




















requirements of the box office. A film director must conform to these two
realities, even if it means compromise. After he's adapted himself to these two
restrictions, he may add his own artistic characteristics and retain his individual
style. I don't think you'll see any transformation of these realities for the next 30
or 50 years.

Han Shanping, head of Beijing Film Studio, is known as an open-minded support
figure behind young filmmakers. Talking about his role as a diplomat or statesman in
contemporary Chinese cinema, he prefers to call himself “investor” and says his major
work is to help young filmmakers (like Feng Xiaogang,'” Lu Xuechang) to solve their
differences with the government. When asked if a non-censored Chinese cinema is
possible in face of increasing “loosening up” in the industry, Han is quoted as saying, “

This is very hard to predict, but I believe the industry will
gradually open up, with changes occurring more and more rapidly. Last
year, the government announced it would now permit foreign companies
to come into China and collaborate with domestic companies to make
movies and manufacture filmmaking and recording equipment. Many
American, European and Japanese companies have already come to China.
Will there be a time with no censorship at all? I'm afraid this will not
happen. But the government is steadily allowing for greater variety in
content,'®

2. New Mainstream Cinema
In 1999, the two cornerstones of China’s film industry: Beijing Film Studio and

Shanghai Film Studio, adopted what the press hailed as the “Hope Project” in film

' Feng Xiaogang is widely considered as China’s most commercially adept contemporary director. Be
There or Be Square, his 1998 romantic comedy about Beijing transplants in Los Angeles, broke box office
records as China’s highest-grossing domestic film. Also extremely popular and financially successful are 4
Sigh (2000) and Big Shot’s Funeral (2001). “Business is first. Second is art,” that’s what Feng Xiaogang
believes in. Justin Lowe, “Celebration of Chinese Cinema,” AsianWeek, Sept.14-20, 2001,
http://www.asianweek.com/2001_09_14/arts_chin_cinema.html.

1% Stephen Short, “Commercialization is the Only Way Forward for Chinese Directors', Web-only
interview with Han Sanping, President of the Beijing Film Studio, China's oldest and largest, Time, October

26, 2000,
<http://www.time.com/time/asia/features/interviews/2000/10/26/int.han_sanping.htmI>.
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industry. A group of young filmmakers proposed for “New Mainstream Film” as a direct
collective response to increasing commercialization of Chinese film industry. Shanghai
Film Studio nodded to that suggestion and the Youth Film Studio was soon established.
Within a year seven scripts were finished and assigned for shooting.'”’ Meanwhile
Beijing Film Studio launched a similar “Youth Project” and assigned the shooting of
seven films to seven young directors, together with a production funding worth
15,000,000 RMB yuan. What were the motives behind such a generous gesture? As
explained by Wang Gengnian, vice head of China Film Bureau, they hoped to cultivate a
group of new directors who would be able to handle the challenges about to be brought in
by foreign film industries in the wake of China’s entry into the World Trade
Organization.

For the young directors who benefited from such projects, though the budgets
available were still stingy, it was better than nothing. In their new assignment work one
could observe an important change in style from their previous films. Instead of grouping
under the old banner of marginal realism, they were ready to try (and have proven to be
able to do so) commercial cinema. To name but a few: Lu Xuechang’s In Broad Daylight
(Guan tian hua ri), Wang Rui’s Soaring Panther (Chong tian fei bao), Jin Chen’s Love in
the Internet Age and Love Story By Tea, Guan Hu’s Hair Tangling Up (Toufa luan le),
etc.

Though some of these films seem to have a different commercial position as
opposed to the rebellious early works of the Sixth Generation, their subject matter (which

is often about city life) and concern for the neglected private bespeak their preoccupation

197 «Dj liu dai daoyan jiannan jieban”, Wang Fanghua, source: China Youth,, March 15, 2000,
<http://news.sohu.com/20000315/100098.htm]>.
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with a different facet of contemporary Chinese reality. The tone sounds more upbeat and
enterprising, but the attention for the isolated, love-wanting individual is never too far

away. As young director Jin Chen (Love in the Internet Age) has confessed,

What | want to show the most is the different kinds of lives that people

are leading in China. That's all. In reality, everyone knows that our country has a

iot of problems. But personally, I'm not interested in producing anything

political. I'm more interested in communicating with people's hearts and spirits. I

want to talk about issues of the heart, not issues of society.”l

Lu Xuechang, director of The Making of Steel, talked about his new film In Broad
Daylight that when he first accepted the script he was at a loss. It was not unti!l that he
found out it could be rendered into a film about people, about the common people that he
felt better assured. Ah Nian, director of Call Me, also feels that his mission in filmmaking
is to describe and register the “now and here” (dangxia). Similarly, Zhang Yang, director
of Spicy Love Soup and Shower, understands film in terms that “the power of film comes
from its concern with the present living state. That’s why all of my films try to show the
spiritual state of people of the present age.”

The Sixth Generation finally began to take the popular reality of the masses into

account. People love to be given a clear, coherent storyline to follow and the “Three

Musketeers from the CTI”'% scored an admirable artistic as well as commercial success

'% Stephen Short, “The Current State of Chinese Cinema is Very Dire,” interview with Jin Chen, Time
Asia, Oct.26 2000, <http://www.time.com/time/asia/features/interviews/2000/10/26/int,jin_chen.html>,

' The Three Musketeers of CTI are Zhang Yang (Spicy Love Soup, 1998; Shower, 1999), Jin Chen (Love
in the Internet Age), and Shi Runjiu (4 Beautiful New World). Spicy Love Soup has won the Best Debut
Film at the Fifth University Student Film Festival in 1998; Shower, a small-budget film of 3,000,000 RMB
yuan, has won awards at Toronto International Film Festival (Canada) and Saint Bastian International Film
Festival (Spain). Love in the Internet Age has won the Hua Biao Award while the upbeat 4 Beautiful New
World has earned both critical and popular acclaim as the epitome of “New Urban Cinema.”
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because they know and care about that need. The market has the final say and that is why
even the two pillars of early uncompromising independent cinema, Zhang Yuan and

Wang Xiaoshuai, have started to move toward the “center” and the commercial.

3. Facing the Challenge Brought by the WTO

In the wake of its entry into the WTO, China will import twenty foreign films a
year. Open international competition poses great pressure on the domestic film industry.
As the film producer and investor, Han Shanping talks with glee about future cooperative
opportunities with Time Warner, HBO and Columbia Pictures and the prospect of
making American dollars along with Hollywood.'!'® But the filmmakers seem to be less
optimistic.

While adamant independent filmmakers like Jia Zhangke and Wu Wenguang still
maintain their idealistic independent status by pursuing projects of their own interest,'"
most of the other young filmmakers of the Sixth Generation are quick in making
adjustments to face the coming greater trial in the wake of China’s entry into the WTO
and China’s film industry opening up to foreign competition. In a sense, Chinese

filmmakers are thrown into a position more “independent” than before; only the previous

rebellious idealistic hue of that word is now replaced by a more materialistic connotation:

' Stephen Short, “Commercialization is the Only Way Forward for Chinese Directors,” web-only
interview with Han Sanping, President of the Beijing Film Studio, Time, October 26, 2000,
<http://www.time.com/time/asia/features/interviews/2000/10/26/int.han_sanping.html>.

"' As we have learned from previous discussion, Jia still works mainly in the art house vein with foreign
funding won by his fame established after Xiao Wu and Platform. Following his unique sensitivity of
dangxia (now and here), he is also doing documentary work at the same time, e.g. Public Space (2000). Wu
continues his documentary work and more broadly and precisely, various “documenting” projects that
record contemporary China and publish in media like documentary film, video, audio, note taking and
writing. What is more, he is also dedicated to encouraging and helping new, younger documentarists by
holding documentary ciné-clubs in Beijing and hosting a column called “DV Studio” in Shanghai-based art
magazine Art World.
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they are on their own to find funding through private investors. This dire reality could be
killing to the artistic spirit that already starts shrinking and it hurts the filmmakers to see

that change. Lu Xuechang’s view is probably representative of that concern:

We have to learn to compete in a commercial market and this is very
difficult. But at the same time, [ don't advocate just making a purely commercial
film. Because if we really tried to go down that road, and try and emulate
Hollywood movies, we just could not compete. It would be suicide for the
domestic industry. We are too far behind. I saw a movie that attempted to use
special effects and computers, and Hollywood-type directing, and it only
succeeded in looking like a poor imitation. I think the only way to resolve this
problem is to try to make movies with unique Chinese characteristics, to bring
our own unique experiences as Chinese into the film. If we can do this
successfully, we will have something original and commercial at the same
time...1 think it is imperative that movies remain an art form with great
characters. And it is possible to create a movie that is an artwork and also
commercially viable. The biggest challenge we are facing is learning to build a
bridge between the commercial and the artistic in Chinese film.*“!"?

A look at the other two pockets of Chinese cinema might be heartening in that
line. Taiwanese films, meanwhile, have won international recognition even though the
island’s film industry has been in decline, with annual output dwindling to 20 films and
funding coming from the government or abroad. Yet Taiwan still manages to produce
some of the world’s best filmmakers, including Hou Hsiao-hsien, Edward Yang, Tsai
Ming-liang and Ang Lee. Similar financial concerns abound in Hong Kong, home to
headline-grabbing art-house directors like Fruit Chan and Stanley Kwan. The
interdependence of mainstream and non-mainstream cinema is perhaps most prominent

here: Chan and Kwan came through the ranks of commercial cinema during the mid-and

"2 Stephen Short, “Creating Hollywood-Style Movies Will Be Suicide for Us”, interview with Lu

Xuechang, Time Asia, Oct.26 2000,
<http://www . time,com/time/asia/features/interviews/2000/10/26/int.Ju_xuechang.htmi>.
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late-1980s, when the industry was enjoying a golden age. Now, however, these directors
have to seek financing elsewhere. '3

Aside from efforts on the part of the filmmakers to find a bridge between art and
commerce, logistical support in the form of professional investors is also highly
necessary. As Wang Xiaoshuai has cried, “what Chinese independent cinema needs is a
group of investors who supports our efforts so that we wouldn’t waste our time and
creative energy in search of money.”''* With international funding already starting to
pour in, and the state film bureau unlikely to relax its control in near future but possibly
and gradually do so in the long run, Chinese cinema will continue to negotiate its way
through these various conflicting and colluding forces. How this process will impact on
the Sixth Generation filmmaking and Chinese cinema in general will prove fascinating to
watch. “Deng Xiaoping used a parable to describe how we should run our economy,”
Zhang Yuan is quoted as saying in an interview, “...crossing the river by feeling the
»l15

stones, one at a time...I think China's artists also have to think this way.

(The End)

' Jacob Wong, “The Chinese conundrum,” The Courier UNESCO, Oct. 2000,
<http://www .unesco.org/courier/2000_10/uk/doss24.htm#top>. Jacob Wong was the head of Asian cinema
programming for the Hong Kong International Film Festival from 1997 to 2000.

1 Bérénice Reynaud, “Feuilles d’un carnet de voyage en Chine”, Cahiers du cinéma, n0.526, July/August
1998, p.37.

115 Erik Eckholm, “Feted Abroad, and No Longer Banned in Beijing,” source: The New York Times, Dec.
26, 1999, retrieved at Bebeyond, ©1999-2002,
<http://www.bebeyond.com/KeepCurrent/Recommended/ZhangYuan.htm>.
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