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National Trauma, Global Allegory: 
Construction of Collective Memory in 

Tian Zhuangzhuang’s The Blue Kite

in this chapter i examine the ideological use of history in “In-

ternational Film Festival Films” from mainland China in the early 1990s. I 

observe that films like Chen Kaige’s Farewell My Concubine, Tian Zhuang-

zhuang’s The Blue Kite, and Zhang Yimou’s To Live all share the postrev-

olutionary assumption and seek to deconstruct the “grand narrative” of 

social revolution and idealism by constructing a counternarrative of national 

trauma and traumatized individual life. Analyzing the filmic text of The Blue 

Kite shows us that, instead of exploring the complexity of social change and 

everyday life of the Chinese twentieth century, the former Fifth Generation 

auteurs resorted to a visual ontology or mythology of the present, which in 

turn invents its past as a melodrama of “human nature” or “art as such.” 

The reason why moments of these films remain compelling is not because 

of the new metaphysics and ahistorical conclusions at the superficial level 

but because the visual and narrative logic of the “new cinematic language” 

(as a result of the aesthetic and political upheaval of the Chinese 1980s) 

resists the formula of “healing” and captures the irreducible complexity of 

a world of life (i.e., Mao’s China) despite the ideological tendency of the 

global 1990s.

The 1990s saw a string of films from the People’s Republic which deal 

with personal and family life with reference to the political history of Chi-

nese revolution and socialist modernity. The most conspicuous among 

these award-winning films, shown at international festivals and circulat-

ing commercially, are Chen Kaige’s Farewell My Concubine (1993), Zhang 

Yimou’s To Live (1993), and Tian Zhuangzhuang’s The Blue Kite (1993–

94). Together they mark and culminate a cultural and intellectual trend 

of pursuing cinematic narrative of a traumatic experience of the past or, 
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more precisely, a visual reconstruction of the national memory through 

a postrevolutionary catharsis of trauma. In these films, as trauma decon-

structs History with a capital H, a new, somewhat ontological meaning 

of personal, ordinary, or aestheticized life emerges to fill the vacuum of a 

past without history, so to speak. Banned or subject to heavy censorship in 

China, they have been celebrated by critics in the West and often used as 

a source of standard images in media commentary on current Chinese 

social and political developments. Thus, by providing a handle on the un-

stable and even impenetrable aesthetic styles of the former Fifth Genera-

tion filmmakers, these post-1989 epics or antiepics also manage to insert 

themselves in the public consciousness as a common point of reference for 

literary, cinematic, and intellectual discussion of the historical experience 

of Chinese modernity.

Before we go into detailed analyses, a few things should be said about 

the general ideological and social context in which these film texts were 

produced. The intellectual environment of China in the early 1990s lay in 

the shadow of the Tiananmen Incident, the military crackdown of mass pro-

test in Beijing on June 4, 1989. The incident itself marked the end of the 

so-called New Era and all its popular and intellectual euphoria about mo-

dernity, progress, and subjectivity. The anticipated incorporation with the 

global system, uninterrupted economically as we now see in historical hind-

sight, was abruptly and violently set back, politically and ideologically. That 

was viewed by liberals inside and outside China as moving against the global 

wind of change which completed the destruction of the Soviet Empire, gave 

rise to the metaphysics of market, consumption, free-floating capital and, 

along with all these, the victorious melancholy of the free world called “the 

end of history.” In other words, the Chinese situation was and must be viewed 

as a shocking and painful anomaly. Privately conceding a disastrous defeat, 

“liberal intellectuals” of post-Mao China have been reorienting themselves 

through a renewed association with international ideological institutions 

and symbolic orders. To the extent that the notion of “universal history” pro-

vides the norm by which to reflect on the Chinese situation, it also promises 

a way to relive the traumatic experience with a postrevolutionary sensibility, 

aesthetic, moral, or otherwise.

While notions like “natural law” or universal order are seasoned ones 

ingrained in the Chinese discourse of modernity, their contemporary con-

notations, such as developmentalism, are firmly rooted in the age of global 

consumption and capital. The particular flatness and timelessness of the 

last can sometimes be quite liberating and exciting, however, if the popular 
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sentiments or ideology are firmly set on depoliticization, secularization, 

on freeing everyday life of the individual from the straitjacket of any uto-

pian project of the collective. The “opening-up” of Mao’s China at the end 

of the 1970s created such a historical and sociopolitical conjuncture (and 

rupture) that a predictable integration into the “universal” and the “natu-

ral” would have had to be a collective passion, a utopia against utopia. The 

pursuit of material well-being and social liberty, both institutionalized to 

the point of being mundane in the postindustrial West, would have had 

to be accompanied by elevated intellectual arguments, artistic dramatiza-

tion, and philosophical glorification, to the degree that the concretely ma-

terial concerns have acquired their proper form in the epic, the aesthetic, 

and the ontological. While the absence or impossibility of fully developed 

public debate, let alone political discourse, has been a constitutive part of 

the condition of possibility for the cultural sphere of the 1980s, in post-

Tiananmen China what used to be merely fantastic or “aesthetic” is increas-

ingly acquiring a political vocabulary, if not philosophy. A systematic notion 

of what life ought to be informs and inspires the patient, laborious depiction 

of an oppressed longing for normalcy during the years of social turbulence 

and revolutionary fanaticism. Or, to put it differently, what has been called 

forth to deconstruct the teleological grand history of revolutionary China is 

nothing more than a postrevolutionary teleology of perpetuated growth and 

universal humanity modeled after the West. This new idealism (disguised 

as a search for normalcy) drives the literary and cinematic search for an au-

thentic experience of time and history, an ontological meaning of existence 

amid change (or no change). The first step toward restoring the past as ful-

filled time (or lack of it) confronts the illusion of the collective eventfulness 

created by state discourse. In doing so, liberal intellectuals in China have 

made it clear that to rewrite history is to make the past narratively available 

for the current politics of memory and imagination.

Whereas liberal intellectuals, by their passionate advocacy of the reform 

policy, won open or tacit endorsement of the state throughout the 1980s, 

their involvement in the 1989 protest put an end to its political use-value. 

As long as the Chinese government is constantly on guard against “peace-

ful evolution”—a code word for subverting the socialist system in China 

through internal mutation—“liberal intellectuals” in China remain the 

prime suspects of a “fifth column” in the eyes of an ideologically besieged 

state. Partly to offset and neutralize the ideological offensive waged by the 

West, the Chinese state now grounds its legitimacy solely and defensively 

on economic growth, social rationalization, and its own monopolistic role 
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in order maintenance. Growth without democracy therefore becomes the 

unfortunate solution to the legitimation crisis of Chinese socialism, which 

has long been forced to compete with multinational capitalism on the lat-

ter’s terrain. Since Deng Xiaoping’s 1992 tour of the southern provinces 

to initiate an all-out effort at marketization, China has been rapidly enter-

ing its own “postmodern” stage called market socialism. The discourse of 

modernity, underpinned by the intellectual battle cry for a new Chinese 

enlightenment, has lost both its state sanction and its popular mandate. 

The binary opposite between China and the West, tradition and modernity, 

no longer captures public enthusiasm and collective imaginations. The 

mythology of subjectivity and individual creativity was replaced by a sense 

of fragmentation and helplessness, of being outdone by the nebulous 

yet overwhelming power of natural history which now bears not only the 

emblem of the political state, but the logos of commodities as well. The 

formal achievements of the 1980s—experimental fiction, the new wave cin-

ema, the avant-garde art movement, the properly philosophical language, 

the elevated mannerism of intellectual discourse, and above all the revered 

institution of the aesthetic—seemed to be a useless surplus under the new 

circumstances. Even the gesture of radical Westernization is rendered sen-

timental now that the socialist state itself takes the lead in a massive integra-

tion with global capitalism. Notably, in the cultural sphere in the broadest 

sense, the last turn has produced a proto-nativist sentiment, a need for some 

notion of “Chineseness” in the age of multicentered, multicultural unifor-

mity of capitalization and consumption.

The twin forces of commodification and state intervention are closing up 

a real or imagined public sphere which once existed for the liberal intellec-

tuals of the New Era. Genuine intellectual and ideological chaos and confu-

sion are seen in a radically redefined space of cultural production. Former 

pupils of Western theory are now arduous advocates of neo-Sinology and 

neo-Confucianism, former “intellectuals” or “philosophers” have turned to 

“scholarship” for inspiration, forsaking the thin air of “ideas” for the solid 

pleasure of positivism and empiricism. As neoliberal economics carries the 

day by preaching radical marketization and privatization, its less fortunate 

allies in the humanities and social sciences find themselves condemned 

to an eternal Quixotic battle against totalitarian repression. When Li Ze-

hou and Liu Zaifu, two leading intellectuals of the 1980s, launched their 

“philosophy of eating” (the Chinese equivalent of “the economy, stupid”)

in their hasty book A Farewell to Revolution (Gaobie geming),1 they were 

greeted with an organized attack by the Chinese government and unani-
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mous condemnation by overseas Chinese dissidents. Whereas the former 

recognized in the “peaceful evolution” argument a counterrevolutionary 

conspiracy, the latter would not agree with what they saw as a shameless 

apology for the regime’s authoritarian developmentalism. The desperate 

need for moral certainty and symbolic privilege by Chinese intellectuals 

ended up creating new icons out of the dead. Hence the bizarre cult of 

Chen Yinke, a traditional historian whose dogged resistance to Marxism 

during his latter years under communism found its posthumous glory 

and worship in liberal and conservative intellectual circles during the 

mid-1990s. As the commercial promotion of a biography, The Last Twenty 

Years of Chen Yinke, became the topic of the day for elite intellectuals,2 tv
sitcoms, personal essays (such as the “Little Women Series”), pop music, 

Hollywood imports, fashion magazines, Qigong classes, and McDonald’s 

restaurants have quietly completed their conquest of the cultural landscape 

of contemporary China.

Modernism, or the symbolic institution of the postrevolutionary Chi-

nese cultural elite, now must seek its own dwelling in the environment of 

so-called market socialism. Amid the general disintegration of intellectual 

discourse, narrative and stylistic adjustments are underway, and new ide-

ological positions and perspectives are being formed. The filmmakers in 

question constituted an elite group which was among the best positioned to 

respond to this situation in its own “professional” terms, that is, by means 

of the material and symbolic capital available to the particular field it has 

created and to which it belongs. Representatives of the so-called Fifth Gen-

eration, the Chinese new wave cinema of the 1980s, they embody a cin-

ematic language that absorbs local and national vocabulary while remaining 

compatible with the international grammar of symbols and ideology via the 

highway of modernism.

Historical drama has been a mainstream genre for the prc  film indus-

try, and previous works on the traumatic experience of national events, 

such as Xie Jin’s 1987 film Hibiscus Town (Furongzhen), have taken on 

the same historical period, such as the Cultural Revolution, and used the 

same kind of cinematic style, mixing the melodramatic with the epic. The 

post-1989 trend, however, seems to have little to do with the tradition of 

“scar” literature and film in early post-Mao China. The cinematic richness, 

readability, and docudramatic flavor or historical authenticity demon-

strated in these festival films also mark a decisive departure from the early 

modernist monuments such as Horse Thief (Tian Zhuangzhuang, 1984) 

and King of the Children (Chen Kaige, 1987), which are preoccupied with 
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creating a system of signification for the new social experience of post-

Mao China. Melodrama, the formal enterprise of Xie Jin’s “socialist hu-

manism,” is embedded in the realist or studio tradition of Chinese cinema 

challenged by the Fifth Generation. When adopted by Fifth Generation vet-

erans in the 1990s, melodrama is not only meant to remedy the “narrative” 

or “storytelling” deficiencies of high modernism; it is also a reminder of the 

completion of the aesthetic and intellectual disengagement from socialism. 

In an emergent consumer society, the gesture to transcend modernism 

as a cultural passion has its unmistakable formal and ideological mean-

ing. If there is such a thing called Chinese postmodernism, then what it 

takes to be over is not the age of modernity, but the age of revolution and 

radicalism. The juxtaposition of the melodramatic and the epic exposes an 

ongoing effort to transport the symbolic capital of a local new wave to the 

international network of review, consumption, recognition, and patron-

age. If the melodramatic ensures the consumability of the epic, then the 

epic provides the political and aesthetic supplement to and sublimation of 

the melodramatic. In this way, the post-Tiananmen transformation of new 

wave Chinese cinema stands as an allegory of the rapid incorporation of the 

Chinese national economy with the capitalist world system.

In all three above-mentioned films, an overt desire to reconstruct collective 

memory and rewrite national history finds its objectification in the melodra-

matic, but this mode of representation is intertwined with the cinematic 

mannerism or sophistication emblematic of the Fifth Generation auteurs. 

While the professional visual quality of these films is considered worthy 

of a cosmopolitan spectator, the “political” side of the story adds a reassur-

ing flavor of postmodern authenticity, even a self-gratifying sense of moral 

relevance, to the riot of colors, images, and unheard-of stories. In other 

words, our enjoyment comes partly unconsciously from answering to the 

invitation to participate in the minute process of creating national memory 

and its “historical” meaning. The very last, to be sure, can be understood 

only to the extent that this memory and meaning reflect the global ideology 

in which we dwell. The very enjoyment in watching these films involves 

participating in creating the memory of catastrophe by associating trauma 

with images. In this sense, the birth of trauma itself is a cultural event of 

the postrevolutionary age. What is truly traumatic, then, is not so much the 

horrors to be relived visually as the moment of discovery and shock when 

one finally comes up with a narrative, a picture of the past from a distance. 

It is in this distance that the past, in the form of memory, suddenly becomes 

morally and ideologically unbearable. Here, what makes a “traumatic expe-
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rience” emotionally and sometimes physically possible is the overlap of two 

temporalities, two historical paradigms which have been separated by, or 

rather sealed into, a timeless instant of shock and agony which is the work 

of trauma itself. The trauma, in other words, is reserved for the radically 

contemporary viewer as a shock generated in their reencounter with the 

past, a past from which concrete experience of history is removed to create 

the homogeneous space of “memory.” Commenting on The Blue Kite, one of 

the Maoist groups in the United States suggested defensively—but never-

theless correctly—that the way these political events are represented here 

is not the way they were experienced by the vast majority of the people, not 

even those who were directly involved in and suffered from that involve-

ment.3 To a secured citizen of the postrevolutionary age, all this offers a 

comforting assurance that this spectatorship somehow holds a clue to the 

real, or rather it invents the real through the effect of a postrevolutionary 

catharsis. While the “serious” cinematic working serves as the even, homo-

geneous space of aesthetic pleasure, the documented traumatic experience 

or trauma memory offers a roller coaster ride through the terrifying terrain 

of personal suffering and collective disaster. Simply put, in the cinema of 

disengagement, politics, or History to be transcended is the only source 

of the thrill, the pleasure of watching. After seeing Farewell My Concubine,

a U.S. film critic said she felt “emotionally drained.”4 Since watching The 

Blue Kite, Roger Ebert thinks he now has a better grasp of the rumored 

ancient Chinese curse, “may you live in interesting times.”5

In these films, personal trauma is the site for the latent content of history 

to come into being. That is to say, history appears only when the empty, trau-

matic instant of time is filled with images of personal, intimate experience, 

when the individual starts to bring trauma a narrative form through the 

work of memory. While all three films set up the political context for their 

reception, it is oversimplistic to say that using personal experience as politi-

cal condemnation is what they are all about. Rather, the undeniable strength 

and the mesmerizing magic of these films lie in their treating personal ex-

perience as autonomous, that is, in the disinterested realm of the aesthetic. 

Or, one may say that their political poignancy is realized precisely by its in-

sistence on being viewed not as a political indictment but as an ontological 

speculation of the ultimate meaning of existence. The ontological fervor of 

these films becomes evident in their obsession with portraying and valoriz-

ing the intimate, the ordinary, the mundane, the normal (as in To Live and

The Blue Kite), or with the psychoanalytical and the aesthetic (as in Farewell

My Concubine). Indeed “obsession” in the last film is the running motif by 
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which temporal change is to be represented cinematically and judged mor-

ally or, to be precise, politically. If a metahistorical critique is intended, then 

it is carried out through the duration of the intimate interactions of personal 

everyday life, which dissolves the false temporality imposed by the official 

discourse of national history of modern China. In their presentation of the 

constant, that is, love, human decency, the humble desire for survival, and 

the irrepressible longing for freedom and happiness, change in terms of 

modernity and revolution is shown to be phony and ephemeral, not to men-

tion violent. Both the flamboyant exoticism and high stylistic mannerism in 

Farewell My Concubine and the deliberate blandness in To Live and The Blue 

Kite question the legitimacy of national sacrifice in the name of revolution. 

Indeed, what is defiant and potentially subversive in the new trauma genre 

is its fusion with the veritable existence as such, its contemplation of what 

Jean-Luc Nancy called the “unsacrificeable.”6

As the idiom goes, those who go back to the crime scene are always the 

victims. In The Blue Kite, as in To Live and Farewell My Concubine, rewriting 

of the past and exploration of meaning are conducted in the name of the 

victim and the survivor. History thus conceived is not a process, a continual 

flow, but a rupture: it is history at a standstill. Time thus experienced is not 

fulfilled in the richness of life, it is arrested as an eternal instant of shock. 

Such a past yearns for an image, a narrative mode, and a cultural form to 

perpetuate itself as memory. This memory, although reconstructed in the 

radically personal, even private domain, is, in Benedict Anderson’s lan-

guage, “saturated with national imaginings.” It proposes a meaningful his-

tory beneath the otherwise meaningless index of national political events. 

For such a project, victimization and traumatization are privileged modes 

of experience, which promise psychological and formal solutions to an ideo-

logical disorientation. In other words, trauma and victimization must also 

be understood literally, that is to say, allegorically, as a product of the general 

pessimism and sense of defeat permeating the post-Tiananmen liberal in-

tellectual world. In its peculiar penchant for authenticity of history and time 

experience, the post-1989 cinematic chronicle of modern China is part of an 

overall intellectual and political struggle to establish a new temporal order, a 

new concept of normalcy and an antiutopian meaning of life through which 

the Chinese world retains its hope for redemption. So far as the memory 

of the past is morally, ideologically, and symbolically anchored in the con-

tinuum of experience to be restored, and to the extent that this restoration 

implies a vision transcending the abnormal, senseless, and crazy moment 

of the Chinese Revolution, the construction of the trauma-riddled personal 
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memory is an invention under the Western gaze. The aesthetic investment 

in rewriting a national history finds its way into major international festivals 

and distribution networks. Through the mediation of the latter, the latent 

traumatic experience comes into consciousness in the form of visual spec-

tacles of global cinema.

A more critical (and at the same time more sympathetic) reading of these 

films must be a critique of their political ontology concerning history and 

individual experience. The problem with such a mode of representation is 

not its immediate ideological limitations but its willed transcendence of its 

own position with all its materiality and objectivity in the existing space of 

ideological position-takings. The self-enclosed world of visual spectacles and 

melodrama greets a thoroughly secular world of consumption by invoking 

the normal, the constant, and the irreducible as opposed to the overcoded 

world of ideology, politics, social movement, and all the irrational, inhuman 

excess of collective madness. The longing for a meaningful and orderly his-

torical tempo is underpinned by an empathy with universal progress and its 

standard values, claims, and assumptions. By casting the ruins of history in 

a melancholy light, the timeless instant of trauma mingles with the timeless 

spread of the now, also known as “the end of history.” If the “opening up” of 

the wounds forecloses an ongoing struggle for the future, then trauma points 

not to the productive tension of different historical experiences and tempo-

ralities, but the homogenizing normalcy of the now. As the latter returns the 

gaze, the cultural monument of Mao’s China is seen to have crumbled even 

before its completion. In this exchange, reification obtains an exotic sense of 

vitality and dynamism, the “empty, homogeneous” (Walter Benjamin) time 

of the bourgeois century overcomes its internal homogeneity and hollow-

ness. The politico-economic explanation of this historical imagination and 

aesthetic valorization is nothing sentimental: capitalism conquers not only 

space but also time as it invades and incorporates new territories. Liberal 

ideologies rejuvenate through venturing into the uneven terrain of time and 

memory. The reconstruction of memory through screening trauma is em-

bedded in the traumatic recognition of one’s absence in universal history 

and humanity. In its own anxiety over backwardness, abnormality, and lack, 

the critique of national history becomes a global allegory.

The Blue Kite (Grand Prize winner, Tokyo International Film Festival, 

1993; Critic’s Award, New York Film Festival, 1994) was the first and only 

film made by Tian Zhuangzhuang in the 1990s. Whereas the bulk of the 

work was done in China by 1992, the postproduction was not finished un-

til a year later in Japan. The Chinese government practically banned the 
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film even before its appearance at the 1993 Tokyo international film festi-

val, where it won the top award. When the film made its way to the 1994 

New York Film Festival, it became a hot ticket and received rave reviews 

in the United States. Tian, a classmate of Chen Kaige and Zhang Yimou, 

was at the forefront of the Fifth Generation revolution in the Chinese film 

industry during the 1980s. In The Blue Kite, Tian once again teamed with 

Hou Yong, director of photography for Tian’s landmark works, Horse Thief 

(Daomazei, 1985) and On the Hunting Ground (Liechang zhasa, 1984), two 

films widely acclaimed for their uncompromisingly disengaging the the-

atricality of film narrative and for inventing a cinematic language based 

on the thingness of the objective or physical reality. If that credit can be 

attributed to Tian’s early films, then The Blue Kite constitutes a radical de-

parture from, even a reversal of his early style, as the film is in every sense a 

melodrama with the ambition of being viewed as an epic, or, to be precise, 

an epic whose ontology or “jargon of authenticity” comes squarely from 

the world of melodrama, its ritualistic clichés, its popular psychology, and 

its conventional wisdom regarding memory, politics, and collective history. 

It is noteworthy that the lead actress (Lü Liping, as Shujuan) and actor (Li 

Xuejian, as Li Guodong, or “uncle”) are both popular stars in several suc-

cessful teleseries in the early 1990s, such as Aspiration (Kewang) and Stories 

from the Editorial Office (Bianjibu de gushi), both of which are based on the 

best-sellers by Wang Shuo, the cultural hero of antiheroism in the fashion 

market after 1989. The casting indicates the intention to draw the audience 

“closer” to the story and to develop a certain level of intimacy between the 

two. In other words, the living rooms of the rising Chinese urban middle 

class are, to a certain degree, the imagined spaces in which a metahistori-

cal critique of Chinese revolution, or representation of national events as 

traumatic experience is to unfold.

Whereas the world of Horse Thief, like that of many Fifth Generation 

monuments, is decidedly removed from the densely populated secular 

world and its daily politics in order to expand its horizon willfully on the 

margins of civilization, The Blue Kite takes as its milieu the everyday life 

of Beijing, the political center of communist China. Instead of the wilder-

ness of the Tibetan plateau, a self-referential cosmos of high modernism 

in Horse Thief, a certain Dry Well Lane in a bustling residential quarter in 

Beijing constitutes the stage on which intricate personal, social, and politi-

cal relations converge in a melodramatic fashion. However, the first thing 

we notice is that Dry Well Lane is curiously ahistorical: visually, one can-

not tell to which time period it belongs. Even though the subject matter 
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is highly time specific, there are simply no traits of temporality in terms 

of the way people dress, means of transportation, architectural style, and 

so on. Rather, everything seen in this setting—from the traditional-styled 

residential courtyard, chimneys and smoke in the coal-burning winter of 

Beijing, a cart pulled by a donkey, to children playing on the street—gives 

rise to a sense of timelessness. Notably, winter is the only season in this 

film, which covers the span of an era. This is ordinary folks’ Beijing, a 

strange rendezvous of the eternal Chinese countryside and the fragile, flat 

Chinese city; a place immune to and untouched by dynastic vicissitude and 

its contemporary variations. A screen wall can be seen standing in the mid-

dle of the open space, painted with unrecognizable characters in red paint. 

Yet the mark of the times here is negligible, even though soon it is about 

to join the things of its own rank such as morning news on state radio 

broadcasts, political slogans and banners, mass parades, political meetings, 

drums, and red flags.

Simple and modest as it is, Dry Well Lane is a reminder of a swamp of 

mundane life-world, which lies beyond change and in which the imposition 

of any teleological pattern is bound to be futile. It is the womb of nature 

for which the birth of history is a traumatic moment to be resisted, and, 

through this resistance, remembered. It is this organic wholeness that is to 

be penetrated by the political storms that strike over and over again. What 

is unchanging therefore serves as a tranquil and passive ground on which 

catastrophe acquires its moral and narrative drama. If extremes do meet, 

then this melodramatic setting of contemporary Chinese life must be ap-

preciated in the light of the natural historical melancholy that dominates 

the physical landscape in Horse Thief. The allegorical resemblance between 

the two betrays the political–ontological setup of the cinematic narrative of 

The Blue Kite: it aims at revealing the constant beneath the whirlwind of 

change, the timelessness that underscores the turning of social and political 

fashions, the absence of history that underlies the eventfulness of moder-

nity and revolution.

The allegorical meaning presented by the beginning is confirmed repeat-

edly as the film goes on. The first image of the empty, barren, and inhu-

mane room of the newlyweds leaves a visual residue. It is also a constant 

reminder of the politico-economic truth-content underneath the frivolous 

ornamentation and forgetful indulgence of individual life. The carefully 

chosen wedding date, March 8 (International Women’s Day) is read by 

the politically illiterate landlady, Ms. Lan, simply as a date of good fortune 

since it is an even number. This ominous misreading, however trivial and 

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/221227/9780822388937-008.pdf
by NEW YORK UNIVERSITY user
on 13 October 2018



280

Seven

unnoticeable, reveals the slight yet fatal discrepancy between a seamlessly 

codified world of social rituals and political taboo and the blindness, stub-

bornness, and stability of the mundane. This discrepancy is from the on-

set suggested by two sets of characters in the film. One consists of those 

who, like Ms. Lan, exist beyond the political sphere and are confined to 

the insignificant state of nature. Children and old people are the main in-

habitants in this realm. The other is represented by those whose entire 

existence is spent being nothing more than the organs of a nebulous power 

machine, such as Party bureaucrats, small cadres in the work unit, and 

neighborhood activists. However, the main characters in the film are those 

who get caught in-between, those who live in a dangerous world yet fail to 

see the coming danger or find a way out of it. Liu Yunwei is prosecuted 

for his naive enthusiasm in responding to the Party’s call for criticism. 

Han Shaolong, Tietou’s father, becomes a “rightist” for he is so relaxed or 

oblivious as to visit the toilet at the wrong moment. Shuyan (the younger 

brother of Shujuan) is sent to the remote countryside as punishment for 

his pride and unruliness. The punishment follows all the way through his 

joyless marriage with a country girl and his shattered ambition. Zhuying, 

the attractive actress in the military song and dance troupe, is thrown into 

hard labor, and ultimately into jail for her reluctance to dance with the 

mysterious “leader.” Shusheng (the nice elder brother) is passed over for 

promotion and then discharged from the military because of his previous 

career in the nationalist army. The landlady’s son finds himself unable to 

change his hereditary class status, no matter how hard he tries to prove 

himself worthy of the new society. The rigidity of the class-line gives the 

impression that this is a fundamentally immobile and hierarchical society, 

despite its own rhetoric of equality and radical change. Similarly, the fact 

that the law is never written but to be deciphered according to the political 

atmosphere suggests a primordial state of lawlessness, in which punish-

ment is bound to be mysterious and arbitrary. The film is dedicated to 

these small people’s innocence, their personal idiosyncrasies, their help-

lessness, and their modest hope to live an undisturbed, self-sufficient life. 

This unconscious “resistance” to the grand and the heroic leads them to 

their inevitable misfortune, and, as catastrophe strikes, reveals the truth 

of ordinary life as it is. In her reading of To Live, Rey Chow questions the 

moral and ethical validity of such a philosophy of survival, implying that, 

unwittingly or not, it paves the way for the perpetuation of a violent po-

litical system based on a national moral paralysis and slave mentality.7 For 

a different (namely, anticommunist) political agenda, Chow touches on 
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the ideological homology between the ontological presentation of veritable 

existence and the Chinese intellectuals’ political endorsement of the so-

cial program called “development without democracy,” or “modernization 

without the people.” The prevalence of the last as a universal rationality, 

however, renders superficial both the praise of the filmmakers’ moral cour-

age (as part-time political dissidents) in Western media and the critique of 

the immanent complicity of a national culture offered by the postrevolu-

tionary and postcolonial critics.

Once that awkward, sometimes comical overlap between the present time 

and a more arcane and persistent calendar is put in place, the film takes a 

sharp turn, with escalating rapidity and intensity, toward a breathless chron-

icle of disasters, of personal and family lives intruded on and destroyed by 

politics as an external and omnipresent violence. A portrait of Mao is seen 

between the bride and the groom who are paying homage to the great helms-

man, a substitution for the traditional practice of kowtow to the Heaven, 

the Earth, and parents. The innocent yet nevertheless bizarre wedding song 

goes like this:

On the peaceful soil of the Motherland

Life gets better everyday

Lofty ideals for the young

and youthfulness for the old

Our workers love labor

Production soars

The peasants work together and harvest ever more

We are peace loving and never invade others

But we don’t give peace to invaders and bad people

Blatant political clichés give lie to popular nostalgia about the 1950s 

as the golden age of Chinese socialism equipped with its own humane 

and spontaneous everyday culture. Instead we see party ideology, state pro-

paganda, and rhetoric of class struggle permeating the entire public and 

domestic space, demanding that they be internalized by the individual. Re-

pression and asceticism are the main ingredients of the famed innocence 

of the early years of the People’s Republic. In the film, no privacy or inti-

macy is permitted or even looks desirable. Even the birth of the narrator, 

Tietou, is delayed due to Joseph Stalin’s death. The moments of intimacy 

between the newlyweds are enjoyed secretively, in the absent presence of 

moral and political authority, and on constant alert against others. What 
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is noteworthy is that the content of the spontaneous pleasure seeking, or 

rather their undying will to happiness invokes the old, the traditional, and 

the folkloric: traditional wedding dress, red veil, carrying the bride, and so 

forth. The groom’s “who is there” tricks rather scare the bride with the red 

veil on. The two burst into laughter. But the joke and the fun of this inti-

mate moment lie strictly in the recognition of the illegitimacy of this kind 

of self-indulgence.

The family in the film is in a sense an ideal and “representative” one: 

people of different generations, professions, and political tendencies form a 

somewhat realist convergence of diverse individual and class positions. Yet 

The Blue Kite shows little interest in presenting a Lukácsian picture of histori-

cal movement. Instead, it focuses on the withering of the family by means of 

a patient, melodramatic casualty count, in which trauma becomes the rule. 

The family always gets together, often for dinner at grandma’s, after each 

blow it endures, with decreasing family members and increasing worry and 

fear. The tradition starts with a full house in celebration of Shujuan and Sha-

olong’s marriage and ends with a private, tearful conversation between two 

bewildered and desperate women, Shujuan and her mother. Despite being 

shaken by political storms, grandma’s house remains a refuge for the young, 

a “transcendental” home to return to (plus a safe place to deposit the money 

left by “stepfather,” now a “counterrevolutionary”). In contrast to grandma’s 

house, Shujuan’s apartment is ultimately abandoned after “uncle,” her sec-

ond husband, dies. The recapitulation of the empty, barren room finishes the 

circle by going back to its original state. The only surplus that can be seen

is the waste or garbage on the ground, a reminder of all the senseless suf-

fering the innocent people have endured. No meaning or redemption is in 

sight. The only person who walks on the rubble is Ms. Lan, the harmless and 

insignificant landlady, who herself is about to disappear for good.

The chronicle of withering family and social life keeps a meticulous in-

dex in terms of national political events. At the same time, the national 

political events are themselves represented or remembered in terms of 

their devastating impact on, and amazing absorption by, life as usual. The 

film is divided into three episodes, “Father,” “Uncle,” and “Stepfather.” 

Each corresponds to a particular moment of national history: the purge of 

intellectuals in 1957, the three years of Natural Disaster, code word for the 

massive famine resulting from the Great Leap Forward (Li Guodong, or 

“uncle,” dies of overwork and malnutrition), and the Cultural Revolution. 

The death of fathers punctuates Tietou’s trauma-laden childhood mem-

ory, which in turn becomes the frame by which the national events are 
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screened in a way irreconcilable with orthodox historiography. From the 

“Reform Privately Owned Industrial and Commercial Enterprises Move-

ment” to the “Antirightist Campaign,” from the farcical mass participation 

in exterminating sparrows to the horror of the Cultural Revolution, the 

film retains the rhythm which can be considered a textbook example of the 

Jamesonian notion of national allegory, which swings regularly between 

traumatic personal experience and memories of national disasters. It is 

not so much that in order to tell the story of personal life one must tell 

the story of the national situation; quite the contrary, in The Blue Kite the 

deconstruction of the mythology of national history is impossible without 

accounting for the traumatic experience of innocent individuals. Here, the 

reconstruction of national memory is engaged in the private and domestic 

space; the critique of the extraordinary unfolds in the realm of the ordi-

nary; the repudiation of the myth of utopia and revolution finds its way in 

the mundane everyday sphere.

As I mentioned above, Dry Well Lane represents a subterranean sphere 

of everyday life politics can destroy but cannot transform. When film critic 

Roger Ebert compared The Blue Kite with Chen Kaige’s Farewell My Concu-

bine, a film which for him “came cloaked in the exoticism of the sexual and 

personal intrigues at the Peking Opera,” he rightly pointed out that “The 

Blue Kite is a movie about people who never go to the opera, who live in one 

room, but whose lives would nevertheless be warm and rewarding if soci-

ety would only leave them alone.”8 The world of The Blue Kite is one con-

stituted by the whistle of pigeons in the winter sky, the small line formed 

in front of the soybean sauce stand, watching over a child, putting one 

more bowl on the table in anticipation of a friend coming for dinner, mail 

delivery, New Year celebration, and so forth. The passive gesture of those 

small lives is disengagement from public space, even though everyone is 

caught in the whirlwind of political movement and, in Ebert’s language, 

“becomes a little crazy.” The contrast between the unpredictable change 

of political fashion and the constant human values and needs leads Ebert 

to suspect that The Blue Kite “would touch a nerve something like ‘Forrest 

Gump’ touched here” had the Chinese government allowed its domestic 

release.9 The film has created this distance between the daily experience 

of a recent past and what is suggested to be ontological, universal, and 

constant, precisely the intellectual and political space sought by Chinese 

liberalism after 1989.

The film offers more than a depiction of the silent endurance of violence 

and horror. It occasionally takes a close-up shot at horror as an institution. 
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The shot/reverse shot during Shusheng’s prison visit sutures together layer 

after layer of bars of the state prison and the distorted face of Zhuying, the 

embodiment of innocence and nameless fear. The most mysterious case in 

the film is also the one that involves the most arbitrary and ruthless form 

of power, conspiracy, and punishment. In this respect, Shusheng’s lost eye-

sight is by no means accidental. One of the memorable scenes in the film 

is Shusheng, or Staff Officer Shen, dazzled by the daylight pouring into the 

air force maintenance building as the huge slide door opens up. He stands 

still, all by himself, his tiny, nervous body showered in the overwhelming 

brightness, his hands up in the air, trying in vain to block the light. As 

Zhuying’s lover, he later tells her about his possible future blindness and 

jokes that his “telescope vision” will only be better for him to look at her. 

In reality, Shusheng is dazzled by the intensity and omnipresence of the 

political power, which is too strong and brutal for him to bear. Zhuying’s 

fate is a footnote to the prevalence and ruthlessness of this power. Another 

graphic scene of violence (or merely an allusion to violence) also has to do 

with Shusheng. While the list of “rightists” is being announced, someone 

in his unit whose name is called has a nervous breakdown. For a moment, 

we are left guessing about whether it is a bottle of red ink spilled on the 

floor or blood flowing out of a dead body. The moment of suspense has 

its own symbolic meaning: the fear of or anxiety over punishment is more 

overwhelming than violence itself. The doctor’s advice to Shusheng is to 

avoid stress, anxiety, and irritation, which is itself a piece of irony in the 

“interesting times.” Thus Shusheng is doomed to become blind, as he can-

not see and cannot take what is happening around him. All he can sense is 

“there is something missing.” His nervous and pained gesture of trying to 

block the light cascading from the giant sliding door of the aircraft hanger 

is an allegory of all who share his situation: a shock in its classical psycho-

analytic sense as excess of stimuli causing mental and physical damage; a 

traumatic moment of lived experience frozen in time. It is this unconscious 

and powerless gesture of desperate fending and futile resistance that lies at 

the center of the visual-symbolic world in The Blue Kite.

In the meantime, (melo)dramatic moments like these may also provide 

a clue for the unraveling of the cinematic mechanism of this remarkably 

slow and antidramatic film. To call it slow, however, is not to say that its 

narrative steps are slow-paced. Quite the contrary, the film, under the dis-

guise of melodrama, offers a sweeping epic with many leaps and blanks 

which sometimes create difficulty for viewers unfamiliar with the sociopo-

litical history of that particular time period. Indeed, what tends to break 
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out of the melodramatic format is an epic viewpoint that simultaneously 

runs along with the dazzling flow of national events and tries to capture the 

traumatic moment in frozen frames. Discussing the Zapruder Film of the 

Kennedy assassination, Marita Sturken tells us that, when photographic 

images coincide with traumatic events of historical rupture, they can play a 

central role in constructing national meaning. Sturken points out that “for 

twelve years, [the Zapruder film] was seen in public only as a series of stills. 

[It] represents history as a succession of individual frames sliding forward 

in slow motion, offering only fragments of clues to what happened. It is 

a secret image, hidden from view, imbued with a kind of sacred status, 

as if it holds within it an essential clue to the meaning of this event . . . 

[as if] a truth existing somewhere between the frames.”10 Evoking Walter 

Benjamin’s “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” Sturken further sug-

gests that “the still image carries a particular power, in its arrested time, 

to evoke the what-has-been; it seems to have an aura of finality. Stillness is 

precisely what allows the photograph to be . . . ‘the uncanny tomb of our 

memory.’ ”11 In this light, the cinematic, above all photographic, slowness of 

numerous moments throughout The Blue Kite betrays an impulse to freeze 

the cinematic–melodramatic flow into a series of stills so as to create a tran-

shistorical, ontological picture or meaning of mundane, everyday life of the 

ordinary people. The slowness of the film lies not in its narrative tempo but 

in its photographic suspension and expansion of temporality. Memory thus 

preserved, captured, or rather invented, exists as a series of stills which 

await metaphysical contemplation. To create an ontological truth between 

the frames is an old passion of the Fifth Generation, whose initial goal is 

to unravel the narrative-montage texture of a routinized socialist realism 

through its modernistic “sculptural consciousness,” its antitheatrical style, 

and above all its Bazinian ontology of photography which once took the 

world by storm. In The Blue Kite, the epic ambition to rewrite history is, aes-

thetically speaking, the radical opposite of melodrama. Even though melo-

drama is accepted as the cultural and political norm, and the ahistorical 

tempo of the melodramatic is the only tempo in the film, the concealed 

deep shots of a yesterday modernism show their subversiveness. The ab-

sent-minded, stray moments are those which tend to stick in one’s mind, 

not so much as haunting images of trauma, but as figures of the irreducibly 

allegorical richness of the past as it becomes available to a Proustian mémoire

involontaire. The residue of modernism not only disrupts the melodramatic 

flow, it leaves a signature of the filmmaker’s out-of-date subjectivity; more-

over, it preserves in the realm of aesthetics the very complexity, tension, and 
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contradiction of a life experience which politics is threatening to iron out. 

Eventually it is this cinematic slowness which gives rise to a grainier, more 

truthful picture of history at a standstill. Viewed in this light, the ontological 

passion becomes its dialectical opposite: they stand not only for reification 

and fantasy but utopian yearning as well.

The opening up of the realm of subjectivity leads us to trace the allegorical 

multiplicity of its meaning as fantasy, ideology, narcissism, and nostalgia. 

The ontological gaze at the constant existence frees itself from the burden 

of mechanical time of national history. But the still images are not only 

the “uncanny tomb of our memory,” they also, in their preservation of an 

eternal instant, unpack memory for nostalgia. The paradox and the para-

doxical beauty of The Blue Kite lie in the duality of images as the bearer of 

both traumatic witness and nostalgic remembrance. As in the love between 

Shujuan and Li Guodong (“uncle”), even though love is embedded in guilt 

and betrayal, it still opens the door to the future, because the surest ticket to 

the future is an embrace of the present, which is the essence of love. Tian 

Zhuangzhuang the filmmaker is no doubt at his best when he unwittingly 

“transgresses” toward an “anthropological” documentation of ordinary life 

in Beijing in the 1950s and 1960s, a passion reminiscent of his early filmic 

prose on the simple yet highly ritualistic life on Tibetan plateau and Mon-

golian grassland. Those moments of absence of mind in a film of witness 

put the politics of representation in perspective. In nostalgia, the death of 

the fathers becomes a trauma in a very different sense. Tietou’s memory of 

Shaolong must be vague, if he has any. His friendship with “uncle,” warm-

ing as it is, depends on the very fact that he is not seen as father, but a friend 

to count on. Tietou’s relationship with his stepfather starts with a hatred 

that is both Oedipal (indicated by the close mother-son relationship) and 

class-based (Tietou sees mom as a “servant” to Wu Leisheng, apparently a 

high-ranking bureaucrat) and ends with a crude awakening to youth rebel-

lion at the onset of the Cultural Revolution. If the mother-son relationship 

constitutes the constant state of veritable existence, that is, family and un-

conditional love, then the traumatic experience of this family lies not only in 

its fragility in the face of national politics, but also in its constant need for 

a father figure. The weakness and precariousness of the father figure high-

lights the fact that the mother-son relationship is the constant (see figure 1) 

against which the sociopolitical turmoil of Mao’s China is represented in 

Tìan Zhuangzhuang’s film.

For Tian Zhuangzhuang and other members of the Red Guard genera-

tion, the oppressive nature of fatherhood is to be overcome by the youthful 
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power authorized by a higher authority, namely the Father or the Name of 

the Father, which solely determines the meaning of history. In The Blue 

Kite, the voluntary memory construction centering on enduring the impo-

sition of external violence reveals an involuntary reliving of the traumatic 

search for an internalized order, authority, and ideal. It remains a moral 

question whether one has the right to probe into another person’s mental 

wound, analyze it, and pass judgment on it. Yet one has every right, even 

moral obligation, to inquire, to analyze, and to evaluate the proposed way of 

healing. One should ask to what ideological and political end the process of 

sublimation and transference is devised, what kind of mythology or fantasy 

is created, and to whose interest. What makes The Blue Kite a compelling 

film is the fact that it offers no ready catharsis, no instant relief, no psycho-

logical drama or cultural exoticism which channels shock to its articulation 

in the world of commodities. With a residual modernist mannerism and a 

new political fervor, it intends to present a state of life “as it was.” The very 

last effort also creates a problem, however, a problem which becomes vivid 

in the cluster of recent Chinese festival films to which it belongs, as well as 

The mother-son relationship is the constant against which the sociopolitical turmoil of 

Mao’s China up to the early years of the Cultural Revolution is represented and measured 

in Tian Zhuangzhuang’s The Blue Kite. Courtesy of Photofest.

1
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in the general intellectual and ideological environment of both China and 

the post–Cold War world. By presenting a distorted mode of life “as it was,” 

the film anticipates a new law, whose content or implications can be found 

in the “natural law” of an economic (that is, capitalist) society.

In her reading of Freud’s Moses and Monotheism, Cathy Caruth argues 

that what underlies the collective memory of the Jewish people is not so 

much a trauma of return, but a trauma of departure.12 In reading the cin-

ematic rewriting of the national history of modern China, we can argue that 

the trauma of modern China is not so much the ennui of history, nor even 

the melancholy of revolution and modernity, but, rather, the anxiety that 

history has not yet truly begun. What is traumatic, in other words, is not the 

survivors’ recollection of a by-gone era but the unsettled imagination of the 

future. Against this palpable “pressure of time” from the horizon of the fu-

ture a new temporality emerges to be the judge of history.13 In this sense, the 

New Chinese Cinema’s narrative logic, ironically, has returned to its socialist-

realist forebears’ method of “contrast the old and the new”—a cinematic 

storytelling technique perfected by Xie Jin—albeit for opposite ideological

and political effects. In light of this willful contrasting of the old against the 

new, the traumatic past basking in an existential mournfulness must have 

its exuberant origin in a resolute embrace of the new universal—market, 

consumption, private property, and all the fantasies about freedom related 

to that economic bottom line—rather than in the hyperbolic and hypocriti-

cal eventfulness of history captured by Tian Zhuangzhuang’s deliberately 

subdued, even eventless, camera movement.
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