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Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (Ang Lee, 2000); Hero (Zhang Yimou, 2002); House of 

Flying Daggers (Zhang Yimou, 2004) 

Xiao Wu and Unknown Pleasures (Jia Zhang-Ke, 1997, 2002); Blind Shaft (Yang Li, 

2003) 

 

 

 
 

If life in Europe has been nasty, brutish, and short for most people over the last three thousand 

years, life in China has been very nasty, very brutish, and very short for most people over the 

last five thousand years. But things may be improving. This morning I saw the thirty-two-

year-old editor of Shanghai’s Time Out interviewed on telly, and, asked what the main 

concern was for people in Shanghai in 2005, she answered without hesitation, “Real estate 

prices”. She herself owns three apartments in the city. This is a great improvement on the 

time when the answer would have been, “The Guomindang, and whether or not they’re 

coming for me”. In later clips this morning, however, folks in the countryside were less 

confident about fulfilling their aspirations – which involved, for everyone interviewed, 

leaving the country and going to, for example, Shanghai. A sociologist said that many would 

return to the countryside, broken-hearted. 

 Chinese culture – that which passes in the West for Chinese culture – was until the 

twentieth century made so hard to decipher and acquire that ninety-five percent of the 

population couldn’t decipher and acquire it. Culture meant status, status meant power, and 

power meant money. It meant the fulfilment of your aspirations. It went without saying that 

only a few could have their aspirations fulfilled. I’m told that now, “only one per cent of the 

population” can read the ancient texts – in twenty-first century, levelled-down China, 

everyone else reads pinyin, the modernised script. At first I thought, “How dreadful!” but then 

calculation told me that one per cent of the Chinese population is 1,298,847,624
1
 divided by 

100, which still means 12,988,476.24 people literate in the ancient texts. That’s the equivalent 

of one-third of the population of Canada, still able to read Confucius. 

 Still, for five millennia, so far from being able to read Confucius (not to mention Lao 

Tzu, every Westerner’s favourite Chinese writer), most people couldn’t read at all. All their 

lives gave them time to do was work, pay through their nose to the landlord, or die. Often 

they paid through their nose to the landlord and died. 

 

                                                 
1: 2004 population statistic from the CIA World Factbook. 
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 Culture is now far more widespread in China – but is it Confucian, Taoist, Maoist, or 

Blairite? Would Lao Tzu approve of it? What would be his reaction to the beautiful Zhang 

Ziyi, and the cinematic contexts within which she’s placed? 

 

 
      (This is actually Maggie Cheung) 

 

 These three modern Chinese movies present historical China as a pure, clean place, 

whether Qin dynasty (Hero and Tiger), or Tang (Flying Daggers). The landscape is clean and 

pure – cleaner and purer, even, than Lean’s fantasy desert in Lawrence of Arabia, which it 

resembles in appearing always to have been swept. The characters are pure in their motives – 

clean and single in their intentions – undistractable from their goals – free from mundane 

ambitions, and squalid human concerns like eating, and drinking, and paying through the nose 

to the landlord. 

 

 
 
           Lao Tzu          Zhang Ziyi 
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 Their clothes are rich, and clean. Their floors are clean. Their palaces are huge, their 

armies colour-coded and wonderfully unanimous. Even their infantry has style. They are 

beautiful people. Their actions are virtuoso – indeed, impossible. They fling and shoot 

missiles over hundreds of yards, always hitting their targets. They fly through the air, twirling 

sometimes gyroscopically. Without wings, they ascend to the treetops and balance on the 

topmost twigs. They walk on water. They dance dances which they’ve only danced once 

before, with a style which blinds and amazes. There is nothing they cannot do. They are free 

from all human contingency and quotidian emergency. All they do is conspire, fight, love, 

and die. Their lives may be short, but never nasty or brutish. 

 

 
 

 When politics are involved, it’s always simple politics. Not, “Do we Marxists follow 

Stalin’s advice, and ally with Chang Kai-Shek?” but, “Do I kill him, or not?” Sometimes 

there’s no dilemma – it’s not, “Do I kill him?” but “How do I kill him?” – but no, even that’s 

too complex – to ask yourself how you’re going to do something implies that your warrior’s 

instinct is insufficiently trained. For a true Chinese hero, the solution to the problem presents 

itself simultaneously with the problem. For most of these characters, in short, there are no 

problems, and thus no solutions. There are only acts. After all, they’re Chinese. 

 It’s a wonderful fantasy, but hard to empathise with – even, or especially, perhaps, in 

modern Shanghai. 

 The establishment must never be threatened. The “House of Flying Daggers” is a 

revolutionary organisation; one of the film’s male protagonists fights for the corrupt dynasty, 

and the other against it. But neither must be seen to triumph. In Mao’s own country you must 

no longer portray revolutionaries as winning – so the two men cut one another to bits in a 

fight over the heroine. In Hero, the revolutionary hero is well-dead by the final shot, his 

assassination plot having failed. 

 

Unknown Pleasures gives us the other side of the coin, shows where Mao’s revolution led, 

why the country might need a new one, and why it’s unlikely to get one. Set not in Shanghai 

but in Datong (where?) its characters also have neither problems nor solutions – they have 

nothing, even though a new motorway will soon link their city to Beijing. True, the hero has a 

motor-bike, but there’s nowhere interesting for him to go on it, as the opening travelling shot 

tells us. Where the landscape in the three historical films is always beautiful, the landscape 

here is … developing. Demolished, dirty, and developing. The heroine has a modicum of 

dance talent, but all she can do with it is advertise Mongolian King Beer (which no-one seems 

to like). When she asks for payment for the dance, she’s fobbed off. She has an agent / 

manager (or is he her pimp?), but he doesn’t help her. 

 Everyone smokes. If you kiss someone, you breathe smoke into them while doing so. 

 Most people are very thin. Not enviably thin, just thin. 

 The movie looks improvised. Where the films above are nothing if not artful, many of the 

shots here look stolen, with natural light or real indoor electric light. Most shots are medium 
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shots – neither intimate nor remote, just dispassionate. Two layabouts lay about outside a 

club, there being nothing to do inside. From out of frame, two guys walk, and suddenly jump 

a third guy who’s making a call from a phone box (no-one in Datong has mobiles yet – one 

appears near the end). They snap handcuffs on him, and march him out of the static shot the 

way they came. The two layabouts stare without reacting – are they curious, even, to know 

what, if anything, he’s done? We never know. 

 

 
 

 The hero and his girlfriend (who’s not the heroine) watch a pop video, the lyrics of which 

tell of a hero of humble origins with love in his heart, and huge horizons in his soul. They’re 

watching it on a black-and-white television. The girlfriend wants to go to Beijing to study 

commerce, and tells the hero that as her exams are coming up, maybe they should stop seeing 

one another for a while. The hero agrees with reluctance – there’s a pause – and then they 

singalong with the video in low tones, looking as blank as the two layabouts did when the guy 

was arrested. The acting is as monotone as the acting in a Bresson film, as if the director is 

defying you to get interested in the characters’ plights. 

 There is something to enjoy – in a café, the hero tells the girlfriend that he just saw an 

American movie where two people just like them were in a café, and suddenly decided to get 

up and rob the place. His miming show he’s talking about Pulp Fiction. 

 But love and sex – what there is of either – are dull. Not at all like Tim Roth and Amanda 

Plummer. 
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 The men seem without sexual experience. 

 The unemotional quality changes when the hero is told he can’t join the army because 

he’s got hepatitis (the second most common infection in China after T.B., but more 

widespread than gonorrhea, dysentery and measles).
2
 Jia Zhang-Ke shoots this scene in his 

usual medium-shot, but over the hero’s shoulder as well, so that we have to imagine his 

expression, and his emotion. This we do – proof that the approach works. It’s a very sad 

moment. 

 In the end the hero attempts a Tarantino gesture, and tries to rob a bank with a bomb 

strapped to him – but his bomb isn’t convincing, no-one takes any notice, and he’s arrested. In 

the last shot, he’s forced by a policeman to sing a song about the love in his heart, and the 

huge horizons in his soul. 

 The hero of the same director’s Xiao Wu is an unsuccessful pickpocket. Like the would-

be bank robber at the end of Unknown Pleasures, he’s no good at his chosen craft, and his 

victims always see him (or rather his hand), coming. At the end, he, too, is arrested, and left 

by the policeman at the kerbside, handcuffed to a bicycle. As he squats uneasily, a public 

show, the traffic stops, and everyone stares at him – but what do they feel? They know 

nothing about what he’s done (which is in fact virtually nothing, for he’s omni-incompetent); 

will they cheer him, or stone him to death? The film stops as we see them trying to make up 

their minds. He shows no conscience – merely embarrassment at being put thus on display by 

the arresting officer. It’s been said that in China, a criminal will always receive public 

approbation as long as he gets away with it. 

 The two criminal protagonists of Blind Shaft, Yang Li’s only film so far (the Chinese 

government won’t let him make any more), do have consciences, and yet they almost get 

away with it. Their habitual crime is of a sort which few western or bourgeois criminals could 

contemplate – they ensnare innocent country-boys into becoming miners in illegal mines, 

pretend they’re their relatives, kill them in the mine, and then take the compensation which 

the managements offer them to keep quiet. I don’t think many capitalist economies would 

tolerate the industrial conditions which give rise to such opportunities. You need a mixed, 

developing, “second world” economy like China’s, where workers’ safety is subordinate to 

profit. Hence the Chinese government’s ban on Yang making any more pictures. They don’t 

want the world to know these things. Unfortunately, his movie got out, and has been awarded 

prizes everywhere. 

 Blind Shaft is, like the movies of Jia Zhang-Ke, documentary in feel, although in the way 

it juxtaposes light and dark, and the way it films against shrubless and plantless landscapes, 

and in the way it charts the slow, unwilling birth of morality in its heroes, it seems a bit more 

consciously artistic than the two films of Jia, who seems to value the barest visual statements. 

Even in places where nothing can grow, light will eventually triumph … won’t it? 

 The two bad guys have limited vocabulary and narrow visions of their own potential. 

They have families back to whom they either send or don’t send their ill-gotten gains; 

                                                 
2: 2005 health statistic from http://news.xinhuanet/english/2005-03/content_268008.htm  
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sometimes they spend the money on enjoying themselves, and one of them sometimes 

expresses a feeling of guilt at doing so. But they plan the next killing with factual blandness. 

None of that furtiveness which you see in the Macbeths. And they kill with the same 

inexpressiveness – usually with a single dull blow to the head. Killing, eating, gambling, 

screwing, laughing, sleeping – they appear not to differentiate. 

 And yet when they fix upon an innocent sixteen-year-old boy to kill next, they start to 

like him. Whether they pay for him to lose his virginity from friendliness, or to make killing 

him less of a moral problem, isn’t clear. Anyway, the nearer they get to their goal, the less 

they feel like achieving it: and in the event they kill, first a gang-foreman, and then one 

another – like the Rioters in The Pardoner’s Tale. The last shot is a vertical one upwards, 

giving the young boy’s viewpoint on the smoke to which one of the mine’s furnaces has 

reduced them, ascending skywards. 

  


