptic storytelling loosens the link 

between cause and effect. The etching power of time is effectively conveyed with 

poignancy, giving the sense that this is how things should be and what life is really about. 

Through withholding information from audience, the sense of disillusionment and 

resignation is even stronger than anything any additional images or explanations could 

achieve.  

 

 

    

 

In addition to frequent ellipses, the narrative of the film is fragmented and 

decentered. Since the film does not have a strong story line, many individual sequences 

seem to acquire a life of their own. These sequences are memorable on their own merits, 

extending the scope and enhancing the mood of the film, but without directly serving the 

 Figure 5 The last scene of Platform 
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main plot. The story about Cui Mingliang‘s cousin, Sanming, is such an example. The 

film spends about fifteen screen minutes on an episode related to this character, who 

never reappears. When the newly organized travelling troupe goes to the mining area of 

Shangxi—the first stop shown in the film, they meet Cui‘s cousin Sanming who is played 

by Jia Zhangke‘s real life cousin, Han Sanming. Cui visits Sanming‘s impoverished home 

and accompanies illiterate Sanming to sign a work contract with a local mine owner. 

Although the terms of the contract are exasperatingly exploitative, Sanming accepts it 

silently without any hesitation. He risks his life to work so his little sister can to go to 

school in Fengyang and not return to this poverty-stricken place. Sanming is a character 

of few words; yet he has an air of dignity that rejects any cheap sympathy from Cui or the 

audience. Twice the film uses long takes to show him walking (each lasts over half a 

minute). The two scenes, while testing the patience of the audience, reaffirm Sanming‘s 

bravery and dignity and commands the viewers‘ respect. Although not directly connected 

to other parts of the film, the character Sanming enriches the social tapestry the film 

portrays by adding the story of a lower-class figure to the more privileged world of the 

performers. The character is so rich and touching that Jia Zhangke brings him back as a 

main protagonist in Still Life (2007), which won the Golden Lion at Venice in 2007.  

 

Formalistic Rigor—Scenes from Xiao Wu and Platform   

 Many of the stylistic choices in both Xiao Wu and Platform are attention-grabbing.  

Because established film conventions have made themselves invisible to audiences, 

breaking these conventions inevitably pulls them away from the presented stories to the 
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mechanism of the medium itself, such as the camera position or editing strategies. Jia 

Zhangke displays his penchant for exploring cinematic forms in both Xiao Wu and 

Platform. Due to differences in narrative focus and budget, the two films have different 

styles in terms of cinematography. Most noticeably, Platform employs much longer takes 

and predominantly uses long or extreme long shots.
32

 Nevertheless, both films are filled 

with the formalistic sequences which serve the narrative intent of their respective films. 

 In Xiao Wu, the sequence in which Xiao Wu gathers his courage to confront Xiao 

Yong and later withdraws from his friend‘s doorway typifies the kind of film language 

and synthetic cinematic approach Jia prefers. In the film, Xiao Wu is very upset when he 

learns that his best friend Xiao Yong did not invite him to his wedding. The scene of 

confrontation starts with Xiao Wu sitting in a chair in front of a bike repair shop by the 

side of the street thinking. The camera is positioned across from the street in a medium 

distance with the front plane of the frame filled with crossing traffic and pedestrians. This 

deep-depth composition is typical in Xiao Wu, which always gives ample peripheral 

information around the protagonist. The PA system broadcasting about the government‘s 

campaign to increase punishments for petty criminals blasts at full volume in the 

background, which hints at the final fate of Xiao Wu. Then the scene cuts to a medium 

shot of Xiao Wu‘s shaking leg, followed by a close-up of his hand holding a cigarette. 

The two scenes signify Xiao Wu‘s inner struggle. The PA announcement is paused in the 

close-up of the hand. Near the end of the close-up, the prelude to the pop song ―Xichu 

bawang‖ (King of Western Chu) can be heard. As the music picks up tempo, the scene is 
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cut to the empty chair, shot from the opposite side of the street (in violation of the 180 

degree rule) indicating that Xiao Wu has left. The switch in camera position prepares the 

audience for Xiao Wu‘s POV shot in the next scene. Bike riders and pedestrians again fill 

up the middle plane of the frame. Xiao Wu‘s actual departure is not filmed, but the static 

shot of the empty chair lasts for 18 seconds. The scene delays, seems to be waiting for the 

end of the pop song‘s prelude. The next scene contrasts with the stillness of the chair by 

jumping into action. The action is shot with a hand-held camera from the subjective 

perspective of Xiao Wu, who is obviously walking towards Xiao Yong‘s house. Just as 

he passes a wooden-framed gate, the actual singing of the pop song commences, as if 

Xiao Wu is finally about to get on the stage for some real action. The audience, from 

Xiao Wu‘s tilting point of view, sees him move close to the gate of Xiao Yong‘s court 

yard, then step back because he is distracted by the growth chart on the wall just next to 

the gate. Then Xiao Wu appears in the frame, examining the chart that records Xiao 

Yong and his height from their childhood and bears witness to their long friendship. Xiao 

Wu then turns and leaves. In the following scene, Xiao Wu‘s departure is explained: he 

tries to prepare a wedding gift for Xiao Yong by stealing money from the customers 

surrounding a sales table lined up with stereos. The editing continues to work closely 

with the rhythm and the flow of the song. Just as it is about to climax and Xiao Wu is 

about to make the move on one customer‘s pocket, the song abruptly stops after the sales 

girl turns off the stereo. Only then is the audience keyed into the fact that the stereo is the 

diegetic origin of the song. The startled Xiao Wu quickly moves away to the side. He 

finally sidles up to his target again when the sales girl turns on the stereo again, but the 
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actual stealing is not shown. The audiences know that he has succeeded from his happy 

humming of the same pop song while walking in the next scene, which is a frontal 

tracking shot in the evening (Figure 6).   
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Figure 6 Xiao Wu decides to confront his friend, but changes his mind in Xiao Wu. He 

manages to steal again to prepare a wedding gift for his friend. 
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This energetic sequence illustrates the formalistic rigor of Xiao Wu. In alternating 

fixed camera shots with handheld camera work, switching the points of view of shots, 

sudden zooming and cutting, editing in sync with the pop song and careful sound design, 

Jia Zhangke manages to reveal the inner state of the character and advance the progress 

of the plot in a long sequence without any dialogue.  

Compared to Xiao Wu‘s multi-dimensional dynamic formal experimentation, 

Platform focuses on a controlled mise-en-scene, long-shot compositions, long-take 

cinematography, and fixed camera, which go well with the reserved melancholy of the 

epic. Echoing the elliptical narrative that mimics the effects of time, the fixed camera—

frequently positioned far from the protagonists and their actions—denies the audience 

vital information of the scene and hence the possibility of identifying with the characters.  

Long takes coupled with long shots are the dominant aesthetic of the Platform, 

and examples are plentiful. The aforementioned scene in which Sanming refuses the ride 

and walks uphill is shot in almost real time (34 seconds) is one example (Figure 7). After 

Yin Ruijuan breaks up with Cui Mingliang, the film shows her stands alone playing with 

her hair perhaps with mixed feelings. In the process of this one-minute long take shot 

from a fixed camera in distance, the careful composition makes use of the shape of the 

architecture and reveals geometric elegance (Figure 8). Other scenes also benefit from the 

long shot cinematography with the stretching of time to create emotional resonance. The 

scene in which the stranded mobile troupe sees the train for the very first time, for 

example, is followed by a shot from an extreme long distance showing Cui Mingliang 

leaving the group and making a fire alone. The whole sequence takes two minutes. The 
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sparingly-used cello theme creeps in, deepening a sense of lyrical sadness that forms a 

sharp contrast to the excitement roused by the sight of the train just moments ago ( 

Figure 9).  

 

Figure 7 Sanming walks uphill in Platform. 

 

 

 Figure 8 Yin Ruijuan stands alone in Platform.   
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Figure 9 Cui Mingliang makes a fire in Platform. 

 

Even for scenes involving interior spaces, the fixed camera position is often kept, 

and the carefully-crafted compositions employ object blocking to further deny the 

audience full knowledge of onscreen events, while at the same time creating aesthetic 

values.  For example, when Zhong Ping goes to the clinic to have an abortion, the camera 

is positioned at the reception area throughout the scene, with no close-up for the 

emotionally distraught Zhong Ping or medium shots for the action. The camera stays 

behind even after Zhong Ping goes to a room down the hallway and later runs out and 

fights with Zhang Bin (Figure 10). All the drama that happens in the clinic room is not 

shown. The scene in which Cui Mingliang and Er Yong (an old friend) go shopping with 

twin sisters when the troupe is on the road is similarly shot. The camera stays behind as 

the four go into a store. One third of the screen is blocked by a big advertising sign. The 

picture remains static for about 5 seconds until the four of them run out of the store 

toward the camera. Only through dialogue and sound can the audience figure out that a 
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brawl is going on inside the store (Figure 11). From these two very similar scenes, we can 

see that the space beyond the two-dimensional screen frame is extended by the skillful 

use of the fixed camera.  The active actions in these two scenes (Zhong Ping changes her 

mind and the brawl in the store) are projected in the unseen depth of the frame. The 

audience is prompted to identify with the camera/director‘s limited knowledge instead of 

the traditional omniscient point of view guaranteed by frequent cutting and continuity 

editing. As the result, the audience has to stay behind with the camera and wait for the 

return of the characters in almost the real time. In fact, the use of the fixed camera is also 

present in Xiao Wu. Most conspicuously, the trunk of Xiao Wu‘s body can be seen on the 

screen caused by the camera‘s refusal to reframe and adjust in the interior scene at the 

police station after Xiao Wu is arrested. In any case, the long shot composition coupled 

with object blocking is consistent with the strategy of de-dramatization implemented by 

the film narrative. Indeed, there is not much drama left when some of the most physical 

actions and fierce confrontations take place out of sight, or are entirely omitted like Cui 

and Yin‘s engagement and wedding.  
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Figure 10 Zhongping fights in the hospital--a typical scene staged in depth in Platform. 

 

 

Figure 11 A brawl is happening in the store while the pictures stays static in Platform. 

 

Challenging the Boundary of the Real—The World (2004), Still Life (2006), and 24 

City (2008)  

 Jia Zhangke pioneered this distinctive brand of realism with its pursuit of 

verisimilitude to real life in both gritty visual presentation and character-driven elliptical 



137 

 

 

narrative strategies. It should be noted that this realism represents the director‘s claim to 

reality or his ―impression‖ of reality in terms adverse to the manipulated presentation of 

reality in Chinese cinema and imported Hollywood blockbusters. Thus Jia‘s new 

objectivity-aimed realism easily lends itself to subjective formal experimentation, at 

times even coming across as being the aesthetic opposite of realism—formalism.
33

 This is 

also why Jia Zhangke has kept on experimenting with unreal or fictional elements in his 

later films, although he has made a name for himself with realism and largely keeps 

treading inside this territory in his works to date. In this section, three examples drawn 

respectively from The World (2004), Still Life (2006), and Ershisi cheng ji (24 city, 2008) 

will be briefly discussed to explore the dialectic relationship between the real and the 

unreal in Jia‘s new realism. 

 The World (2004) was the first Jia Zhangke film produced by an official studio 

(the Shanghai Studio) and distributed domestically. The film is set in a Beijing tourist 

spot that displays Lilliputian landmarks from all over of the world. The film mainly 

describes the love life of a girl named Xiaotao (Zhao Tao) from Shanxi Province working 

in the park as a Vegas-style show girl. Although the film looks significantly glossier than 

his previous three feature films, it still can be viewed as consistent with Jia‘s austere 

realist style and proclivity for portraying the underprivileged individuals with China‘s 

modernization process. However, within such a fundamentally realist mode of narration 

and style, the film includes five flash-based animation sequences. All five sequences are 

related to cell phones. In each of these sequences, the cell phone and the text message are 
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animated, as are the physical movements of characters promoted by the text messages. 

We see, for example, Xiao Tao going to a party and her boyfriend, Taisheng, going to 

meet his mistress (Ms. Liao) as a response to a text message exchange. Most importantly, 

the animation is built using flash, the animation building tool for cell phone applications, 

thus appearing decidedly cartoonish and even a little comic. The inserted animated 

sequences serve as an antithesis to the realistic style of the film. In terms of the narrative, 

animating instead of directly presenting the characters‘ limited physical mobility further 

confirms their entrapment in the so-called globalized world symbolized by the World 

Park.     

 While the animated sequences in The World appear orchestrated and thematically 

motivated, Jia‘s next feature film Still Life (2006) employs two ―magical‖ scenes in a 

decidedly realistic setting of the film. Still Life tells two unrelated stories of a man, Han 

Sanming (Han Sanming), and a woman, Shen Hong (Zhao Tao). Both leave Shanxi 

Province for the city of Fengjie in Sichuan province by the Yangtzi River to look for their 

estranged spouses. Many of the film‘s plots evolve against the background of the massive 

demolition and rebuilding of the over 2000-year-old historical city for the construction of 

the Three Gorges Dam. Due to their different social origins, Sanming‘s story represents 

the destroyed old world as he works as a temporary demolition worker, while Shen 

Hong‘s story showcases the new town that is being built when she looks for her husband, 

an official in a position of power. In both sub-stories, two ―supernatural‖ scenes are 

incorporated in the fashion of literary magical realism, i.e., treated as common matters 

with no explanation given. The first magical scene is observed from the balcony of the 
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apartment where Shen Hong stays for the night. After Shen Hong hangs her washed shirt 

above the balcony and goes back into the room, an unknown construction viewable from 

the room, seen in previous scenes, takes off like a rocket. The second magical scene 

occurs toward the end of the film. After Sanming and his construction worker friends bid 

farewell to each other, a man is shown walking on a thin cable in the sky high above 

them. As these two scenes are not directly motivated by the plot, they are open to the 

audience‘s interpretation. The first scene could be understood as a comment on the 

surreal quality of the reality recorded by the camera—buildings and construction sites 

that have been there for centuries disappearing overnight as if abducted by aliens. The 

second scene could be understood as a visual comment on the living conditions of those 

migrant construction workers: precarious while at the same time trying to have fun like 

an acrobat. The filmmaker‘s creative subjectivity shines through these two brief but 

significant scenes, which lifts the film from a mere objective recording of reality with 

more emotional substance.    

 In his 2008 feature film 24 City, the play between reality and fiction are 

augmented to an unprecedented level. Fictional elements are employed to structure the 

entire film, rather than just in several scenes as in The World and Still Life. Paradoxically, 

this more radical attempt is accompanied by the film‘s equally radical effort to be 

realistic. The film appears more radical in its approximation to documentary making than 

any of his previous endeavors. Going beyond a mere ―feel‖ of documentary through 

mise-en-scene or cinematography, the film adopts the one on one interview as the main 

format of the film. Eight interviews of related individuals who have worked for the same 
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bankrupted state-owned enterprise in Chengdu comprise the main body of the film. 

Among these eight interviewees, four are real workers and four are dramatized by film 

stars. These reenacted interviews are treated as real interviews, complete with the 

biographical information of the interviewees played by stars. The tension between the 

fictional and the real reaches its apex when the female worker played by Joan Chen tells 

the interviewer/director that she is nick-named ―Little Flower‖ after the title role of the 

film Xiaohua (Little flower, 1978). ―The one played by Chen Chong (Joan Chen),‖ says 

the female worker (played by Joan Chen) in the interview. After the interview, a 

sequence of the film Little Flower from 30 years ago starring the fresh-faced 18 year-old 

Joan Chen is shown in the film. In this highly self-reflexive sequence, the still-single 

worker Xiao Hua‘s sadness over her lost youth is compounded with the evolution of the 

actress Joan Chen and perhaps that of the audience‘s own memory as well.  

 Through the analysis of the fictional elements in Jia‘s three latest feature films, it 

is evident that Jia‘s brand of realism or hyper-realism is always in tension with the 

fictional and subjective elements, some of which are featured more prominently than 

others. This proves, in addition to the fact that Jia is an evolving and multi-dimensional 

filmmaker, that the heightened realism cannot be simply read as a social documentary. 

Instead, Jia‘s new realism always leaves room for aesthetic experiments.   

 

Conclusion  

 In general, the majority of the second art wave films resorts to a realistic mode in 

both styling and narration, with varying degrees of execution. This style shift serves to 
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distinguish new filmmakers from their famed art film predecessors. On the ground of 

these distinct tryouts from the Sixth Generation Cinema, Jia Zhangke pushes new realism 

to another level by developing his own brand of aesthetic realism. Thus Jia Zhangke, a 

―migrant‖ filmmaker hailing from outside of the center of power in both geographical 

terms and personal connections, broke the new ground for Chinese cinema. The ―rough‖ 

gritty realism he chose to pursue reflects both his disagreement with the dominant 

aesthetic of Chinese cinema at the time and the dearth of resources he possessed at the 

beginning of his career. This ―realistic‖ turn happened to be in sync with the patterns of 

cultural production in other arenas, notably the new realistic novels and the new 

documentary movement of the early 1990s. Yet unlike the new realistic novels, which 

were a reaction to the formal excesses of the avant-garde fiction of the 1980s, Jia 

Zhangke‘s new realism represents a step forward with formal experimentation for 

Chinese cinema. The long-shot composition and long-take cinematography has become 

his signature style, frequently coupled with elliptical story-telling, preserving the life 

stories of underprivileged but dignified people. Considering global art cinema masters 

such as Hou Hsiao-Hsien and Abbas Kiarostami, Jia Zhangke is by no means the first to 

delve into this long-take minimalism. Nevertheless, Jia successfully integrates this 

particular type of film language with ongoing Chinese reality by mobilizing sound design 

(especially popular music), art design, and costume design, and other elements in 

addition to cinematography. His films put the audience‘s identification with fictional 

characters in check and instead speak directly to the audience based on the same or 

similar epochal experience. Thus Jia Zhangke‘s new realist style was motivated by a 
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negative relationship with the perceived ―unrealistic‖ properties of previous Chinese 

films and imported Hollywood films, but it also represents some of the most rigorous 

formalism Chinese art cinema of the 1990s has to offer. Since then, directors like Wang 

Chao [Anyan guer (Orphans of Anyang, 2001)] and Li Yang [Mangjing (Blind Shaft, 

2002)] have to a great extent reproduced Jia Zhangke‘s strategy and success.   
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Chapter 4 The Expressionist: The World of Psychological and Symbolic 

Complexity 

 

Despite the dominance of new realism in Chinese art cinema works in the 1990s 

and beyond, there also developed another almost opposite style--expressionist style. 

While Jia Zhangke‘s aesthetic realism challenges conventional mainstream ―transparent‖ 

filmmaking with formalist strategies such as long takes, fixed camera position, and long- 

shot cinematography, it nevertheless emphasizes the ―recording‖ function of the film 

medium aiming to present reality with as little distortion or manipulation as possible. Jia 

Zhangke‘s Platform (2000) fully demonstrates his fixation on preserving ordinary 

Chinese peoples‘ experience of recent social transformation. In the mode of aesthetic 

realism, the external physical and social environment is of paramount importance. Much 

like what is shown in those long and extreme long shots, the characters often appear just 

as one small part of the visual presentation. With few facial close-ups and the frequently 

elliptical narrative, the psychology of on-screen characters becomes secondary to their 

actions and experiences that bear the epochal imprint.  

In contrast, many expressionist films take character psychology as the primary 

concern. Instead of striving to present an external social reality, expressionist films 

explore the fundamentals of human nature and the abstract philosophical issues 

confounding the screen characters. While the social reality recorded in realist films often 

dwells on the linear progression of time and China‘s economic reform (for instance, the 

time-marking pop songs in Platform), the existential dilemma portrayed in expressionist 
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films in general does not have as strong a connection to actual everyday life, though it 

could be broadly understood as the by-product of China‘s modernization. In this sense, 

Chinese expressionist films appear to share more spiritual affinity with some films of the 

post-war European art cinema than their realist counterparts. Against the general aesthetic 

tide of documentary realism, the number of such Chinese expressionist films is very 

limited, yet they do offer a powerful stylistic counter-reference to the dominant realism in 

the second art wave of Chinese art cinema. Of course, diversity prevails even within this 

small group of films. They are grouped together first and foremost because of their 

aesthetic oppositional value. Taken as a whole, these films are far less adventurous in 

formal experimentation, especially when compared to Jia Zhangke‘s formalist tendencies. 

These films excel at their sophisticated narrative strategies, many of which reflect a 

certain modernist sensibility. In the following section, several films from the 1990s will 

be discussed to illustrate three aspects of narrative highlights--the treatment of reality, 

psychological focus, and symbolic dimensions. 

 

The Improbable Reality – Suzhou River (1999), Lunar Eclipse (2000), and In the 

Heat of the Sun (1995)  

Instead of painstakingly convincing the audience of the truthfulness of the living 

history the film intends to record, expressionist films have a rather playful and non-

committal relationship with reality. These films are filled with imaginative details and 

plots, which may be introduced to reflect the characters‘ psychology or simply as a pure 

experiment with the narrative. A sense of uncertainty with regards to reality unites the 

following films.   
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 In both and Lunar Eclipse (dir. Wang Quan‘an, 1999) and Suzhou River (dir. Lou 

Ye, 2000), Vertigo-like female doubles serve as protagonists. Although the two films are 

distinctively different, it is an interesting coincidence that the two films came out in the 

same year with the same basic narrative tool. Lou Ye (b. 1965), an original member of 

the Sixth Generation directors, made two studio conventional films before Suzhou River. 

But it was Suzhou River that won him the grand prize of the International Film Festival 

Rotterdam in 2000 and really put him on the map of Chinese art cinema. Eclipse was the 

first film directed by Wang Quan‘an (b. 1965), who graduated from the Acting 

Department of the BFA in 1991, and waited almost a decade to make his directorial debut. 

The film won the FIPRESCI Prize at the Moscow International Film Festival in 2000 and 

enjoyed rave reviews from Chinese film scholars.     

The mysticism stirred up by the presence of two unrelated young women who 

look exactly the same sets the tone for the narratives and also guides the development of 

these plots. Rather than claiming that the truth is what is being represented on screen, the 

premise of both films lies in the tension between the narrative plausibility and ontological 

impossibility of the existence of two look-alike women. In both films, the two young 

women never actually meet each other. They belong to radically different circles of life 

and possess distinctive dispositions. In Lunar Eclipse, one girl is a quiet musician who 

decides to become a housewife by marrying a rich man, while the other is a hot-tempered 

actress-wannabe who frequents night clubs and offends gangsters. In Suzhou River, one 

girl is a sexually-active night club entertainer, while the other is an innocent young girl 

who falls for the escort hired by her father to facilitate an extramarital affair. The two 

pairs of female doubles would hardly cross each other‘s life roads if not for the men who 
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romance one girl only to meet the second after losing the first. The man serves as a link 

between two young women and helps to transmit information. Through the man‘s 

storytelling, the young women discover the existence of their doubles. Invariably dubious 

at first, the girls are eventually brought fact to face with their mysterious counterparts. 

The visual meetings, a sight of the other girl‘s corpse in Suzhou River and the other girl‘s 

picture in Lunar Eclipse, are nothing short of shocking for them. Especially in Lunar 

Eclipse, the film immediately cuts to a whistling approaching train on TV to comment on 

the subjective mental state of Yanan right after she looks at an enlarged picture of the 

other girl. The girl in the picture has the same face, but is clearly a different person at the 

same time with her distinctive hair style and facial expression. It is easy to link the train 

to the first public film screening of the Lumiere brothers‘ film in 1896. The uncanny 

meeting of the two women who are the same and different at the same time via a 

reproduced image is comparable to seeing the projected life-size moving images with 

illusion of depth from the point of view of the spectators of the early cinema. At this very 

moment, the story of female doubles can also be read as a comment on the relationship 

between cinema and reality. Such a relationship is fraught with ambiguity, nothing like 

the direct correlation mandated by Socialist realism and the recent new realism. Although 

the sighting of the other girl seems to eliminate the initial doubt, the meetings in both 

films never occur face to face. After all, seeing a corpse or a picture is not the same as 

meeting the real person.  Much as in classics such as Vertigo (1958) and The Double Life 

of Veronique (1991), the female doubles in Suzhou River and Lunar Eclipse never meet 

each other in the flesh. They either live separate lives unaware of each other‘s existence, 

or one of them has died and the other is left to seek out the mysterious connection. At the 
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end of the film, only one girl of the two lives on. After the tantalizing persuasion of the 

possibility of the double in the course of the film, the scientific normalcy of life is 

maintained in the end, at least on the surface, only with the specter of the dead forever 

haunting the living girl. Thus the relationship between the two female doubles, much like 

that between the diegetic world and reality, always occurs in a gray area between truth 

and fiction. It is an effective narrative tool to keep the viewers from taking the 

representation of reality as reality itself.    

Foregrounding the act of narration/story-telling is another way to reinforce the 

cinema‘s ambivalence with reality. Yangguang canlan de rizi (In the heat of the sun, 

1994) directed by Jiang Wen (b. 1963) is such an example. The personal and subjective 

narrative Jiang Wen used in this film forms a sharp contrast to Jia Zhangke‘s history-

writing in Platform. Jiang Wen was already an established film star in China by the time 

he made his directorial début with In the Heat of the Sun. Thanks to his complete lack of 

connections with the Beijing Film Academy (he graduated from the Central Drama 

Academy) and hence most of the other young art film directors, Jiang is a unique 

character in the field—though he does belong to the same age group, since he was born in 

the same year as Zhang Yuan. With In the Heat of the Sun and his two other films 

directed to date, Jiang Wen is widely considered one of the most original directors and 

most talented actors in China today. For a director as unclassifiable as Jiang, he has 

nevertheless shared the same passion for film and frustration with the status quo of 

Chinese cinema as other second art wave directors.  He also endured the same financial 

hardship in making his first film as others, although this ―luxuriously‖ budgeted film 

(about $2 million compared to Wang Xiaoshuai‘s less than $20,000 for his debut feature 
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The Days) proved to be an impressive domestic critical and commercial success.
1
 

Adapted from a novella ―Dongwu xiongmeng‖ by popular writer Wang Shuo, In the Heat 

of the Sun tells the story of an adolescent boy‘s first love in Beijing during the Cultural 

Revolution. Yet this film is completely different from the ―Cultural Revolution turn‖ of 

the Fifth Generation directors in the early 1990s,
2
 as this film is not about the cruelty of 

that perceived historical disaster. Instead, this film focuses on the memory of youth, 

sexual awakening, and the disillusionment associated with a rite of initiation. The 

anarchy brought about by the Cultural Revolution only magnifies the textures of youth.      

In terms of the motivation, In the Heat of the Sun is surprisingly similar to Jia 

Zhangke‘s Platform. Both directors made the films to commemorate their teenage years 

in the 1970s and 1980s, respectively. Yet these films represent two very different 

approaches. Jia Zhangke chose to write an impersonal history through detached film 

language and elliptical storytelling. Although the themes of yearning and disillusionment 

the film carries clash with those of the government‘s official history, the kind of 

―unofficial‖ memory the film purports to present is still written within the grid of that 

official history. The state political events are highlighted and cited as the structuring 

landmarks of time progression, such as the national day parade of 1984 and the failed 

student pro-democracy protest of 1989. Jia Zhangke might have started only wanting to 

commemorate his own youth spent in the small town of Fenyang, but he ended up writing 

                                                           
1
 For more details about the production of the film, see Jian Wen, Yibu dianying de dansheng [The birth of 

a film] (Wuhan: Changjiang wenyi chubanshe, 2005).  

 
2
 Zhang Yimou, Chen Kaige, and Tian Zhuangzhuang  all incorporated the topic of the Cultural Revolution 

in their films post-1989: To Live (1994), Farewell My Concubine (1993), The Blue Kite (1993).  
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an ambitious history which actually shares the mechanics of the official history—making 

a certain claim to transcendent truth.  

Jiang Wen‘s In the Heat of the Sun adopts a subjective narrative approach, which 

is the opposite of Jia Zhangke‘s history-writing. Instead of ―recording,‖ Jiang highlights 

the act of ―reminiscing.‖ The film starts with the narrator/director‘s voice over: ―The 

change of the city has made me unable to distinguish the illusion (huanjue) from truth 

when recalling things from the past.‖ Thus, from the very beginning the film emphasizes 

the unreliability of the narrator, since the whole film is supposedly born out of his mind, 

recounting events that happened 20 years earlier. As the film unfolds, a well-structured 

story about a 15-year-old boy‘s first love experience develops. Yet at the climax of the 

story, when the boy physically confronts the group leader (the new love interest of the 

girl of his dreams) the action suddenly enters a period of slow-motion. And the group 

leader seems unable to feel the pain from the boy‘s repeated punches to his stomach, 

while others on the scene look elsewhere. The ―fakeness‖ of the filmmaking is revealed. 

Accompanying the showing of the dysfunctional film set is the narrator‘s confession that 

he could never be quite so brave, and that the whole scene is his fabrication. Then he 

calls into question the whole narrated story and even the identity of the girl he loves. He 

also suddenly realizes that another girl he meets at the beginning of the film practically 

disappears from his later story-telling, and he decides to add her back. The narrator says 

through a voice-over, ―I am sad to come to the conclusion that one can never restore the 

truth, which is always hampered by the emotion and other motivations of the narrator…. 

Sometimes only a particular kind of sound or smell can bring one back to the truthful 

past.‖ The irreconcilable differences between history and truth or between reality and 
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literary/cinematic presentation are thus exposed to the fullest. Jiang Wen utilizes the 

disruptive narrative crisis present in the original novel, but the visual cues associated with 

exposing the fictional nature of filmmaking are all his own.  

In addition to questioning the possibility of presenting true experience from 

memory, the director tells a very subjective story. Different from Jia Zhangke‘s detached 

characterization and the intended representativeness, Jiang Wen invested a lot of his own 

biographical information in the protagonist. The central character takes the name the 

director once used in real life (Xiaojun), has the same hometown (Tangshan), and sees his 

father sent to Guizhou Province for a temporary military post. The main actor Xia Yu 

looks exactly like a younger Jiang Wen. The director just wants to tell his story, not the 

history based on a class of people. The result is unexpectedly fresh and new. The tone of 

the film is best summarized by the direct translation of the film‘s Chinese title ―bright 

sunny days.‖ Needless to say, the impression of ―bright sunny days‖ paired with the 

Cultural Revolution is at odds with both the official account and various individual 

cultural representations of that historical event. The personal and national tragedy 

shrouded in that ―dark age‖ is the most prevalent version. But the validity of Jiang Wen‘s 

alternative historical account is undeniable. Oblivious to the external political storm, the 

young teens living in the military compound of Beijing ruled the city after the departure 

of their older siblings to the countryside. By being impressionistic and subjective, the 

film offers an alternative take on official and popular history. While the ecstasies and 

pains of these teens experience growing up are rather universal, everything seems to be 

more acute when the individual youthful energy happens to resonate with the youthful 

and often damaging energy of a young republic. The closure of the film is the 
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culmination of this subjective story-telling. Ma Xiaojun‘s infatuation with the girl comes 

to a screeching halt after he tries to rape her out of desperation. The boy feels sad and 

isolated. The final scene from the past shows Ma Xiaojun diving into a swimming pool. 

His friends, including the girl he dearly loved, stand on the pool‘s edge. When he wants 

to get out of water, they initially extend their hands only to kick him back in, time after 

time. In the end he can only float face-up in the middle of the pool, looking at the blue 

sky in tears. The whole scene is surrealist rather than realist. The images of Ma Xiaojun‘s 

friends, especially seen from Ma‘s underwater perspective, are menacing and distorted 

much like the memory itself. The centerlessness and weightlessness of floating is the best 

conclusion to this initiation story.   

 

Psychological Drama—Postman (1995)  

 Some films do not adopt special narrative devices like female doubles to change 

the ontological basis of reality, nor do they challenge the possibility of truthfully 

representing reality through subjective story-telling. They choose a different narrative 

focus—human psychology. The aesthetic realism Jia Zhangke champions often depicts or 

appears to record the phenomenological lives of underprivileged people. In Xiao Wu 

(1997) and Platform (2000), the often fixed camera position and long shot composition 

coupled with sparse dialogue and lack of facial close-ups, make the description of 

character psychology secondary to the characters‘ interactions with the social or natural 

environment. The emotions and feelings underneath the façade of character actions are 

usually communicated in general terms, channeling the structure of feelings of director 

and audience. He Jianjun‘s filmmaking in the 1990s represented a radically different 
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narrative focus than Jia Zhangke‘s phenomenological recording. He Jianjun is fascinated 

with the inner worlds of characters. His sophomore feature Postman (1995), the top 

award winner of the International Film Festival Rotterdam, is a mature work of 

psychological drama that can hold its own against Jia Zhangke‘s Xiao Wu (1997) and the 

trend of aesthetic realism the film started.      

 He Jianjun was one of very few directors who did not seem to be influenced by 

the dominance of the documentary aesthetics in the 1990s. Because of his unique 

background and low profile, He Jianjun remains an obscure figure in the field.
3
 He does 

not have a college degree, and compared to others his connection with the Beijing Film 

Academy is further removed: he was enrolled in a non-degree continuing education 

program of film directing at the BFA from 1988 to 1990. Before that, however, he had 

already had rich industrial experience as a crew member working on the sets of Fourth 

and Fifth Generation directors‘ films. He started his career as a script supervisor for 

Huang Jianzhong‘s Ruyi (1980), and later worked as the assistant director for Chen 

Kaige‘s King of Children (1987). After completing the BFA‘s continuing education 

program, He worked as Assistant Director for Zhang Yimou‘s Raise the Red Lantern 

(1991) and Tian Zhuangzhuang‘s The Blue Kite (1993) before launching his own debut 

feature, Red Beads (1993). Since the glory days of the Fifth Generation directors in the 

1980s film school graduates had dominated the field. Filmmakers like He Jianjun, who 

got his primary filmmaking training from apprenticing on film sets, are very rare even 

today. It is generally believed that elitist film school education is more fitting for a 

                                                           
3
 One of the most important early archival book Wode sheyingji bu sahuang [My camera does not lie] on 

second wave filmmakers published in 2002 does not include He JIanjun.  
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parachuting auteur wanna-be than apprenticing up from the bottom of the industry ladder. 

Because of this, film scholar Zhang Xianming cited He Jianjun as a counter example of 

the accused elitist nature of the Sixth Generation directors.
4
 Interestingly, He Jianjun‘s 

first two features demonstrated a kind of modernist sensibility more forcefully than any 

of his college-degreed peers, leaving an indelible mark in the field. Unfortunately his 

later career development did not match the promise of his early works. After three 

independent films in the 1990s–Red Beads (1993), Postman (1994), and Fengjing 

(Scenery,1997)–and being blacklisted by the state,
5
 he started cooperating with legitimate 

sponsors such as the China Film Corporation and China Central TV (CCTV) with 1999‘s 

Hudie de weixiao (Butterfly smile). He kept a low profile in these ―legitimate‖ years until 

his latest work, Shuishang renjia (River People, 2009), surfaced at international film 

festivals. Boat People departs from the roots of his own psychological expressionism and 

leans towards Jia Zhangke‘s aesthetic realism. Like many others, He Jianjun is constantly 

adapting strategies and fighting for survival in a changing field. Maybe he is not as lucky 

as Jia Zhangke in terms of attention or awards garnered, but his early achievements 

should not be overlooked. 

      Postman is about a young post office worker, Xiaodou, who secretly reads 

other people‘s letters before delivering them. These letters reveal a world of secrecy 

under the veneer of the bland reality: forced sadomasochism, extramarital affairs, 

prostitution, suicide, drug use, homosexuality, AIDS, and other cultural taboos. Xiaodou 

                                                           
4
 Zhang Xianmin, Kanbujian de yinxiang [Invisible images] (Shanghai: Shanghai sanlian shudian, 2005), 

34.  

 
5
 He was one of the seven directors who were punished by the state because of their participation in the 

International Film Festival Rotterdam without official permission  in 1993. For details, see chapter 2.   
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not only reads their correspondence, but also tries to intervene. He writes an anonymous 

warning letter to a man who is having an affair; he makes home visits to a prostitute; he 

forges a ―happy‖ letter to the old parents whose children are considering suicide while 

roaming away from home; and he blocks communication between two gay lovers by 

holding all their correspondence. In the end, Xiaodou finds his interventions achieve little 

effect. Meanwhile, Xiaodou‘s own life also unfolds before the audience. He shares an old 

house with his sister, who hesitates to move out with her husband since it would leave the 

orphaned younger brother all by himself. Xiaodou also develops a sexual relationship 

with a female colleague at the post office. But neither his own office affair nor his 

voyeuristic hobby can save him from his own dark secret revealed near the end of the 

film—an incestuous relationship with his sister. Ironically, he is ultimately promoted and 

entrusted with a new neighborhood that consists of modern high-rise apartment buildings. 

The film ends with Xiaodou installing a new postbox in the ritzy neighborhood, shot 

from the point of view of his sister, wearing a complicated expression while working on a 

bus driving away from the snow-covered streets. 

 Postman adopts an open structure and chooses the personal voices embodied in 

the letters to directly reveal the characters‘ psychology. Hidden underneath otherwise 

unremarkable lives in the standardized living quarters of the city is a world exclusively 

consisting of social deviants. Some of the subjects are brought to the screen of Chinese 

cinema for the very first time. The first letter Xiao Dou reads, from a woman to a married 

man, hints that she is suffering from an abusive sexual relationship. ―He is a rude man,‖ 

her letter reads, ―our relationship is not normal. I am totally at his mercy. Sometimes he 

leaves me with no dignity. If I hadn‘t met you, I don‘t know…‖ The very description of 
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the sadomasochism immediately shrouds the film with a ―forbidden‖ feel that goes 

beyond the ordinary cinematic treatment of extramarital affairs. Most of the other topics 

presented by the film possess the same shock value. Issues like prostitution and 

homosexuality had never been portrayed in the mainstream media by the mid-1990s. Yet 

nothing is more shocking than the brother-sister incest revealed toward the end of the 

film, which has absolutely no precedent in the film history of the People‘s Republic. As a 

parallel storyline to the hidden world channeled through letters, Xiaodou‘s own dark 

secret was built up throughout the whole film. Xiaodou‘s sister constantly expresses her 

reluctance to leave Xiaodou behind by moving out with her newly-wedded husband. 

Xiaodou dismisses her attempt to find a girlfriend for him. He also secretly watches his 

sister taking a shower. Thus when the incest is finally revealed, the viewers are not totally 

unprepared.  

He Jianjun liked to use ―social reality‖ as the answer to the questions about his 

choice of materials for Postman.
6
 Although actual occurrences in the real world to a 

certain extent could motivate this cinematic presentation, the array of social and sexual 

aberration showcased by the film is obviously more of a cinematic construct than social 

reality. The voices of the letters are almost identical in their excessive lyrical diction 

despite their varied social background. The two young people‘s letters to their parents 

read like the following.         

Girl: We are too far away from home. What will tomorrow bring? 

How long is the road ahead of us? 

Boy: Mom, Dad. We are pretty well. She treats me well. There are 

too many people in the world. This world doesn‘t need us anymore. 

                                                           
6
 Wang Baoju, ―He Jianjun: yu huibai, yu feiyang‖ [He Jianjun: failed but spirited], Zhongguo xinshidai 

[China‘s new time] (Jan, Feb, 2002): 76.   
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Girl: I am working hard on my own things. But he is very tired. He 

should tell me why.  

Together: Mom, Dad, we are off on our way.    

These fragments of the letters like the passage above, sometimes quite obscure in their 

meaning, are more performative than realistic. They are more like soliloquies taken from 

the stage, rather than a portion of letters from the real life. When Zhan Xin, the gay lover 

sees Xiaodou for the first time in his apartment, he abruptly starts a long speech about 

drug use after picking up a syringe for no reason, ―…we feel drifted away, flying high, 

higher and higher. There was the vast wilderness below, melted with clouds. There were 

all clouds and wings. We were totally out of limits….‖ This passage does not serve any 

immediate narrative needs, not to mention that such a dramatic grandiose speech and 

gesture can hardly pass for realistic daily conversations. Just like the drug use, many 

issues in the film are presented for their shock value as forbidden topics. The sister-

brother incest is one example. Unlike Korean film Oldboy (2003) directed by Chan-wook 

Park, in which the sister-brother incest propels the development of the plot, the incest in 

Postman ends in revealing itself. The issue is brought out more for exhibition than 

contemplation or exploration. Neither Xiaodou nor the sister makes any direct reference 

to the incest, and the film ends shortly after the exposure of the incest. The sexual 

problems of other people are treated in the same manner. Just like a stage tableau, these 

social phenomena are portrayed without depth. Xiaodou‘s intervention can be interpreted 

as a projected correction of his own behavior. But as his actions prove to be rather erratic 

and becomes increasingly weaker, his intervention proves to be irrelevant. The only thing 

he has achieved is deepening other people‘s pain by blocking their communication 

deliberately (as in the case of the two young people) or unwittingly (the gay lovers). 
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During this process, he has transformed from an omnipotent all-knowing God-like figure, 

as he orders the married man to submit all of the correspondence and swear off the 

connection to his mistress, to an almost dear friend as he voluntarily pays the overdue 

rent for the gay man before even meeting him in person. For all the secrets exposed 

through the letters, no analysis is offered or explanation given. Thus a realistic reading in 

the line of ―new social problems‖ as the director claimed in interviews will not work. The 

psychological ―tableau‖ of various characters is presented for its rather striking and 

abstract signification.  

  One interpretation could be the sharp contrast between the external and the inner 

world, between the appearance and what lies beneath. Tellingly, Xiaodou makes a 

comment to his female colleague from the post office at one point of the film, ―why do 

people say things in letters that they can‘t say face to face?‖ Later the pair practices their 

own code of differing behavior, appearing indifferent to each other in the office even 

when they become sexually involved. It is this difference in interpersonal communication 

between the private and the public that constitutes the main narrative texture of the film. 

For the private or psychological interior, the film employs the literary element (speech 

through voiceovers) to directly reveal the characters‘ psychology and substitute for visual 

action. The lyrical first-person letter confessions are also set in contrast with the 

mechanical stamping sound of the post office—the main site of Xiaodou‘s 

professional/public life. The repeated pounding of the seal in the post-office has almost 

become a trope that effectively indicates the emptiness and mechanical nature of 

everyday life while helping transitions between scenes. For the public or social exterior, 

the film employs a special camera movement and framing to construct the outer space 
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inhabited by the characters. Throughout the film, the camera often pans over the house 

and the apartment buildings. In contrast, Jia Zhangke seldom uses panning for interior 

scenes. The opening scene of the film carefully examines the interior of the house where 

Xiaodou and his sister live. The camera slowly pans from the roof and walls to the 

furniture from a low angle, while the sister and her fiancé are heard having sex off screen, 

and then talking about their plan of moving after their wedding. Similar shots of the 

house interior repeat at the end of the film, before revealing the sister and brother in bed. 

The similar dynamics of human intimacy and the impersonal space can be observed in the 

lovemaking scene of Xiaodou and his female colleague. The sex scene is intercut with 

static shots of the dark office furniture. The shot of the apartment buildings and the two 

huge parallel factory chimneys are extensively used between the scenes as transitions. At 

times, the high angle shot produces a crushing effect on the central character, as is seen 

when he goes to visit the gay man, and when Xiaodou leaves the quarreling sister and 

sister-in-law. The recurring motif of the interior space has become He Jianjun‘s signature. 

His first feature Red Beads also repeatedly shows the interior of a mental hospital as the 

camera hypnotically pans.   

He Jianjun‘s Postman represents a dramatic approach that is different from the 

documentary-inspired realist approach in making art films. Moving away from action-

packed and goal-oriented mainstream dramas, the drama in such art films often dwells on 

sexuality. For instance, no less than three independent films chose homosexuality as their 

focus: Zhang Yuan‘s East Palace, West Palace (1996), Liu Binjian‘s Nannan nvnv (Man 

Man Woman Woman, 1999), and Li Yu‘s Jinnian xiatian (Fish and elephant, 2001). 

While screening sexuality is a powerful way for filmmakers to explore human nature and 
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relationships, it is also a structurally-determined aesthetic choice which coincides with 

marketing needs both domestically and internationally. Domestically, unconventional 

subject choices help independent films differentiate themselves from officially sanctioned 

―clean‖ films. Given the anticipated severe outcome for political commentaries, the 

sexual taboos (which are edgy but potentially more tolerable for the authorities) are 

especially favored by independent filmmakers. It is an effective differentiating strategy in 

a conservative cinematic climate under strong cultural censorship like China. The 

domestic DVD distributors are especially keen to use such a strategy. The DVD covers of 

many independent films, legitimate or pirated, feature sexually provocative stills that 

strongly suggest soft-porn films to the consumers, even though the sex scenes in these 

three films are far from significant. Internationally, the choice of such sexually 

provocative topics as incest and homosexuality is also very effective for marketing films 

in the film festival circuit. It not only places these films in the tradition of the European 

art cinema
7
 but also easily solicits sympathy as a censorship violator. He Jianjun‘s 

Postman can be understood as a product of such a structurally-motivated working 

strategy.   

 

The Symbolic Dimension: Red Beads (1993) and Rainclouds over Wushan (1996) 

 If He Jianjun‘s Postman rejects a realist reading, there are still other films that 

achieve an even higher level of existential abstraction and philosophical depth. Their 

symbolic signification exceeds any realistic portrayals and concerns. These films often 

present issues and themes so abstract and transcendent that the films themselves are not 

                                                           
7
 Steve, Neale, ―Art Cinema as Institution.‖ Screen 22. No. 1 (1981): 15.  
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as closely tied to any specific time-period or location as in many new realist films. The 

new realist films often emphasize the unique experiences of certain groups of Chinese 

citizens in the reform era or the not-so-distant Socialist past, like the 1970s. Although this 

kind of Chinese film was quite rare, this branch of expressionist films arguably departed 

the farthest from realism with an unmistakable modernist sensibility. This section focuses 

on He Jianjun‘s Red Beads (1993) and Zhang Ming‘s Rainclouds Over Wushan (1996).  

He Jianjun‘s first feature Red Beads (Xuanlian, 1993) was a standout film both 

thematically and stylistically. This black-and-white feature tells a story of a young male 

nurse at a mental hospital who falls in love with a beautiful female patient and becomes 

ill himself. The rich symbolism and the modernist expressionistic mise-en-scene of the 

film go far beyond its simple storyline. The main site of the film—the mental hospital—

is a symbolic space for power confrontation between the oppressor and the oppressed. 

Incidentally, the jailed patients all appear to be elitist intellectuals. For example, one 

featured patient always mimes playing a guitar and another always murmurs about the 

superiority of Chinese painting over Chinese literature. Those intellectuals are jailed 

because of their dreams. The doctors/oppressors want the patients to confess about their 

dreams. They will be free to walk away as long as they do not dream any more.  The 

newly admitted female patient Jiyun (Shi Ke) goes through many interrogative sessions 

with Dr. Sha (sounds the same as ―kill‖ in Chinese) over her dreams. Her repeated broken 

verbal accounts about her dreams form the central trope of the film. She always dreams 

about red beads. In her first session, she tells Dr. Sha, ―I can‘t remember (my dream) 

clearly. There were just many red beads, all over place, also in the hallway. I pick them 

up, make them into a necklace.‖ Later as Jiyun and a male nurse named Jingsheng 
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develop a mutual affection, Jiyun exchanges her dream for Jingsheng‘s home address. 

Her second account hints the passing-down of her dream to Jingsheng, ―My beads were 

lost. He took them away.‖ When she meets Jingsheng at his home, she tells Jingsheng 

that she no longer dreams and will be released shortly. Behind her back, Dr. Sha has 

obtained Jijun‘s mother‘s signature to remove a part of her brain to ensure that ―she 

won‘t have so many thoughts.‖ Yet Jingsheng falls ill. He soon finds himself in the 

interrogation room talking about red beads. He says, ―I had a lot of beads, all over the 

hallway. I picked them up, so many, and made a necklace and belt out of them. They are 

so red.‖ The film ends with Jiyun joins Jingsheng at an outside restaurant on an optimistic 

note. Jiyun says, ―This winter was not very cold. Will we have a chilly early spring? The 

spring is coming.‖ It is unclear how the couple both escape from the hospital or whether 

they can still dream. The optimism seems more out of the director‘s subjective wish 

rather than the natural development of the film plot. The last scene nicely echoes the 

opening scene of the film, in which Jingsheng is waiting alone in the same noisy 

restaurant.  

Red beads, the striking trope of the film, symbolize idealism or variants of 

idealism such as truth, love and beauty. The interaction between doctors and patients over 

dreams begs a symbolic reading. Rather than referring to the actual biological activity of 

dreaming, here dreaming obviously means aspirations for things not allowed by the 

authorities/doctors such as truth, freedom or democracy. The opposition between the 

elites and the authorities is dramatized into the confrontation between the jailed mental 

patients and the doctors. This film immediately invites reading it as a comment on the 

aftermath of the Tiananmen Crackdown of 1989. The student-led pro-democracy protest 
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was the culminating event of the decade‘s long idealism built on the dream of Chinese 

modernization by Chinese elites. Its failure marked the end of an era. Since then, 

intellectuals fell from their pedestal and society started to embrace utilitarian 

commercialism. The film is also keen to set this newly-developed commercialism as the 

background by including comments about how everybody only thinks about making 

money now. It is first heard in random conversations between other diners near Jingsheng 

in the restaurant at the beginning of the film and then between two male nurses. However, 

the message carried by the film is so penetrating and far-reaching that it can transcend 

this historical reading. Isn‘t the opposition between intellectuals and authorities a 

universal one? Isn‘t an institution of discipline like the mental hospital a perfect setting to 

question the boundary between sanity and insanity? The film Red Beads understands the 

relativity of sanity or truth perfectly. Early on, the nurse Xiao Yang warns Jingsheng, ―It 

(the hospital) is not the place to stay. Who can tell who is normal and who is abnormal? 

Maybe it is us who are sick. Even the good ones may turn insane after coming here.‖ 

Later Jingsheng goes through the exact process of boundary crossing from a nurse to a 

patient by falling in love with the beautiful patient Jiyun, hence proving the irony of such 

labeling as insanity.                 

The use of haunting symbolic language is one of He Jianjun‘s most original 

contributions.  The recurring motif of red beads effectively encapsulates the essence and 

mysticism of dreaming and the associated idealism in Red Beads. He Jianjun uses the 

same symbolic language in Postman to describe the unspeakable taboo of the sister-

brother incest. The most central imagery is the conversation about peaches and bleeding 

between Xiaodou and his sister. The conversation appears twice. When Xiaodou and his 
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sister appear on the screen together for the first time (eating dinner in the house), they 

starts a conversation recalling an incident of their childhood. The two of them tried to 

steal peaches and were chased. The brother says, ―I remember your skirt was broken and 

your leg was slashed, bleeding a lot.‖ And the sister says, ―You were in 1
st
 grade at the 

time, wanting to eat peaches all day. But we have never tasted the peaches.‖ The 

conversation is repeated with a little variation when the sister and brother rest on the bed 

after sex toward the end of the film. The brother says, ―Your skirt was torn that day. You 

bled a lot under the bridge. It is so dark.‖ And the sister says, ―I ate the peaches from the 

orchard that day. You were not there.‖ While the first conversation can be perceived as 

realistic, the later repetition clearly displays its symbolic meaning. Peaches symbolize the 

incestual sexual desire. The phrases like ―torn skirts‖ and ―bleeding‖ symbolize the 

sexual act and the loss of virginity. The sister‘s changed account in the second 

conversation manifests her moral burden and her attempt to deny the existence of the 

incest. Nevertheless, it was in Red Beads that symbolic language is more extensively and 

effectively used. For its symbolic language, symbolic plotting, and the highly intellectual 

abstraction of themes, Red Beads stood out as an incomparable Chinese Modernist work 

in the second wave of Chinese art film and beyond.     

Another director who largely worked within the European Modernist symbolic 

tradition is Zhang Ming (b. 1961). Zhang Ming majored in oil painting in college and 

graduated from the Master‘s Program of film directing at the Beijing Film Academy in 

1991. He stayed in the BFA and now works as a professor in the Department of Film 

Directing. In 1996, Zhang completed his first feature Rainclouds over Wushan. The film 

got the support of the Beijing Film Studio in the production stage, but it did not pass 
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censorship, due to its obscure narrative and message.
8
 As with other truly independent 

features, the film was never released in China but travelled widely in the international 

film festival circuit with several important wins.  Later the DVD version of the film was 

released in China. With its tantalizing title, which means ―sex in Wushan‖ in classical 

Chinese, the DVD was packaged as a soft pornographic film. Rainclouds over Wushan 

broke new ground for Chinese films on many levels.  

Very notably, the film adopts a well-integrated three-segment narrative structure. 

The first part features a man named Mai Qiang who works alone at a signal station by the 

Yangtze River. One day his friend comes to visit him and tries to hook him up with a 

prostitute, to no avail. The second part features a widow in the town of Wushan on the 

other side of the river. Much of the town will soon disappear underwater, with the 

completion of the imminent Three Gorges Dam project.  She is trapped in an affair with 

the manager of the hotel where she works, as a means to get by in a difficult life with her 

son. The third part features a young policeman who is busying preparing for his wedding. 

One day the policeman comes to the hotel and investigates an alleged rape case against 

the widow. The signal operator Mai Qiang is brought to the police station as the primary 

suspect. Although Mai Qiang admits to having sex with the woman by taking her as a 

prostitute, the woman vehemently denies the rape charges. In the end, Mai Qiang is 

released, and one day he gathers the courage to swim across the river and find the woman. 

The two protagonists meet for the first time at the end of the film. The woman‘s strong 

reaction, a mix of anger and affection, indicates a budding romance between the two.   

                                                           
8
 Cheng Qingsong and Huang Ou, Wode sheyingji bu sahuang [My camera does not lie], 21-23.   



165 

 

The overall visual style of Wushan is similar to Jia Zhangke‘s stripped-down 

realism, especially the first segment of the film in which the signal operator Mai Qiang 

receives two guests in his workstation. The subdued color, the bare setting, minimal 

dialogue, and lack of action all seem to fall into the same aesthetic register of Xiao Wu 

and Platform, although the camera position is never as stationary as in those two films. 

Just like Jia Zhangke‘s choice of Fenyang, Zhang Ming also chose his hometown 

Wushan as the primary locale of his first film. This is why Wushan has the same 

authentic mise-en-scene and exudes the same kind of organic intimacy between the 

characters and their environment.  

However, upon closer inspection, Wushan is never obsessed with the mundane 

details of everyday life like many other documentary style feature films. The mechanics 

of the filming directly serves the theme of the film. The ―boring‖ sequences of the film 

are meant to showcase the boredom and sexual anxiety of the characters, which paves the 

way for the sexual encounter between the two main characters later in the film, whereas 

Jia Zhangke often uses the most detached method to shoot potentially exciting scenes in 

Platform. Wushan is more ambitious than simply ―recording‖ the original state of life 

(yuanshengtai) by selecting and constructing a more abstract theme of existential depth 

that faces the film characters. This theme touches upon expectations for life in general 

and sexual desire in particular. Zhang Ming uses the English phrase ―In Expectation‖ as 

the supplementary title of the film. Its corresponding Chinese translation (zai qidai 

zhizhong) conspicuously appears several times in the film as a Chinese movie title on a 

poster on a wall just across from the hotel.  Considering how ill-fitted this Chinese phrase 

is for a film title, ―in expectation‖ is undoubtedly the message the director anxiously 
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wants to express through the film. Despite their boring life as a beacon signal operator 

and a cheap hotel receptionist, Mai Qiang and Chen Qing nonetheless hold expectations 

of true love. That is why Mai Qiang turns down the goodwill of his friend and rejects the 

advances of a prostitute at the beginning of the film, and Chen Qing is determined to end 

the affair with the hotel manager and looks forward to getting married again. Their 

expectations for life are considerably complicated by the imminent drowning of the town 

due to the Three Gorges Dam. The director carefully reinforces this information by 

various means (TV news, casual chatting between characters, and the striking 175 meter 

drowning line on various buildings) throughout the film. Although the main characters 

never directly respond to this situation, a sense of uncertainty and even doom effectively 

intensifies the desires of the characters. But the social development only works as an 

intensifier. It does not overtly bear down on the characters‘ courses of action. What 

Zhang Ming wants to emphasize is not history but transcendent human connections. In 

other words, the symbolic dimension outweighs the socio-economic impact on the 

characters of films like Xiao Wu and Platform. The human connections presented in the 

film seem to be mysterious and unspeakable. In the first segment, Mai Qiang tells his 

friend that he dreams about a person without providing more information. And when he 

is interrogated by the police why he chose Chen Qing as the sexual partner, he says that 

―I felt that I had seen her before.‖ So he does feel a connection before finally engaging in 

sexual activities. Similarly, Chen Qing often thinks someone is calling her name, but it 

turns out to be nobody. The audience can only guess or wish from Chen Qing‘s 

complicated reactions—a mixture of anger and intimacy—when the two finally meet at 
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the end of film, that she also feels the preexisting connection and joins the sexual 

encounter willingly.  

The theme of the ambiguous and mysterious human connection explains the 

untraditional narrative structure of the film. After spending two thirds of the film 

describing the state of being of the male and female protagonist separately, the dramatic 

conflict surrounding the relationship between the two erupts in the third segment in the 

form of an alleged rape case. The lovely young policeman Wu Gang serves as the 

facilitator and also as a nice contrast to the two. Mai Qiang seems to live in a 

perpetuating blankness as he can hardly recall the day of the week or remember things 

that happened two days before. In contrast, Wu Gang has a clear goal set, which is to 

prepare for his wedding. Every time Wu Gang appears on the screen, he has moved on to 

the next step of the preparation: preparing the ring, buying furniture, buying fridges, 

buying the paint, and finally having candies ready for the ceremony. The presence of Wu 

Gang reinforces the miserable blank lives of the other two, making their eventual 

encounter all the more important to them and the truth of the rape case all the more 

desirable. Nevertheless, the most essential event of the film—the (sexual) encounter 

between the two protagonists—is not shown. Only various discourses are presented. To 

the eyewitness, the hotel manager Lao Mo, it was a rape; to Mai Qiang, it was having sex 

with a prostitute with whom he feels a spiritual connection; Chen Qing‘s silence bars the 

audience from knowing what the event really meant to her. But in the end, Mai Qiang is 

released because Chen Qing does not acknowledge the matter as a rape case. It actually 

puts Chen Qing in a morally awkward position. Did she really agree to have sex with Mai 

Qiang because Mai Qiang mistakenly took her for a prostitute? That does not seem to be 
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what Chen Qing would do based on the description of her in the second segment of the 

film. Although she did have an affair with her manager, she is by no means a loose 

woman. Or did she lie to avoid the invisible burden of a rape victim? The film 

deliberately deletes Chen Qing‘s final answer to the policeman‘s question about whether 

Mai Qiang forced himself on her. What exactly happened on that day and whether the 

two will be together eventually remains a mystery. By denying the audience the complete 

truth about the sexual encounter between the two protagonists, the film reinforces the 

ambiguous connections between them. In Jia Zhangke‘s Platform, the elliptical 

description of the romance and marriage between Cui Mingliang and Yin Ruijuan 

emphasizes a life routine propelled by time and dispensed with passion, which many 

people call ―reality‖ in everyday discourse. In Wushan, the connection between Mai 

Qiang and Chen Qing is much more mysterious, and seems to both transcend the 

quotidian reality and anticipate miracles. In this regard, Wushan is similar to Suzhou 

River and Eclipse as they all explore mysterious human connections.           

To describe the connection between a man and a woman, Zhang Ming skips the 

usual route of courtship or romance and directly focuses on sex. Indeed, it is not often 

seen in Chinese films that the first encounter of the two protagonists leads directly to sex. 

Zhang Ming likes to explore the human relationship in such dramatic and primitive terms. 

His other modernist work Jieguo (Before born, 2005) chose pregnancy as the lingering 

evidence of the man-woman relationship. The logic is similar to using sex as the ultimate 

man-woman connection in Wushan. This entire film is about desires in need of a sexual 

outlet. The film‘s Chinese title Wushan yunyu hints the name of the shooting locale 

Wushan, but it also cleverly borrows from a classical Chinese phrase that refers to sex 
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between a man and woman. The film touches upon several different kinds of sex: the sex 

that can be bought with money, sex based on convenience, sex based on violence, and the 

kind of sex that may be based on pre-existing connections. The sexual activity between 

Mai Qiang and Chen Qing is turned into a mystery. One thing that is certain is that Mai 

Qiang and Chen Qing‘s encounter is always shadowed by prostitution—the result of the 

rampant commercialization of Chinese society in the 1990s. The ending of the film seems 

to point to a mutual willingness between the two protagonists, but a profound ambiguity 

remains. The audience can only wish the best for the protagonists, which will take 

nothing less than a miracle.     

In addition to the theme and the narrative structure, there are three other details 

that help the film reach a higher symbolic ground and distinguish itself from other realist 

works with a similar stripped-down outlook. One is a recurring visual motif that 

integrates the three narrative segments of the film: a shot of two fish in a red bucket 

appears three times. Particularly, the shot has exactly the same choreographed sequences 

as with Mai Qiang and Chen Qin. Both of them are ready to kill one live fish for dinner. 

Both of them stare at two fishes in their hands for some time before finally deciding on 

one, and only end up changing to the other one in the end. The fish in a red bucket 

appears a third time in the police station as the station‘s allocated food for policeman Wu 

Gang. Like the recurring verbal motif in Red Beads and Postman, the visual fish motif 

has a structuring as well as a signifying function. The live fish in a small bucket waiting 

to be killed seems to resonate with the existential condition of the characters, albeit in a 

more radical way.  The characters are faced with an approaching life-changing event—

the drowning of the city—that is completely out of their control. But interestingly, the 
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two protagonists also serve as fate-deciding gods in their choosing which fish to kill. It is 

an interesting change of roles and reinforces their helplessness.        

Second, the film features some occasional attention-calling editing techniques, 

especially the jump-cut and flash forward. In the first narrative segment, several jump 

cuts are used during the long sequences of the boring get-together between Mai Qiang, 

his friend, and the prostitute. The most notable is when the three of them are seated 

around a table without speaking. Mai Qiang faces the audience, his friend is seated at the 

screen left and the girl is seated at the screen right. The shot is immediately cut to the 

same still only with the two guests changing sides and some eggs added to the table. 

Jarring shots like this, though not abundant, demonstrate the director‘s knowledge of 

European art film classics like Breathless and also his own appetite for formal 

experimentation.           

Finally, the score used in the film reveals the director‘s European Modernist 

sensibility more than any other element. The original music for the film is an orchestrated 

piece—uncertain, moody, and sometimes disharmonious, with a distinctive European 

modernist feel. This score might be the most obvious difference from Jia Zhangke, who 

only used diegetic pop songs in Xiao Wu and a sparingly used reserved cello piece for 

Platform.  Zhang Ming mentioned several times in his interviews that his favorite film is 

L’ Adventure by Antonioni.
9
 The score in Wushan reminds the audience of that film 

immediately.   

                                                           
9
 Cheng Qingsong and Huang Ou, ―Zhang Ming: dianying peiwo duguo manman change‖ [Film helps me 

to get through long nights] in Wode sheyingji bu sahuang: xianfeng dianyingren dangan –shengyu 1961-

1970 [My camera does not lie: the files of avant-garde filmmakers-born 1961-1970] (Beiing: Zhongguo 

youyi chuban gongsi, 2002), 26.  
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In the New Millennium    

 Despite the limited quantity of the expressionist films, their very existence 

testifies to stylistic diversity and achievements of the second art wave. Probably because 

of its more detached relationship with Chinese reality relative to documentary or aesthetic 

realism, the expressionist style is by no means a popular stylistic choice. With the 

intensification of the marketization of the Chinese film industry after 2000, such films 

became even rarer. After Lunar Eclipse, Wang Quan‘an mainly adopted a realist 

approach in his later films including his Golden Bear winner Tuya’s Marriage (2007). He 

Jianjun struggled to find his place inside the system before returning to the film festival 

circuit with a realist work, River People (2009). Only a few films seem to have carried on 

the torch of the expressionist style. The avant-garde playwright Meng Jinghui‘s cinematic 

debut Xiang jimao yiyang fei (Chicken poet, 2002) is a weird and ironic Faustian tale 

about a poet with a writing block. Zhang Ming‘s Before Born (2005) employs pregnancy 

as a trope to discuss the abstract issues of human relationships. Finally, Jiang Wen‘s third 

film Taiyang zhaochang shengqi (The sun also rises, 2007) follows his usual subjective 

style and tells three inter-connected stories about birth, passion, and betrayal in a magical 

setting.         
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Chapter 5 The In-Betweens: the Sixth Generation Cinema of the 1990s 

 

 Compared to the explosive brilliance of the Fifth Generation cinema in the 1980s 

(1984-1988), China‘s second art wave developed gradually throughout the 1990s. One of 

the most prominent styles of the second art wave—aesthetic realism—did not arrive until 

Jia Zhangke‘s Xiao Wu in 1997. As described in chapter 3, films with apparent counter-

realist aesthetics also surfaced, albeit in a scattered manner. Several films made by He 

Jianjun and Zhang Ming serve as excellent examples. With these two opposing positions 

described, the task of this chapter is to examine the films in-between. In terms of style 

and narrative, these films were pulled in two different directions—realist and 

expressionist—but pursued neither with rigor. As the result, they generally appear rather 

modest in their formal or narrative experimentation and thus approximate the mainstream 

conventional aesthetics more closely than realist and expressionist films. I will further 

argue that this particular group of in-between films was especially associated with the 

filmmaking of the so-called Sixth Generation directors in the 1990s. Not only did their 

early films signal the two aesthetic tendencies respectively, but some of the individual 

films interestingly manifested the two opposing aesthetics at the same time. Being the 

early group that garnered the critics‘ attention, the Sixth Generation directors initiated the 

second art wave and paved the way for the appearance of more radical positions such as 

Jia Zhangke‘s aesthetic realist films and He Jianjun‘s expressionist films. In this chapter, 

the Sixth Generation directors and their associated cinema will be critically reexamined. 

Then, four films from the three most talented directors of the group—Zhang Yuan, Wang 
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Xiaoshuai, and Lou Ye—will be analyzed to demonstrate their pioneering contributions 

to the new realist and expressionist style as well as their innovative blending of the two.     

 

The Sixth Generation Directors 

 The naming of the Sixth Generation Directors is the last chapter of the elitist 

generational myth. Just as the Fifth Generation directors are defined as the Beijing Film 

Academy graduates of 1982, the original definition of the Sixth Generation directors 

refers to the BFA graduates of the Directing Department (with the exception of Zhang 

Yuan from the Cinematography Department) in 1989 and 1991.
1
 The graduates of the 

Film Directing Department in 1989 and 1991 were the very next full-time classes 

recruited after the Fifth Generation directors. Logistically and symbolically, the passing 

of the torch of Chinese art cinema from the Fifth Generation directors to the Sixth 

Generation directors became an irresistible discourse for those with the interests of 

Chinese art cinema at heart, especially during a time in which the Fifth Generation 

Directors turned increasingly commercial and melodramatic. Later on in its academic and 

popular usage, the label of the Sixth Generation directors also included many other young 

directors who engaged in independent productions and/or were active in international 

film festivals such as Jia Zhangke and Zhang Ming. The broadened designation testified 

to the opening-up of the field and the diversification of Chinese filmmaking. Just as the 

Socialist Film System no longer controlled all filmmaking activity and personnel, the 

Film Directing Department of the BFA or even the BFA itself no longer monopolized the 

                                                           
1
 Dai Jinhua, Wuzhong fengjing: Zhongguo dianying wenhua 1978-1998 [Scenery in the fog: Chinese Film 

Culture 1978-1998] (Beijing: Beijing daxue chubanshe, 1999), 353.  
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filmmakers for artistic filmmaking. In a way, the exclusiveness and prestige of the BFA, 

especially its Department of Directing, was buttressed by the controlled division of labor 

of an enclosed film system. With the disintegration of this system, the label of Sixth 

Generation Directors and Cinema has gradually outgrown its usefulness in terms of 

claiming the possession of Chinese art cinema.  

 However, as a historical phenomenon, it is worth exploring its stylistic 

characteristics and evolution. In addition, the names associated with the group remain the 

leaders of the Chinese art cinema to the present day. This chapter treats the Sixth 

Generation Directors and Cinema as a historical phenomenon and employs its narrow 

definition. Among the 21 students
2
 of the four-year graduating classes of the Film 

Directing Department in 1989 and 1991, only some were well-known and are still active 

today: Wang Xiaoshuai, Lou Ye, Hu Xueyang, Lu Xuechang, Zhang Yuan (from 

Cinematography Department) from the 1989 class and Guan Hu and Li Xin from the 

1991 class. In particular, Zhang Yuan, Wang Xiaoshuai, and Lou Ye have the highest 

profiles in the field and are widely considered the leaders of Chinese art cinema. Among 

these three, Zhang Yuan seemed the most adventurous in terms of pushing the envelope 

early on; Lou Ye started from in-system production (his second film was a horror film) 

but became more radical in later years, exploring sensitive subject matters such as the  

June 4
th

 Incident [Yiheyuan (Summer palace, 2007)] and homosexuality (Spring Fever, 

2009); Wang Xiaoshuai has always been a modest innovator who excels at consistently 

                                                           
2
 The Beijing Film Academy, the student roster of the 1985 and 1987class in the Directing Department, 

http://www.bfa.edu.cn/yx/2006-05/24/content_8997.htm and http://www.bfa.edu.cn/yx/2006-

05/24/content_4995.htm (accessed June 15, 2010).  
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making quality films with good narratives and thus has the most potential to cross over to 

the mainstream. These three directors graduated in the same year and worked closely 

with each other during their early careers. Wang Xiaoshuai was closely involved in the 

preproduction of Zhang Yuan‘s debut feature Mama (1990) and was set to direct it
3
; 

Wang Xiaoshuai and Lou Ye supported each other by playing roles in each other‘s first 

film—The Days (1993) and Zhoumo qingren (Weekend Lover, 1994). Although grouping 

often does more harm than good, these three directors indeed share the same training, 

possess similar dispositions, and are truly representative of the Sixth Generation Cinema.   

 Their early films produced in the first half of the 1990s made a strong realist 

impression in the field and therefore successfully differentiated themselves from the Fifth 

Generation directors. By shifting the narrative focuses to the here and now and to 

youthful urban tales, their films differed from the Fifth Generation directors‘ national 

allegory of the 1980s and melodramatic historical sagas of the early 1990s. Zhang Yuan‘s 

first feature Mama (1990) tells the story of a mother and her mentally retarded son. As 

this project was originally initiated by a film studio
4
, his second feature Beijing Bastard 

(1992), which portrays the life of a group of Chinese rock musicians, was his true 

directorial debut. Wang Xiaoshuai‘s first feature The Days (1993) recorded the 

deterioration of the relationship of a painter couple. Lou Ye‘s first film Weekend Lover 

(1994) describes a love triangle between a girl, a petty criminal, and a rock musician. As 

                                                           
3
 Cheng Qingsong and Huang Ou, ―Wang Xiaoshuai de dianying zhilv‖ [Wang Xiaoshuai‘s film journey], 

in Wode sheyingji bu sahuang: xianfeng dianyingren dangan –shengyu 1961-1970 [My camera does not lie: 

the files of avant-garde filmmakers-born 1961-1970] (Beijing: Zhongguo youyi chuban gongsi, 2002), 309.  

 
4
 Cheng Qingsong and Huang Ou, ―Zhang Yuan: ziyou di shuxie‖ [Zhang Yuan: create freely], in Wode 

sheyingji bu sahuang: xianfeng dianyingren dangan –shengyu 1961-1970 [My camera does not lie: the files 

of avant-garde filmmakers-born 1961-1970] (Beijing: Zhongguo youyi chuban gongsi, 2002), 112.    
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described in chapter 2, these young filmmakers had a close ties to the burgeoning 

Chinese rock music scene and branded themselves with the same individualistic and 

narcissistic spirit. Perhaps the biggest contribution of these films lies in their thematic 

novelty. The projected self-image through artists and rockers on screen did constitute a 

certain kind of reality of contemporary Chinese society—a version of alternative youth—

that was never before portrayed onscreen. Compared to Jia Zhangke‘s realist works, these 

films do not have the same systematic formal strategy or Jia‘s humanitarian stance. They 

also lack the intricate narrative strategies and transcendent depth of He Jianjun and Zhang 

Ming‘s expressionist films. But such a comparison is probably unfair. The Sixth 

Generation cinema was a structurally-defined historical phenomenon, which was 

innovative only as much as it needed to be in an oppressive barren cultural environment 

in the immediate aftermath of the Tiananmen Crackdown of 1989. Most importantly, the 

Sixth Generation directors and their early films announced the arrival of Chinese 

independent filmmaking. To a great extent they laid the groundwork for the development 

of the other two more distinctive stylistic positions despite some temporal overlapping. 

These films of rockers and artists were ultimately ―me‖ films, which struck a perfect 

chord with the newly acquired creative freedom bestowed by independent production.      

 Despite being valued primarily for new cinematic subjects and difficult means of 

production, the Sixth Generation Cinema represented by these three directors are far from 

bland and boring as some critics claimed.
5
 What is of particular interest to me is the 

simultaneous presence in their early filmmaking of the two opposing stylistic impulses as 

                                                           
5
 Paul G. Pickowicz, ―Social and Political Dynamics of Underground Filmmaking in China,‖ in From 

Underground to Independent: Alternative Film Culture in Contemporary China, ed. Paul G. Pickowicz and 

Yingjin Zhang (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2006), 7. 
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described in the previous two chapters. After the three directors graduated from the BFA 

in 1989, they were immediately attracted to the new realism as a position-taking strategy, 

and also because of the influence of the powerful new documentary movement. But at the 

same time, their films inevitably reflected their academic training in the BFA and their 

familiarity with European art cinema masters. In many details of their films, if not the 

overall narrative structure and film language, their Modernist sensibility shines through. 

The two very early works of the second art wave, Zhang Yuan‘s Beijing Bastards (1993) 

and Wang Xiaoshuai‘s The Days (1993), represented realist and expressionist tendencies 

respectively. These two early films demonstrated the young directors‘ own take on 

realism and expressionism and anticipated more radical realist and expressionist works 

later in the decade. Probably due to the modesty of their experimentation, directors like 

Zhang Yuan and Wang Xiaoshuai were also among the first to temper their experimental 

spirits and adapt their filmmaking to the domestic market. Hence their later works in the 

decade demonstrated their ability to bring drama into realist and expressionist films, such 

as Wang Xiaoshuai‘s Biandan gunian (So close to paradise, 1998) and Zhang Yuan‘s 

East Palace, West Palace (1996). More interesting are the films that reflect these two 

aesthetic choices simultaneously, such as Zhang Yuan‘s Mama (1990) and Lou Ye‘s 

Suzhou River (1997). This unique ―combination‖ style arguably represents the biggest 

contribution of the Sixth Generation Cinema to the field.  

 

The New Realist Precursor—Beijing Bastards (1993)  

 Beijing Bastards was Zhang Yuan‘s second film. Compared to his first film, 

Mama (1990), it was a truly independent production in terms of its inception, financing, 
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and distribution. Together with Wang Xiaoshuai‘s The Days, which came out the same 

year, the two films announced the beginning of Chinese independent cinema. The 

principal funding for Beijing Bastards came from a financial award from France and the 

Hubert Bals Fund of the Film Festival Rotterdam. Hong Kong-based film industry 

veteran Shu Kei and cinematographer Christopher Doyle were also credited in this film 

as producers. For his subject matter Zhang Yuan took advantage of his long working 

relationship with Chinese rock musicians as their music video director.  Cui Jian, widely 

known as the father of Chinese rock music, played a prominent role in the film. Beyond 

just starring in the film, Cui Jian was also its co-producer and co-writer.      

The film displays fragments of lives from the world of rockers, painters, party 

organizers, writers, and other self-regarded intellectual ―outlaws‖ in Beijing. Three 

largely unrelated stories can be identified, punctuated by the scenes of performances by 

two prominent Chinese rock musicians—Cui Jian and Dou Wei.  A young man named 

Kazi is looking for his missing pregnant girlfriend Maomao, who refuses his request to 

abort the baby at the beginning of the film. A rock band has to move out of their current 

rehearsal place while busy practicing and performing at rock parties. The writer Daqing 

(Tang Danian) enlists the help of a neighborhood hooligan to get his painter friend‘s 

money back. Throughout the film, the progression of each sub-plot is minimal. Only the 

story of the young man and his pregnant girlfriend provides something close to an over-

arch for the film. The film starts with the fight between the two in the rain, and ends with 

the scene in which the man finally finds her with the newborn baby and walks into the 

street with newfound purpose and confidence.  
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The film does not provide well-rounded characters or complete stories. The 

exposition for the narrative is frequently retarded. The director does not make any effort 

to introduce the multiple characters involved in the three sub-stories.  The lead character 

Kazi, who has the most screen time in the film, has a presence as blurry as anybody else. 

The audience knows nothing about him as a person beyond seeing him sleeping at his 

parent‘s place, talking to the lead singer of the band (Cui Jian), and calling his 

girlfriend‘s friend, Li Ying, from a college dormitory, among other things. In many 

scenes, the low-key indoor lighting and lack of close-ups make it difficult for the 

audience to recognize and distinguish characters. Several remain nameless in the film, 

like the members of a group that chats in a dorm room about paintings and selling music. 

In the third storyline, Daqing seeks help from hooligan Yuan Honghai to get money back 

for his painter friend Huang Yelu. The three meet in a restaurant, where Huang and Yuan 

subsequently engage in a hostile drinking contest and finally break into a brawl. Although 

Huang repeatedly shouts that Yuan looks down upon them after the fight, Yuan‘s 

contempt is not demonstrated on the screen. Therefore the hostility between Yuan and 

Huang is not clearly explained, not to mention that the actual fighting happens in such 

darkness that the audience can hardly see anything. The locations in many scenes are shot 

without sufficient exposition, either. The scene in which Daqing comes home to find his 

place is ransacked, is immediately followed by a man playing a guitar sitting in a bed in 

an apartment with Cui Jian looking out of a window to inspect the construction noises 

from upstairs. No explanation of Cui Jian‘s whereabouts is given before the film quickly 

cuts back to Daqing making comments about the hooligans. Murky locations and 

characters partially cause the lack of character action and plot development. How Kazi 
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finally finds his girlfriend, ending a process of frequent phone calls and aimless 

wandering—the major driving force for the film‘s narrative—is unknown. Thus, the film 

has dispensed with the causal chain that constitutes a plausible plot.  

The muted characters and stories give way to an impressionistic portrayal of an 

emergent subcultural group and their way of life. It seems that the director merely aims to 

bring these urban ―artsy‖ wanderers onto the screen and expose their untraditional life to 

the audience without exploring it in any depth. The documentary aesthetic Zhang Yuan 

employs perfectly fits this kind of ―anthropological‖ or ―exhibitionist‖ approach towards 

characterization and narrative. The film weaves together the fragments of these people‘s 

lives to provide a glimpse into this circle of artist slackers in its most authentic form. 

Zhang Yuan admits that the film only had a very sketchy script and accommodated many 

changes on-set every day.
6
 Indeed, many sequences appear to be shot spontaneously. In 

these sequences, the dialogue is improvised and full of profanity; both of which were rare 

in Chinese cinema by then. The scenes after the fight between the drunken painter Huang 

and hooligan Yuan utilizes this strategy to the fullest. In the two three-minute long scenes 

separated by a sequence of music performance, the two drunken friends (painter and 

writer) virtually talk about nothing other than repeatedly accusing each other being drunk 

and calling each other stupid, with profanity-filled language. The profanity the film 

contains is a good indicator of the raw realism the film flaunts: offensive, powerful, and 

real. The mise-en-scene of the film embraces the same logic. Most scenes use natural 

                                                           
6
 Berry, Michael,‖Zhang Yuan: Working up a Sweat in a Celluloid Sauna,‖ in Speaking in Images: 

Interviews with Contemporary Chinese Filmmakers (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 147.  
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lighting and consequently many indoor scenes are inadequately lit for a clearer view. A 

dark gray color palette is used for most of the scenes.  

The dark tone and unpredictability of this raw realist style strikes a perfect chord 

with the screened life of those intellectual slackers.  Later in the film, the writer Daqing 

directly addresses the camera/audience, uttering a passage not unlike a manifesto, ―We 

are all social outsiders, doing whatever we feel like to do.‖ He is obviously proud of the 

freedom his life offers, but at the same time also paints recklessness and danger onto his 

face by comparing himself to real social outlaws. Indeed, with its gritty realist images, 

the film never beautifies this contradiction-ridden sub-culture, as there is always 

something lacking for its characters. Kazi looks for Maomao (love); Huang Yelu wants 

his money back (wealth); the band is looking for a permanent rehearsal place (stability 

and recognition). These young people are living a distinctive life in the realm of the sub-

culture. They are savoring exhilarating freedom as well as a sense of loss. The numerous 

eager faces of the enthralled young people attending the rock concerts in the film 

powerfully take the screened subculture to a wider social base.  

To a great extent, the raw energy exuding from this new way of making films 

compensates for the lack of fineness in characterization and narrative. The extensive use 

of music performances in the film also fulfills the same function. Altogether, the film 

features eight rock songs, six of which are staged performances from an onscreen band 

consisting of real-life rock stars. The rock band‘s troubles with their rehearsal place 

constitutes one of the film‘s main story lines, which functions to logically provide the 

band with performances in the film, more than serving any substantial narrative purpose. 

Screening long sequences of music performances in a non-musical film had rarely been 
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done before in China. Zhang Yuan weaves the music performances into the narrative with 

a dexterity acquired as a moonlighting music video director for Cui Jian‘s rock band and 

others during the early 1990s. The genre-defying director makes music performance an 

integral part of the film and spends generous screen time on it. For example, the overture 

for Dou Wei‘s song ―Dreaming‖ lasts for a full screen minute. Long screen time aside, 

the performances are shot from multiple angles and through fluid camera movement with 

bright and colorful lighting. The performances are glamorized, forming a sharp contrast 

to the gritty mise-en-scene and many impersonal long shots of the film‘s real-life 

sequences. Rather than exuding the raw energy of the rock concert footage, the music 

performances in the film are shot in such a beautified way that it seems to embody an 

idealized sphere of spiritual sanctuary for these young people. With frequent intercutting 

between performance and scenes from the other two story lines, the lyrics of the 

performance closely complement and comment on the plot and the characters. In the 

opening scene, cross-cut with the fight between the two lovers, Cui Jian sings a love song. 

Near the end of the film when Kazi falls to painful self-medication, Dou Wei performs 

―dreaming,‖ retreating into the sub-consciousness. The most direct and daring comment 

is provided by Cui Jian‘s ―The Last Complaint.‖ After the college student Jing Ling was 

driven out of Kazi‘s apartment, the camera follows her into the streets of Beijing. The 

streets then lead to Tiananmen Square. The camera lingers in Tiananmen Square in the 

rain with tenderness, wistfulness, and regret—an obvious emotional tribute to the 

Tiananmen Massacre in 1989. The scene is immediately followed by Cui Jian reciting the 

lyrics of his song on stage in the dark, mimicking the effect of a commemorative speech. 

The full lyrics of the song are:  
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I remember that day.  

My heart has unspeakable feelings.  

I am walking straight into the wind, anger in my soul.  

I don‘t know when I was hurt.  

But I am inspired by the pain.  

I want to find the source of that rage.  

But we can only walk straight into the wind.  

We want to vent all my feeling.  

We can only walk straight into the wind.  

We want to forget we were hurt.  

We can only walk into the wind.  

I want to bring the last complaint to an end.  

We can only walk into the wind. 

 

Combined with the previous sequences of Tiananmen Square, this song makes the 

strongest political statement for the film by implicitly referring to the June 4
th

 incident 

with words like ―hurt‖, ―rage‖, and ―complaint.‖ It was an absolutely taboo subject in 

Chinese media then, and it still is today to comment on the Tiananmen Square 

Crackdown of 1989. This particular sequence is perhaps the most daring political 

comment in all the Chinese feature films made in the 1990, independent or otherwise. 

This narrative digression also fully testifies to the authorial presence of the director. As 

an author, he can arrange random elements into the film independent of narrative that are 

of only personal interest. In fact, the very act of employing rock music in the film bears 

the director‘s personal imprint. The intimate knowledge of rock music and the close 

relationship with the rock stars cannot possibly be expected from the directors of the 

1980s.  Blending rock music to the film enriches its texture, bringing a rock music 

sensibility and proving the director‘s ability to handle materials across genres and media.  

For all its extensive use of music performances and frequent willful narrative 

digressions, Beijing Bastards was not a complete statement film for new realism like 
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Xiao Wu (1997). It was more of a vehicle to demonstrate how the director can push the 

envelope, given the freedom bestowed by independent production. Using a gritty 

documentary approach is just among several things the director tried out in this film. 

Compared to the solid and poetic portrayal of everyday life in his first film Mama (1990), 

Zhang Yuan went further in Beijing Bastards in terms of pursuing the artistic 

verisimilitude to real life. The raw aesthetics displayed in such a documentary portrayal 

of the everyday life reached a new height for the second art wave movement. The 

director‘s efforts for realistic presentation are attention-grabbing, becoming almost as 

important as the stories he is trying to tell. It anticipated the more thoughtful and 

systematic strategy of Jia Zhangke‘s new realist films later in the decade. In Beijing 

Bastard, the novelty of unscripted impromptu shooting almost outweighs the artistic 

value of such means. Although far from mature, it did pave the way for all of the 

directors who share an impulse for documenting, including Jia Zhangke.  

 

The Expressionist Precursor – The Days (1993) 

Zhang Yuan‘s good friend Wang Xiaoshuai made his own independent film The 

Days (1993) the same year as Zhang Yuan‘s Beijing Bastards. Although the two films 

frequently compete for the title of the first independent Chinese film, they are very 

different in style. In contrast to the broad narrative scope and radical stylistic choices of 

Beijing Bastards, The Days demonstrates Wang Xiaoshuai‘s inclination toward quality 

filmmaking and his lyrical cinematic treatment of emotional subtlety. Indeed, The Days 

signaled a quite different creative direction than Beijing Bastards.          
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The film portrays the gradual collapse of the marriage between two painters. 

Wang Xiaoshuai‘s friends and real-life painter couple Yu Hong and Liu Xiaodong play 

the lead roles in the film, which was shot only on weekends when the couple was free 

from their day jobs.
7
 Despite the fragmented shooting schedule, the finished film was 

quite complete in its narrative structure and exquisite in its exploration of marriage and 

relationships.        

The Days is not a dramatic film. The film‘s stories are minimal. At its beginning, 

the painter couple who teach at a high school attached to the prestigious Central Art 

Academy find themselves in dire economic straits. The husband Dong‘s dream of selling 

his paintings to the US is dashed time and again. What is worse, the boredom of life and 

the sense of staleness between the couple bear down on Dong‘s creativity and their 

relationship. The wife, Chun, starts looking for a way out the marriage; Dong is saddened 

but does nothing to stop her. Then Chun finds herself pregnant. After an abortion, Chun 

suggests going to Dong‘ hometown for a visit. The trip marks their final days together. 

Chun goes abroad soon after, and Dong goes mad. In general the film is pushed forward 

by the atmospheric mood of melancholy and despair, rather than the causal-effect 

advancement of the plot. The film does not offer many explicit causes for the crisis of the 

marriage. The narrator just states that ―they have been together for too long.‖ While a 

long-time relationship might kill the freshness between lovers, it does not serve as a 

strong enough reason for divorce. After all, there are many successful marriages in this 

world that stand the test of time. Neither does the film offer any solutions. Dong is 
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 Berry, Michael, ―Wang Xiaoshuai: Banned in China‖ in Speaking in Images: Interviews with 

Contemporary Chinese Filmmakers (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 166. 
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practically an anti-hero. His passivity only makes the collapse of the marriage inevitable 

and exacerbates the depression. Although he is saddened by the failure of the marriage, 

he has not taken any real action to save this marriage or to make more money. It is his 

wife that decides to take action to get out of their shared life of hopeless boredom.  Going 

abroad, abortion, and visiting his hometown are all his wife‘s ideas and moves, not his. 

Although at the train station of his hometown he finally asks his wife to stay, it is too 

little and too late. The potential drama promised by the wife‘s affair with their college 

classmates and her decision to go abroad is all downplayed. Without goal-oriented 

protagonists and a cause-effect propelled story, the director seemingly invites the 

audience to savor the futility of marriage and meaninglessness of life together with Dong 

instead of entertaining them in any other way.   

The cinematic scope of The Days is extremely limited. The film centers around 

the husband and wife. Except for a brief scene where Dong meets his friend (Lou Ye) and 

a scene with Dong‘s family there are no other speaking roles. Most of the sequences are 

shot on the campus of the high school which the director and the couple once attended 

and at which the husband was teaching in real life. The larger social environment is only 

briefly commented on (Chun says ―Beijing changes so fast.‖) but is never actually shown. 

The limited narrative scope was directly caused by the lack of resources. The film, after 

all, was completed with merely 100,000 RMB ($15,000).
8
 But the resulting narrative 

fixation on character psychology was surprisingly fresh and effective. There were no 
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 Cheng Qingsong and Huang Ou, ―Wang Xiaoshuai de dianying zhilv‖ [Wang Xiaoshuai‘s film journey], 

312.  
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prior contemporary films that displayed the same kind of interest and expertise in 

portraying such intricate subtlety of emotion and relationship.  

Two instances of this interest and expertise stand out. When Dong sees the letters 

from the US to his wife Chun, he knows that Chun has started contacting their college 

classmates and possibly her former lover. He feels threatened but still pretends that he 

does not care, in order to keep his dignity. His wife, on the other hand, takes this as an 

opportunity to test Dong. ―She wants him to stop her,‖ the narrator says. The wife finally 

confronts husband with the letter and asks him why he does not care and whether he 

wants to read the letter. The husband refuses. And when they take a stroll outside after 

the conversation, the husband suggests splitting, officially producing the first crack in 

their marriage. In this stage of initial crisis, the emotional route of the couple, shadowed 

by their own concerns and motivations, is wonderfully tortuous in its complex layers and 

unexpected turns.  

The hometown trip toward the end of the film is another example. After Chun 

aborts the pregnancy, cutting any possible ties of staying in this marriage, she suggests 

visiting his remote hometown together. The suggestion comes across as an endearing act 

for the Beijing-born wife. Apparently they have not gone back together since they got 

married, though this is basic Chinese etiquette to introduce the wife to the husband‘s 

family. Such a ritual is usually expected before the start of a new marriage, but here it is 

performed before the end of Dong and Chun‘s. While they both know the trip will be 

followed by the final parting, they still try their best to enjoy the intimacy of a newly-

wedded couple. This bitter-sweet moment is typical of Wang Xiaoshuai‘s films. Towards 

the end of the trip, when the husband finally gathers the courage to try to stop her from 
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leaving, Chun has already made up her mind. Again, the missed timing and the failed 

expectations deepen the tragedy of a collapsed marriage between a couple who may still 

hold affection for each other deep down inside.         

These two examples demonstrate the kind of psychological complexity The Days 

portrays. Unfortunately, the film is not capable of expressing these intricate emotions 

entirely through visual presentation, dialogue, or performance. Very often, the narrator‘s 

lengthy voice-over is used to explicitly explain the emotional tenets, or set up the 

premises of a scene. Wang Xiaoshuai himself narrates the film as a friend of the husband 

Dong—his true identity in real life.  In one early scene, the narrator says, ―they went to 

school, painted, fell in love together since they were 16. Then they went to college, 

graduated, and returned to the high school to teach together. Year after year, their life is 

boring and poor. They are like an old couple except that they never have a decent 

home….‖ At the train station just prior to Dong‘s final efforts, the narrator says, ―In the 

warm afternoon in this hometown at the train station built by the Japanese, he suddenly 

realized that all is temporary, and that the connection between them is so fragile. But 

neither of them wants to face it because the problem has been there for too long.‖ Perhaps 

more than the need for exposition, those lyrical oral passages showcase the director‘s 

strong desire to express himself in telling his friend‘s story. The director‘s eagerness to 

tell the story sometimes even outweighs the story itself, rendering the film into a virtual 

director‘s ―essay‖ or ―diary.‖  In this cinematic essay, the director records, recounts, and 

commemorates, but does not dissect or analyze. While the director‘s sincerity is beyond 

doubt, there is certain degree of narcissism that prevents the film from achieving 

emotional resonance it otherwise might be capable of.                        
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Stylistically, the film does not intend to draw attention. Instead, the smooth 

camera movement, proper framing, and invisible editing are used for most of the film. 

The black-and-white cinematography exudes austerity and poetic beauty. It is another 

instance in which the production conditions have affected the aesthetic outcome, for the 

better. Compared to Beijing Bastards, Wang Xiaoshuai‘s solid technique, perhaps guided 

by his own ―non-flashy‖ cinematic philosophy, produced a well-made quality film 

despite an impossibly low budget. Nevertheless, in some composition and editing details, 

the director‘s thoughtfulness and personal signature still shine through. For example, the 

visit to Dong‘s elementary school is preceded by several static shots of the school 

playground (Figure 12). Each shot lasts three seconds. This string of shots reflects an 

internal rhythm that seems to silently commemorate Dong‘s childhood. Occasionally, the 

film also features some under-edited scenes that clearly witness the director‘s stylistic 

choices.  The opening sex scene and Dong‘s painting scene are two such examples. The 

couple is first introduced to the audience via a sex scene, which is frequently inter-cut 

with inanimate shots of surroundings. The placement and the lengthy take of this sex 

scene all speak to the unique vision of the director. Consistent with the lack of action in 

the overall film, the film is filled with static shots of the main characters, in which the 

character just sits there preoccupied with his or her own thoughts and does nothing.  
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            Figure 12 The four consecutive shots of inanimate objects on campus in The Days. 

 

Wang Xiaoshuai‘s The Days was a triumph for ultra-low budget independent film 

production. Most importantly, it broke ground for the kind of expressionist films that 

excel at portraying human interiority and discuss existential issues. Its considerate and 

rational execution of personal style also paves the way for some art wave directors to 

cross over to the mainstream in the late 1990s and beyond.       

 

The Combination Style Case 1 – Mama (1990)  
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 Zhang Yuan‘s Mama was the film that jumpstarted the Sixth Generation Cinema 

as well as the second art wave. The pre-production of the film started while Zhang Yuan 

and Wang Xiaoshuai were still at the BFA, when the Children‘s Film Studio handed them 

the screenplay. Later the studio gave up on the project and Wang Xiaoshuai also dropped 

off, but Zhang Yuan decided to finish this project on his own. The film tells the story of a 

virtual single mother‘s difficult life with her mentally handicapped son. The film was 

made with only 100,000 RMB ($15,000) and was released domestically with a purchased 

label from the Xi‘an Film Studio. The film performed poorly domestically—only 3 

copies were sold according to Zhang Yuan.
9
 —but it won several awards in the director‘s 

trips to over 100 international film festivals.
10

 Putting aside the technical issues such as 

obtaining the clearance for domestic release, this film without a doubt showcased the 

economic viability of low-budget independent Chinese features, exclusively relying on 

the overseas festival market, and marked a true beginning for the second art wave.   

 On the surface, the film pitches the theme of eulogizing the sacrificing mother and 

bringing attention to disabled children as a social phenomenon. Both themes perfectly 

fulfill the social responsibility demanded by the cultural authorities and also have the 

potential of tapping into Chinese cinema‘s own melodramatic tradition. However, a 

close-reading of the film will reveal that the film is far from a conventional mainstream 

feature. Particularly, its effective combination of documentary footage with expressionist 

sensibility demonstrates the originality of this refreshing film.  
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 In addition to the detailed portrayal of the everyday life of the mother and the son, 

the use of the documentary footage also accentuates the realistic tone of the film. Colored 

documentary footage of mentally disabled children, and interviews with real-life mothers 

are inserted throughout the otherwise black and white film. This might be the most 

conspicuous realist influence on display. It also signals Zhang Yuan‘s infatuation with 

documentaries and anticipates his productive documentary-making in the future. The use 

of documentary footage in a feature film was seldom seen in previous Chinese films and 

therefore represented a bold choice for the director at the time. The faces of real-life 

mentally challenged children appear several times in the film. Especially at the beginning 

of the film, the close-ups of these children‘s faces are accompanied by disharmonious 

music which seemingly aims for shock value. Just as powerful as the faces of these 

mentally challenged children are their mothers‘ accounts of the challenges posed by 

raising them.  The mothers speaking directly to the camera tell genuinely touching stories. 

They voice the public humiliation they receive, the difficulty of finding schools for their 

children, their worries about the livelihood of their children after they pass away, and call 

for new laws to provide a footing in the society for their children. Notably, protagonist 

Liang Dan, who is played by screenwriter Qin Yan, is also included in the interview 

lineup. She recounts her belief that her son can be cured. Her accounts also provide a plot 

transition for the film. After she mentions her son Dongdong‘s reaction to her husband‘s 

visit, the film cuts to just that. In addition to color documentary footage, some of the 

street scenes included in the main body of the film appear to be taken directly from real 

life, not staged. This again anticipates the multiple street-scenes in Xiao Wu (1997), 

Anyang Guer (2001), and others.  
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 The strong documentary elements of the film co-exist with its expressionist 

touches. In many places, the film departs from regular mainstream features.  The plot of 

the film focuses on the hopelessness of the son‘s case and the choice the mother has, but 

is unwilling to commit. The absence of the husband centers the film on the mother and 

her 13 year-old son who cannot even speak due to his mental illness. Starting from the 

rejection of her son by the school, the film mainly consists of some the fragments of their 

life: the library the mother works at refuses to allow her son at work; the mother leaves 

the son at home, and the son has an accident; the son‘s father comes back for a short visit; 

the mother holds a birthday party for the son; the mother decides to test her son by 

pretending to leave him on the street, which still solicits zero responses from the son; the 

mother accidently poisons her son who is fortunately saved in the hospital; the mother 

goes with the son to her parents‘ house in the countryside. The film then ends when the 

mother and the son wait for the train back to the city. The son walks away, and the 

mother frenetically tries to look for him. The film does have a certain build-up towards 

the most dramatic episode of the film—the accidental drugging of the son in an overall 

downward spiral of the situation. But what follows witnesses the director‘s rather liberal 

approach in plotting. Their trip to the country side is motivated by the mother‘s attempt to 

awaken the son‘s memory of being a healthy kid. But this segment does not offer a real 

solution to the problem; it only provides a relief from the dominance of the sad home 

space with beautiful outdoor idyllic shots. Visiting the countryside directly leads to the 

abrupt ending. Throughout the film, the son‘s situation remains hopeless. The mother 

feels pressured to give him up by sending him to a welfare hospital, but she does not 

make a decision even at the end of the film.  
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The lack of a goal or solution distinguishes this film from other mainstream films 

about disabled children and their mothers. Sun Zhou‘s film Piaoliang mama (Breaking 

the Silence, 2000) offers such a contrast. In it, the single mother (Gong Li) has a strong 

wish for her son who is suffering from hearing loss. That is to enter him in the schools for 

normal students with a hearing aid and home speech coaching. After the son fights with 

other kids at school and breaks his hearing aids, the mother‘s goals are readjusted: she 

needs to gather enough money to buy a new pair of hearing aids and persuade the son to 

wear them again. In the end, the mother fulfills both of her aims. Compared to this film, 

Mama lacks specific goals, any rewarding progress, or a solution. The mother says in a 

voice over at the end of the film that she has tried treating her son at all the hospitals and 

enrolling her son at all the schools in the last two years, but the process was never shown 

on screen. The epilogue of the film reinforces this by over-correcting the problem 

through a narration accompanied by visuals of new schools for mentally challenged 

children. The authoritative male voice, in sharp contrast to the mother‘s hopeless 

murmuring, narrates the total population of mentally sick children in China and the fact 

that there have been many schools built since 1988. In the end, the narration particularly 

points out that the fate of one such as Dongdong and his mother will be changed. It is 

unclear whether the epilogue was requested by censorship—but it certainly appears so. In 

a way, this epilogue voiceover echoes the documentary elements of the film by stating 

the statistics. But the intrusive conclusion about Dongdong and the mother only 

reinforces the inconclusiveness of the original feature.  

 The most memorable expressionist element of the film is the recurring visual 

motif of the rituals between the mother and son. There are two rituals shown: the massage 
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at the beginning of the film and the wrapping towards the end of the film. The film starts 

with a close shot of the son‘s naked skin covered with water drops. The mother is 

massaging his body and speaks to the unresponsive son in a soft voice. The scene consists 

of many close-ups and medium shots connected by swift cutting. With a sudden change 

of music, the scene cuts to the portraits of other mentally challenged children. The 

portraits of those children are shown against a dark background, one by one. With their 

erratic and twisted facial expressions, they appear more menacing than adorable or 

sympathetic. This seemingly incongruous documentary montage works for the sequence 

in its consistent mysterious tone. After twice cutting to the documentary footage, the 

opening sequence ends with a medium long shot of the son lying on the bed naked. The 

son‘s static posing is shot on a frameless bed and against the barren wall to striking visual 

effect ( 

Figure 13). With the light coming from the unseen window above the bed, the 

composition of this shot displays a painterly elegance and even some religious solemnity. 

This same shot appears a second time right after the son interrupts the mother and her 

lover‘s intimacy. The unexplained insertion only makes the shot more abstract and 

mysterious. Preceding the film title credits, this highly ritualistic opening sequence, 

mixed with documentary footage, is largely independent of the film‘s narrative. After the 

title credits, the film switches to a more conventional narrative mode. The mother is seen 

talking to a teacher and a principle about their decision to expel her son from the school. 

Only at the mid-point of the film when the mother mentions in passing to her doctor 

girlfriend— ―the massage you suggested…‖—is the rationale behind the massaging 

sequence explained. But the topic is just left hanging in the air as the doctor friend does 
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not comment on it at all. The entire opening sequence offers a striking visual motif that 

contrasts with the everyday minutiae that constitutes the bulk of the film‘s narrative. The 

sequence testifies to the director‘s creative freedom and his understanding of the mother-

son relationship.  

 

Figure 13 The son lies on bed in Mama.  

 

Figure 14 The mother wraps up the son in Mama. 
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The ritual of massaging is later replaced by wrapping. The son develops epilepsy 

at the mid-point of the film. Following the doctor friend‘s suggestion, the mother starts 

using white bandages to wrap the son when epilepsy strikes ( 

Figure 14). The wrapping sequence echoes the massaging sequence at the 

beginning of the film in terms of setting and framing. The sequence obviously combines 

wrapping in different settings through editing. Just like the massaging sequence, the 

striking visual effect and the symbolism in display in the wrapping ritual eclipse any 

practical narrative functions. It seems that the almost religious ritual displays a kind of 

spiritual connection between the mother and son, which might be difficult to observe with 

the communication between them blocked. The wrapping theme also appears in the final 

segment of the film. When the frenetic mother finally finds the son lying in the grass by 

the railway station, she immediately starts wrapping him as the film ends. 

There are other worthy moments of the film that momentarily break away from 

the realistic mode and surprise the audience with its expressionist power and poetic 

lyricism. The final scene of the film is such an example. The long sequence of the 

mother‘s running and looking for the lost son are meant to convey the mother‘s 

subjective mental state. The scene is shot with a hand-held camera, dramatically changing 

from frontal shots to back shots and thus displaying strong emotion. The scene is intercut 

again with the documentary footage of other disabled children seen in the opening 

sequence. The director uses the form, not thematic closure, to echo the starting scene and 

conclude the film. Indeed, the mother is in a total loss and panic in the last scene, which 

accurately summarizes the tenets of the film. The tree sequence is another good example. 

In it, the mother is forced to leave the son at home by himself. The son falls to the ground 
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and faints. When he wakes up, he sees the trees outside of the window and recalls his 

mother‘s story about the tree ( 

Figure 15). This beautiful point of view shot is a rare moment in the film when 

the narrative shifts to the son‘s perspective. It provides a lyrical pause for an otherwise 

stern realist film.        

 

 

Figure 15 A shot of the tree from the son's point of view in Mama. 

 

As the first feature of the second art wave, Mama was an impressive debut for the 

young director. The film adopts a generally realist approach in story-telling. The added 

documentary footages are meant to reinforce the film‘s claim of truth and represent a 

formalistic experiment at the same time. However, the film also subtly incorporates many 

expressionist elements. From the unconventional narrative structure to a few standout 

memorable scenes, the film quietly distinguishes itself from other mainstream features 
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like Sun Zhou‘s Breaking the Silence (2000) but keeps its formalism understated. The 

film strikes a balance between the open-textured documentary elements and the 

expressionist emotional focus on the mother‘s inner world. The film, while remaining 

easy to watch, marks a significant shift in the aesthetics of a new wave of art films.          

 

Combination Style Case 2: Suzhou River (2000) 

 Suzhou River is Lou Ye‘s third feature. His first two studio-backed features, 

Weekend Lover (1994) and Weiqing shaonu (1995) were quite conventional. While 

Weekend Lover was notable for its youthful rock ‗n roll theme, Weiqing shaonu was a 

completely commercial horror film. With Suzhou River, Lou Ye went the international 

independent production route. The film was made with the award money from a variety 

of European film festivals and media institutions, including the International Film 

Festival Rotterdam. The post production, including the film‘s score, was completed in 

Germany. The film was never released in China but was quite popular in the international 

film festival circuit. In 2000, it won the grand prize at the International Film Festival 

Rotterdam. Because of its double female protagonists, many film critics and fans 

compare the film to Hitchcock‘s Vertigo (1958). In my opinion, Suzhou River was one of 

the most original works of the Sixth Generation cinema and the second art wave in 

general. Its fascinating blending of realism and expressionism is one of the main 

contributing factors. Compared to the rather harsh contrastive effect by inserting 

documentary footage in Zhang Yuan‘s Mama, Suzhou River skillfully brings realistic and 

expressionist elements together to meet the needs of the narrative. 
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 Suzhou River tells the story of two pairs of lovers. Mada (Jia Hongsheng), a 

motorcycle courier meets an innocent girl Mudan (Zhou Xun) when he is hired by her 

liquor dealer father to transport the girl to her aunt‘s place whenever his mistress visits. 

During the frequent rides, the two develop a mutual affection. The girl becomes 

especially infatuated by him. Later, Mada‘s gangster friends come up with a kidnapping 

scheme, which Mada executes after some initial hesitation. When the truth emerges, the 

deeply disappointed Mudan jumps into Suzhou River and warns that she will come back 

as a mermaid to haunt him. After losing Mudan, Mada goes crazy and starts frantically 

looking for her. He meets another girl, Meimei (Zhou Xun), who looks exactly like 

Mudan. Meimei‘s job is to swim in a huge tank in mermaid costume every night to 

entertain night club patrons. Initially rejecting Mada, Meimei is gradually moved by 

Mada‘s love story while remaining ambivalent about her true identity. The growing 

intimacy between Meimei and Mada makes Meimei‘s boyfriend jealous. Later Mada tells 

the boyfriend that he thinks Meimei only loves him (the boyfriend) and that he is going to 

set off to look for Mudan again. As it turns out, Mada really finds Mudan, but the two are 

killed in a motorcycle accident while returning to Shanghai. Meimei is shocked to see 

Mudan‘s corpse. In the end, Meimei chooses to test her lover by leaving a note behind—

―come to find me.‖ The film ends with the boyfriend‘s response: he is not going to look 

for Meimei as he believes that that kind of silly longing and searching only exist in love 

stories.   

This film has a refined narrative structure that seamlessly brings the two love 

stories together. The whole film is narrated by Meimei‘s boyfriend, a professional 

videographer. In terms of structure, the relatively uneventful love story between Meimei 
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and the videographer actually contains the more dramatic love story between Mada and 

Mudan. The film opens and ends with Meimei‘s question to the narrator, ―If I am gone 

one day, will you look for me like Mada?‖ The narrator says yes without much sincerity. 

Meimei responds, ―You are lying.‖ The story between Mada and Mudan has been taken 

as a symbol of unconditional love, and it is clear from the very beginning that Meimei 

does not trust the videographer. The film can be seen as a long response from the 

videographer, as he takes the responsibility of narrating the film through his voice-over 

and his video. And he gives his final answer at the end of the film: he will not look for 

Meimei like Mada. He would rather make up love stories than try to be in one.   

Throughout the film, the audience is frequently identified with the videographer‘s first 

person perspective (Figure 16). His face never appears on screen, even when Meimei has 

sex with him. The early Sixth Generation films often utilized voice-over in their films 

such as The Days (1993), Weekend Lover (1994), and Dirt (1994). Yet none of those 

narrative voice-overs were used in such a consistent and stylized way as in Suzhou River.   
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Figure 16 The videographer's hands--an example of his first person perspective in Suzhou 

River. 

 

Anchored by the videographer‘s narration, this film of romance and myth does 

not shy away from the gritty reality of Shanghai. As a great portion of the film 

supposedly comes from the videographer‘s own video work, the film has offered a 

narrative logic for all the ―shaky‖ hand-held camera work, which does provide a strong 

sense of spontaneity and reality. In particular, the film opens with a striking montage of 

the Suzhou River accompanied by the narrator‘s voice-over, indicating that this is his 

video work.  In this sequence, the subdued color palette, anti-glamorous set up, and the 

residents living on the boats who stare at the camera, all scream documentary to the 

audience. And documentary it is. Lou Ye revealed that he spent one month recording the 

river and its residents with a super 8 camcorder.
11

 Lou Ye chooses radical forms to put 

together this month‘s worth of footage. The fast moving camera, the conspicuous jump 

cuts, whip pans, sudden zooming, and unstable framing all give the montage an edge and 

                                                           
11

 Cheng Qingsong and Huang Ou ―Lou Ye: zai yingxiang de heliushang‖ [Lou Ye: in the river of images] 

in Wode sheyingji bu sahuang: xianfeng dianyingren dangan –shengyu 1961-1970 [My camera does not lie: 

the files of avant-garde filmmakers-born 1961-1970] (Beijing: Zhongguo youyi chuban gongsi, 2002), 258.   
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rhythm that suggests not only an artistic verisimilitude to real life, but also its relevance 

to contemporary life (Figure 17). The narrator says, ―All legends, stories, memories, and 

garbage from the last century piling up make Suzhou River the filthiest river.‖ In 

choosing this inland river of Shanghai—which nurtures the city but has become a heavily 

polluted stigma—as the main setup of the film, the director decides to bring this lively 

filthiness onto the screen to portray the side of Shanghai audiences are not used seeing. 

Only at the end of the montage does Shanghai‘s signature architecture, the Oriental 

Tower, finally emerge. In the pale light, the sight appears unexciting and irrelevant 

(Figure 18). When narrator introduces his vocation after the opening river montage, he 

warns the audience, ―I can shoot anything… but don‘t blame me if you don‘t like what I 

shoot, because my camera does not lie.‖ Here, the director through the narrator, creates 

the mantra for the entire second art wave after the Fifth Generation: my camera does not 

lie.
12

 The director/narrator is obviously confident and even a little arrogant about the 

objective power of the camera and the impact of stripped-down realism he is committed 

to.  

                                                           
12

 One of the most important documents about the second art wave is Cheng Qingsong and Huang Ou‘s 

book , entitled ―My camera does not lie.‖  Cheng Qingsong and Huang Ou,  Wode sheyingji bu sahuang: 

xianfeng dianyingren dangan –shengyu 1961-1970 [My camera does not lie: the files of avant-garde 

filmmakers-born 1961-1970] (Beijing: Zhongguo youyi chuban gongsi, 2002).  
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Figure 17 The Suzhou River in Suzhou River 

 

 

Figure 18  A twisted vision of the Oriental Tower in Suzhou River 

   However, while the narrator/director flaunts the truth-revealing power of his 

camera by bringing the gritty side of Shanghai to the audience, he also often reminds the 

audience that he is capable of lying, just as Meimei often accuses him. At the end of the 

opening montage of Suzhou River, he says, ―About love, I want to say that I once saw a 

mermaid sitting by the muddy bank combing her blond locks. Don‘t believe me—I am 

lying.‖ The unreliability of the narrator thus leaves room to introduce the unrealistic myth 

of mermaid into a realist narrative framework set up by the striking montage. It turns out 

that the videographer narrates not only through his camera, like how he gets to know 
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Meimei, but also through his imagination and fabrication where his camera cannot reach. 

The film‘s most dramatic love story between Mada and Mudan is narrated by him in the 

mode of fabrication with a strong dose of cynicism.  

 The narrator tells the story between Mada and Mudan largely because of his 

girlfriend Meimei. The narrator grows impatient when Meimei uses Mada‘s ―lunatic‖ 

behavior as a reference to test him. ―Are you going to find me if I am gone one day like 

Mada?‖ Meimei asks obsessively. The narrator has no choice but confront the love story 

Meimei is so obsessed with. The narrator says, ―I don‘t believe what she said. Love 

stories like this are everywhere. I can make up one, too.‖ While he is waiting for Meimei 

in his balcony and randomly recording the pedestrians on the bridge by the Suzhou River, 

he starts to tell the story between Mada and Mudan. This sequence is one of the most 

fascinating in the film as it visually transitions from a realistic documentary mode to the 

fantastic story-telling mode. Like the river montage, the videographer‘s balcony 

observation consists of the narrator‘s own video work. Unlike the heavily edited river 

montage, his balcony recording lets the camera run to deliberately imitate the working 

state of an armature videographer. Thus the camera restlessly moves from side to side 

and shows the ground in transition several times, producing a nauseating visual effect. 

Through the narrator‘s camera, the audience at first see a couple of pedestrians the 

camera randomly follows, the fighting couple in the neighboring balcony, and the resting 

old lady on the balcony further down. Then Mudan appears in the busy street, randomly 

for the first time (Figure 19). The camera catches her when she shows up the second time. 

The camera also goes back to fix on one of several motorcycle couriers in masks whom 
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the narrator just scanned a moment ago. Just like that, the protagonists of a dramatic love 

story emerge from real life pedestrians. Or rather, the narrator‘s camera chooses them.   

 

 

Figure 19 Mudan appears in the narrator's lenses in Suzhou River 

  

 Then the narrator goes on with his story. He does little to hide the fact that he 

makes things up as he goes along. For example, he hesitates when he wants to introduce 

Mada‘s background, ―Then what did he do before? … Let me think… He looks like 26 or 

27… After he dropped out of the school, he hung out with a group of slackers until one 

day someone brought a motorcycle.‖ When he narrates how Mudan and Mada fall in love, 

he says, ―The two people who have never met now sit next to each other. What happens 

next? Well, …(long pause) love, of course.‖ Right before the scheme of the kidnapping, 

the narrator says, ―Maybe the story is not as romantic as it appears. Maybe there is more 

to it. Maybe Mada is not simply a courier. Maybe that woman named Xiao Hong has 

some connections with the gangsters. What if she and Mada used to be lovers?‖ After 

Mudan jumps into the river and says that she will be back as a mermaid, the narrator says, 
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‗I remember that I read this story about the mermaid in the newspaper while I was using 

the toilet. For a while, every boatman on the Suzhou River claimed to see one. ‖ By 

exposing the source of his fabrication, the narrator dampens the dramatic romanticism 

built up by Mudan‘s attempted suicide. When Mada comes back to the city after serving 

time in prison and a long absence, he learns about the fate of the other kidnapping 

accomplices—both are dead. Then the narrator says, ―Then, what is he (Mada) going to 

do next? I don‘t know how to continue the story. Maybe, this story should end here.‖ The 

screen gradually goes dark. On a second thought, the narrator says, ―Maybe Mada can 

finish the story by himself.‖ Then the screen lights up again. In the second half of the 

film in which Mada encounters Meimei, the narrator, as he plans, takes a break from 

narrating the story. That is why the audiences get to have a glimpse of the narrator‘s 

shadow from Mada‘s point of view. In only two passages of voice-over, the narrator 

merely recounts what he hears from the manager of the bar and Mada himself. But he 

sees to it that Mada provides the information to ―finish the story‖ with a letter after he 

finally finds Mudan. This Hollywood ending is soon damaged by the accident that kills 

both Mada and Mudan. Maybe a fairy tale like this can hardly survive in reality. The film 

returns to the main story frame between the narrator and Meimei. Meimei chooses 

leaving to test him, and the narrator refuses to act on the love story he fabricates.  

The videographer narrator is the alter ego of the film director. Lou Ye calls this 

nameless narrator ―I‖ in his working notes.
13

 Just like the narrator, the director is keen to 

record real life as it is, but also explicitly fabricates stories to fill in the gaps of reality. To 

                                                           
13

 Cheng Qingsong and Huang Ou ―Lou Ye: zai yingxiang de heliushang‖ [Lou Ye: in the river of images], 

272.  



208 

 

some extent, the narrator‘s cynicism towards the fabricated love story indicates the 

director‘s faith towards the documentary realism and intuitive distrust of any non-realist 

film language. The frequent exposing of the mechanism of story-telling is also a reflexive 

exercise on the director‘s part. Nevertheless, as the film‘s narrative unfolds, the two 

contradictory approaches work together harmoniously. The love story between Mada and 

Mudan, or more specifically, Mada‘s endless searching for Mudan, has been turned into a 

kind of modern myth for true love which infatuates the cosmopolitan Meimei.  

The relationship between myth and reality is reflected in the relationship between 

the dual female characters of the film: Mudan and Meimei. As argued in chapter 3, the 

existence of two different women who look exactly the same is an anti-realist narrative 

device. Lou Ye is obviously not the first one to use this device. But the ingenious 

dramatic intricacy he built around the dual female characters distinguishes Suzhou River 

from two famous predecessors: Krzysztof Kieslowski‘s The Double Life of Veronique 

(1991) and Alfred Hitchcock‘s Vertigo (1958). Different from Kieslowski‘s philosophical 

pondering about life conditions and human connections, the relationship between Mudan 

and Meimei first revolves around a Vertigo-like mystery: is Meimei actually Mudan? The 

film deliberately keeps the night club mermaid Meimei‘s background mysterious and her 

facial expression ambivalent when she encounters Mada.  But what complicates this 

suspense is the fact that Meimei actually wants to be Mudan. It is not because she falls in 

love with Mada, like what happens in Vertigo, but because she is captivated by the myth 

of pure love that the tale of Mudan and Mada represents. Mudan is like the soul Meimei 

is searching for under her carefree cosmopolitan appearance.  
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Stylistically, the two female characters are roughly associated with realist and 

expressionist aesthetics of the film respectively. Meimei and Mudan appear to be very 

different girls despite the face they share. Mudan looks like an innocent high school 

student, and Meimiei is a sexually-active carefree cosmopolitan girl who works for a 

night club. The bulk of Mudan‘s story happens during the day time, while Meimei‘s story 

is in the evening. Through the narrator‘s lenses, Mudan‘s story‘s sequences are filled 

with documentary shots of the streets and pedestrians by the Suzhou River in plain colors. 

Many such shots appear to be taken from the streets without any setup and directorial 

interference. The streets by the Suzhou River are bustling, yet decidedly provincial. This 

fits with the low class background of Mada, a motorcycle courier who has gangster 

connections. Like the unglamorous Suzhou River, the love story blossoms between two 

ordinary people from the lower stratum of society. In contrast, the night club scenes 

which often feature Meimei are shot with expressive colors and interesting framing. 

Reminiscent of Wong Kar-wai‘s style, the colors red, green, and blue-those of neon 

lights-are highlighted to create a metropolitan and imaginative feel. The film frequently 

features the night club‘s name flashing in neon lights, which serves as an important 

onscreen source for the abundant use of neon colors. Meimei‘s changing room appears to 

be right above the club‘s neon sign, so the interior shots of Meimei‘s room are often 

filtered through neon lights. Of particular note is that when Meimei listens to Mada‘s 

story, her face is bathed in pink flashing neon light (Figure 21). The changing neon color 

deepens her mysticism and makes the sequence immediately interesting. Another 

example comes when the narrator makes a phone call to Meimei in the street: the camera 

takes advantage of the transparent yellow phone booth as a color filter and shoots 
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Shanghai at night from its interior (Figure 22). This scene is brief, but clearly sets the 

tone for a very different Shanghai that emerges as glamorous and decadent, decorated in 

neon colors—quite a contrast with the stripped-down harsh daytime Shanghai presented 

through the narrator‘s documentary lenses. Interestingly, the myth (the love story 

between Mudan and Mada) is shot in a realist style while the reality represented by 

Meimei is portrayed with neon colors. This wonderful contradiction makes the myth 

seem simpler and more reachable than reality. The two styles blend and complement each 

other, as if echoing the story line of the dual female characters. Just like these women, the 

two styles are that of day and night, provincial and metropolitan, innocence and 

sophistication, fiction and reality.  

 

             Figure 20 Courier Mada (left)--an example of the realist shots in Suzhou River 
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     Figure 21 Pink neon lights in Meimei's room in Suzhou River 

 

 

          Figure 22 A glamorous Shanghai seen from the phone booth in Suzhou River. 

 

Conclusion 

The four films analyzed in this chapter affirm the artistic contributions of the 

Sixth Generation Cinema, in its capacity both as a trailblazer and innovator. The term 

―the Sixth Generation Cinema‖ or ―the Sixth Generation Directors,‖ is still in frequent 
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use in popular media and academic works referring to the new art cinema of the 1990s 

and today. The historicized approach employed in this chapter differentiates the Sixth 

Generation Cinema from the broader art wave. It does not diminish the significance of 

the filmmaking activities under this label, but narrows down the designation in the 

interests of illuminating the complexity of a sweeping art film movement. Is there a 

―Seventh Generation,‖ a title the young director Li Fangfang liked to accept at the 

Cannes Film Festival in 2010? The fellow Cannes attendee Wang Xiaoshuai, however, 

was quick to reject the new label, as he believed that the younger filmmakers who grew 

up in the commercialized Chinese society lack intellectual depth and artistic integrity.
14

 

While the perpetual struggle between the newcomers and those already established in the 

field always anticipates such naming polemics, it would be difficult to imagine the 

necessity and usefulness of such a collective label as ―the Seventh Generation,‖ 

especially in the more diversified and commercialized industrial environment in the new 

millennium.  

                                                           
14

 Li Fangfang is a female director born in the 1980s and educated at the film school of NYU. Her debut 

film Post 80’s was screened in the China Night at Cannes in 2010. According to the Chinese media, the 

foreign press at Cannes thought highly of this film and dubbed Li the ―Seventh Generation director.‖ Li 

was reported that she was glad to accept such a title. See 

http://www.yangtse.com/news/yl/201005/t20100526_738574.htm (accessed Aug. 9, 2010).  

 

 

http://www.yangtse.com/news/yl/201005/t20100526_738574.htm
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Conclusion  

 

For the first time in over a century of Chinese film history, art cinema took root 

on the Chinese mainland during the 1980s and 1990s. In the past three decades, Chinese 

art cinema has experienced three developmental phases due to the radical changes in its 

social and industrial environment. The gradual liberalization of the Socialist film system 

provided the fundamental enabling mechanism, though the ups and downs of industrial 

reforms weighed on the art film‘s growth. In general, Chinese art film developed from a 

mainstream pursuit in the 1980s to an individualized endeavor in the 1990s that has since 

moved towards a film genre defined by the domestic market in the new millennium and 

beyond.   

The second art wave in the 1990s fundamentally defined Chinese art cinema in 

terms of industrial positioning and aesthetics. Its significance could be proved by its 

relevance to the current Chinese cinema and the longevity of the participating 

filmmakers‘ careers. Many filmmakers associated with the second art wave remain 

leaders of Chinese art cinema today, such as Jia Zhangke, Wang Xiaoshuai, Lou Ye and 

Zhang Yuan. Some of them tried in-system production in the late 1990s like Wang 

Xiaoshuai (So Close to Paradise, 1998) and Zhang Yuan (Seventeen Years, 1999), but 

most were accepted by the official film system following a meeting between the Film 

Bureau and independent filmmakers at the end of 2003. However, art film still faces stern 

competition with newly developed domestic mainstream films even after it surfaced 

above ground. The still-developing new political economy of the new film system proves 
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to be as challenging as the disintegrating Socialist film system of the 1990s for an art film 

to survive. Only Recently the political pressure has largely been replaced by commercial 

pressure.  

In the summer of 2010 a review column entitled ―The collective collapse of the 

Sixth Generation Directors‖ (Diliudai daoyan jiti bengkui) published by Southern 

Metropolis Entertainment Weekly was widely cited by other online entertainment news 

portals as an article.
1
 The magazine, a fusion of American Entertainment Weekly and 

Variety, reviews three films identified by the magazine as from three Sixth Generation 

directors: Jia Zhangke‘s Haishang chuanqi (I wish I knew), Wang Xiaoshuai‘s Rizhao 

Chongqing (Chongqing blues), and Zhang Yang‘s Wuren jiashi (Driverless). The two 

films from Jia and Wang debuted at the Cannes Film Festival earlier in May—Chongqing 

Blues in the main competition and I Wish I knew (a documentary) in the unit of Un 

Certain Regard. Their participation in Cannes does not hinder the reviewers from 

expressing their negative comments at all. The three reviews penned by different 

reviewers were edited under a general theme of ―the collective collapse of the Sixth 

Generation Directors‖ as shown in the general title of the column. The first review 

complained about the selling out of Jia Zhangke while the other two reviews dismissed 

the poor quality of Zhang Yang and Wang Xiaoshuai‘s new films. Despite the 

incongruence of three reviews, the concluding remarks drive the message home.  

Entering its 20
th

 years‘ development, the Sixth Generation directors are 

now put in a more awkward and even marginalized position, especially 

with the appearance of the new generation directors like Lu Chuang. 

                                                           
1
 ―The Collective Collapse of the Sixth Generation Directors,‖ Southern Metropolis Entertainment Weekly, 

No. 25, 2010 (June 30, 2010): 62-65. Available at http://www.smweekly.com/Print/Page/786,53.shtml 

(accessed Aug. 9, 2010).  

http://www.smweekly.com/Print/Page/786,53.shtml
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These filmmakers, whether focusing on marginalized people (like Lou 

Ye), walking between the fiction and reality (Jia Zhangke), or portraying 

midlife crisis (Wang Xiaoshuai and Zhang Yang), all lack works that can 

receive both favorable review and box-office success in the market.
2
     

 

Here the name of ―the Sixth Generation‖ was called upon as shorthand for Chinese art 

film. The assessment from a popular entertainment magazine to a great extent accurately 

reflects the new positioning of the art film in an evolving market-dominating film system 

and film culture. The magazine clearly expects market-defined critical and box-office 

success from the art films: the same standard applied to any other blockbusters. This case 

shows that although the second art wave started and sustained a film genre, the reception 

mechanism of this genre has yet to be established in the market. The isolation of the art 

films from the domestic market in the 1990s was partially responsible for this uneven 

development. With the rise of the new commercial mainstream and the lack of 

specialized domestic distribution and exhibition infrastructure for art film, Chinese art 

films today indeed still face an ―awkward‖ situation even after they are finally 

acknowledged by the film bureaucracy.  

 New challenges also bring art film directors together. In response to the article 

mentioned above, Jia Zhangke published an article entitled ―I don‘t believe you can 

predict our ending‖ on the popular newspaper Nanfang Weekend.
3
 The article mainly 

reminds people of the social significance of their filmmaking in the 1990s as courageous 

freedom fighters and humanitarians who focused the spotlight on the disadvantaged 

                                                           
2
 A Mu, ―Drifting like a platform: the yesterday, today, and tomorrow of the Sixth Generation Directors,‖ 

Southern Metropolis Entertainment Weekly, No. 25 (June 30, 2010): 65.  

 
3
 See the newspaper version at http://www.infzm.com/content/47901, Nafang Weekend Website, and the 

uncensored version at http://group.mtime.com/fkmd/discussion/1149908/ (accessed Aug. 9, 2010).  

http://www.infzm.com/content/47901
http://group.mtime.com/fkmd/discussion/1149908/
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people in China‘s modernization process. Jia Zhangke and Lou Ye also attended the 

premier of Wang Xiaoshuai‘s Chongqing Blues to show support and deny the article‘s 

―collapsing‖ claim.   

The polemics like this recent incident make visible the hidden conflicts and crisis.    

Despite self-defensive articles and actions, it is undeniable that the radical industrial 

restructuring in the new millennium compelled these artistic filmmakers to readjust to the 

changing and burgeoning domestic market. The greater availability of domestic financing 

possibilities, the potentially enormous domestic box-office rewards and press may rival 

the attraction of international awards attached to international financing and distribution 

opportunities. Therefore there may be a real domestic ―turn‖ for the future production of 

art films. Indeed, when an international award gradually loses its luster, new talents like 

Ning Hao, Lu Chuan, and Xu Jinglei have been observed to have tried and given up the 

traditional film festival route, and reoriented their filmmaking mainly to the domestic 

market. For example, Ning Hao‘s first two films Xianghuo (Incense, 2003) and Lv caodi 

(Mongolian pingpong, 2004) were mainly screened in the international film festivals. 

However ever since his third film Crazy Stone (2006) became a sleeper hit, he has fully 

embraced the domestic market with follow ups such as Fengkuang de saiche (Silver 

medalist, 2009) and Wuren qu (Western sunshine, in post-production). Such commercial 

films are more conventional in themes and style, albeit still possessing some visible 

artistic pursuits. Xu Jinglei‘s Yige mosheng nvren de laixin (Letter from an unknown 

woman, 2004), Ning Hao‘s Crazy Stone (2006), and Lu Chuan‘s Nanjing! Nanjing! (City 

of life and death, 2009) won both favorable critical reviews and decent domestic box-

office revenue. These young film directors have gradually come to occupy the middle 
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ground of the emerging commercial mainstream that saw the Chinese blockbusters of 

Zhang Yimou (Hero, 2002) and Feng Xiaogang on one end [Tangshan dadizhen (After 

shock, 2010)] and the cheap comedic parody on the other [Aiqing hujiao zhuanyi (Call 

for love, 2007); Shiquan jiumei (Almost perfect, 2008)]. Meanwhile, the leitmotif films 

are also attempting to push their way into the commercial camp, and out of the ghettoized 

propaganda/education corner they occupied in the 1990s (The Knot, 2006; The Founding 

of a Republic, 2009).  

It is also a fact that the artistic quality of commercial films in the new millennium 

has greatly improved with bigger production budgets, and the skills of filmmakers like 

Zhang Yimou and Lu Chuan. To a certain extent, the achievements of the two waves of 

art cinema also transmitted some experimental elements to the mainstream. The 

development of quality commercial mainstream filmmaking has made more interactions 

between commercial films and art films possible. There might be more crossing over on 

the part of filmmakers‘ choices. Feng Xiaogang, the quintessential commercial 

filmmaker, made the artistic Jijiehao (Assembly, 2007), and Jiang Wen‘s next directorial 

project, Rang zidan fei (Let the bullets fly, currently in post-production), is a self-

proclaimed commercial production. There might also be more confrontation and 

differentiation between two camps of directors and their films. Wang Xiaoshuai criticized 

Ning Hao and Lu Chuan—the young box-office champions—as ―failed filmmakers‖ in 

person in a forum at the Shanghai International Film Festival in 2009. With the bar of 

mainstream commercial production raised much higher than in the 1990s, Jia Zhangke 

has adopted more radical formal and thematic experimentation. In 24 City (2009), Jia 

Zhangke used the interview format to structure this feature film and mixed real life 
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workers and film stars as interviewees. Taken as a whole, Chinese art film production 

may gradually approximate the mode of American independent cinema, with its broader 

stylistic spectrum and a predominantly domestic market orientation. 

The aesthetic films of my focus constitute part of high culture in Chinese society. 

Generated by and at the same time reinforcing the social class divisions, the dialectic of 

high culture and popular culture presides over the cultural life of any given society. The 

composition of Chinese social classes underwent radical restructuring after the socialist 

regime was established in 1949. The class of the educated and traditionally privileged 

was castigated and thrust to the bottom of society while the classes of workers, peasants, 

and soldiers reigned on top. As a result, the high culture that corresponded to the 

educated class was eradicated. This extreme dearth of high culture only anticipated the 

society-wide high culture fever in the 1980s. The hunger for Western philosophy, poetry, 

modernistic literary works, and modernistic art engulfed the intellectual community. The 

appearance of the Fifth Generation Cinema was an answer from the filmmakers in tune 

with the intellectual milieu of the time. The High Culture Fever ended when the decade 

passed, with the failure of the pro-democracy student movement of 1989. The student 

movement itself was a real life experiment with an imported high culture concept—

democracy—if we enlarge the concept of high culture from the limits of art to the broader 

superstructure in the Marxist sense. The failure of this attempt signaled the waning of the 

high culture quest. The new decade saw the surge of commercial/popular culture boosted 

by the official endorsement of societal commercialization. Literature, the main player of 

the cultural field, turned from flamboyant formalism to new realism. The film, however, 

did not fully follow the greater trajectory of the cultural field. In some sense, it continued 
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the halted aesthetic modernism at the beginning of the 1990s, as industry-wide structural 

reform struggled with its first steps. From that point until today, art film has become one 

of the most important sites for the preservation and development of Chinese high culture. 

As Jia Zhangke claimed in his response article, no one can tell what the future holds for 

Chinese art cinema and Chinese high culture with the increased alliances between the 

commercial and the political. But a market-defined existence with differentiation from 

the newly developed mainstream culture may well be in the cards. 
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