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All Chinese names and titles are rendered according to the standard pinyin system, thus Jia Zhangke is used instead of Jia Zhang-ke, Jia Zhang Ke or Zhang Ke Jia, as the director is sometimes alternately credited. Exceptions include proper names in which the individual is known by a Cantonese or anglicised form, for example, cinematographer Nelson Yu Lik Wai, whose name would otherwise be rendered Yu Liwei in pinyin (the pinyin romanisation for such names is provided in parenthesis in the Credits section).


Preface

Like many local Chinese audiences in the late 1990s, I was first introduced to the work of Jia Zhangke through a series of low-quality bootleg recordings. These recordings were burned onto VCDs, video compact discs, that were extremely popular in China in the years leading up to the widespread introduction of DVDs. Unlike most VCDs, which usually came in plastic jewel cases similar to standard dual-disc CD cases, Jia’s films usually came in thin brown paper bags – and they weren’t out on the shelf. You had to ask for them at one of the few ‘hip’ video stores in cities like Beijing and Shanghai that carried such pop-culture contraband. For most Chinese audiences, those bootleg VCDs in the little brown paper bags sold at shady video stores throughout China’s cities were the only way they could see the films of Jia Zhangke, or the work of his contemporaries, at least the more edgy ones.1 In the west, however, the market for Jia’s films was very different.

Outside of China, Jia’s screening room was not the bedrooms and living rooms of film fans and students, but the glorious halls of the international film festivals of Venice, Cannes, Tokyo and New York. It was at the 40th New York Film Festival that I first met Jia Zhangke. Jia was in town with his producer and editor Chow Keung to screen Unknown Pleasures (Ren xiaoyao) (2002) and I was his interpreter, a side-job I had occasionally taken on while a doctoral student at Columbia. It was in the green room at Alice Tully Hall after one of the film’s screenings that critic Kent Jones tapped Jia on the shoulder and announced, ‘Marty wants to meet you . . .’ and turning to me, ‘Can you come and interpret?’ We ended up meeting Martin Scorsese at his mid-town office, and almost instantaneously, Scorsese, speaking at break-neck speed, began describing in his trademark New York accent how he had first come to hear about and subsequently see Jia’s feature-length debut, Xiao Wu (1997). He talked about circling the description of the film in a festival catalogue several years before when it originally perked his interest, and how he finally screened it alone on video while in Italy shooting Gangs of New York (2002). Brimming with enthusiasm, Scorsese described several of his favourite scenes from the film to a thirty-two-year-old Jia, who sat quietly, before going on to compare the energy and vision of the film to his own early masterpiece, Mean Streets (1973). ‘Every ten, twenty, thirty years, someone comes along and they reinvent cinema . . .’ the fevered intensity of Scorsese’s voice increased, ‘You reinvented cinema.’2

Two years later, I taught Xiao Wu in a university course on Contemporary Chinese Fiction and Film. As the lights came up after our classroom screening, I scanned the room looking for signs that the students had been as blown away by the film as Scorsese, or any number of other critics or film fans, myself included, that had been utterly floored by the film’s sheer passion, honesty and power – there were few. The typical reaction seemed to be more akin to, ‘Why did you make us watch that?’ ‘What was the point of that film?’ ‘It just felt like some Chinese home movie’ or more simply, ‘Boring . . .’. Apparently, reinventing cinema is relative.

A similar disparity can also be seen in the film’s reception at home and abroad. Of course, such a disparity in reactions could easily be boiled down to the longstanding rift between art cinema and commercial film. But in the case of Xiao Wu this dichotomy is further complicated when we look at the film’s dramatically different reception in China and in international markets, which also ties into the western appetite for films ‘banned in China’ and the Chinese aversion to films construed as having hung out – if not waved – their dirty laundry to the world. Yingjin Zhang has astutely summarised different receptions to the film in different markets:

After winning a top prize at the 1997 Berlin film festival, [Xiao Wu] picked up distributors in France, Germany, Belgium, Switzerland, Austria, Australia, Japan, South Korea, and Hong Kong. In January 1999, the film showed in four French theaters and reportedly topped the French box office for four weeks . . . In sharp contrast, a few film screenings in Beijing in 1998 generated mixed but mostly negative responses . . . The first one at Beijing University was hosted by the poet Xie Mian and attended by thirty or so faculty members, but one of them criticized the film for describing China as a poverty-stricken third-world country. Xie Fei, a professor and film director at the Beijing Film Academy . . . arranged a clandestine screening on the academy’s campus, after which the film went on to be ridiculed as a negative example in some class lectures.3

The response to Xiao Wu in China has greatly changed in the decade since those early screenings, with many Chinese film critics now regarding the film as a milestone in the history of Chinese cinema.4 But those initial reactions during those 1998 screenings in Beijing still stand as a powerful testament to radically different responses Xiao Wu has inspired among different viewers.

This extreme exercise in audience response speaks powerfully to the ways in which audiences create their own meaning from the images on the screen, but also attests to the complexity of the original text. Films like Xiao Wu, Platform (Zhantai) (2000) and Unknown Pleasures may play to some mainstream audiences as a series of amateur cinematic exercises lacking in tension, plot development and drama; however, those who dig just a bit deeper will find that hidden beneath that surface is a rich nuanced world laden with passion, power, sensitivity to detail and a meticulously designed narrative arc. The ability to bridge these two poles is part of what makes Jia’s work as a film-maker so special. Jia’s early work consists of a series of low-budget films employing non-professional actors about everyday life in small-town China; while the subject matter and presentation may appear crude, they are portraits drawn with masterful visual strokes, displaying sensitivity, style and more than their fair share of cinematic brilliance. To weave stories that contain all the drama and tragedy of King Lear yet unfold so naturally that some audiences mistake them for ‘some Chinese home movie’ or even ‘a negative example’ of film-making – that is the true genius of Jia Zhangke. This book marks an attempt to move beyond the unassuming façade of Jia’s work and reveal a carefully designed cinematic universe that has provided one of the most powerful and poignant sets of screen memories for our time.


1Prelude: Trying to Get Back Home

Jia Zhangke’s personal hometown – and the cinematic hometown of his first two feature length films – is Fenyang, a small city on the westerly side of central Shanxi province. Known for its production of local spirits and famous for the several legendary generals that hailed from Fenyang, the area is also surrounded by coalmines, which are a major part of the local economy. Jia was born is this small county town in May 1970; his father was a Chinese-language teacher and his mother was a sales clerk. He had a somewhat rebellious childhood in Fenyang where he performed poorly in school and befriended a group of hoodlums that became his ‘sworn brothers’. The sweeping economic reforms that transformed China’s urban centres in the 1980s may not have had as an immediate and visible impact on smaller cities like Fenyang, but even there the effects gradually trickled down. By the age of twenty, Jia Zhangke was yearning for an opportunity to see the outside world and went to the provincial seat of Taiyuan some 108 kilometres away. In Taiyuan Jia studied art at Shanxi University; however, as the director later recounted, it was not necessarily his artistic ideals that originally drove him:

If I ever wanted to live in another city there were only two options, joining the army or getting into college. Joining the army would have been an impossibility for me, which left college as the only option. But because my grades in school
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