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Abstract

This paper proposes an alternative strategy of therapeutic healing and re-
covery of planetary existence in China by examining the structure of nostalgic
feeling in two films by Jia Zhangke, a Chinese filmmaker who is noted for his
distinct filmic narratives that unsettle and dislodge the authority of official,
ideological accounts. His film, Still Life (Sanxia haoren =2%4F X), exposes
the audience to powerful cinematic images of ruined homes, painful displace-
ment, and cultural loss, which enable them to develop a strong nostalgia for
the lost affinity with nature as well as Chinese cultural roots, so as to foresee
the devastating consequences of the Three Gorges Dam project. Jia’s latest
short film Smog Journeys (Ren zai maitu A& 5% 1&) interweaves the realistic,
nostalgic, and speculative fictional insights into the serious issue of smog in
today’s China. Since China embraced modernism at the turn of the twentieth
century, the traditional belief in the harmony between humans and nature
(RA&—) has been dissolved and abandoned. Taking cues from Svetlana
Boym’s term “reflective nostalgia,” I argue that nostalgia, rather than a passive
escapism or naive utopian pursuit, can serve as an effective means to resist the
current money-driven progress and help Planet Earth recover and revitalize
its future prospects by looking back.
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In “Walking Distance,” an episode of the Twilight Zone (a 1959 American
sci-fi TV series), Martin Sloan, a 36-year-old vice president in charge of media
who is tired of his present life, mysteriously walks back to his hometown of
twenty-five years ago. He confesses his yearning for the past: “I've been living at
a dead run and I was tired and one day I knew I had to come back. I had to come
back and get on the merry-go-round, and eat cotton candy, and listen to a band
concert. I had to stop and breathe, and close my eyes and smell, and listen.” His
father affirms his son’s nostalgic impulse but directs the nostalgic gaze towards
the future:

I guess we all want that. Maybe when you go back, Martin, you'll find that there are
merry-go-rounds and band concerts where you are. Maybe you haven’t been looking
in the right place. You've been looking behind you, Martin. Try looking ahead.

The story, perhaps the first example in media that explicitly offers a similar
strategy to that which I propose, harnesses nostalgic feelings in such a way as to
resolve individual and social issues in today’s world. The story also carries a num-
ber of nostalgic motifs expressed on screen: home, hometown, family, and childhood
which are the same tropes I will focus on in addressing two Chinese eco-films, Jia
Zhangke’s B AEAT Still Life (Sanxia haoren =35 A, 2006) and Smaog Journeys
(Ren zai maitu A4 5% &, 2015).) Amidst pressing global environmental issues,
the ways in which landscape is represented and the human-nature relation is
addressed in literature and media directly affect people’s perceptions of environ-
mental degradation. Aldo Leopold declares, “we can be ethical only in relation to
something we can see, feel, understand, love, or otherwise have faith in” (251). Al-
though nature can be molded “to fit the medium,” in Derek Bousé’s words, cinema
can also accentuate environmental ruin by putting it on display, fostering or retrain-
ing audiences’ eco-consciousness, and striking a substantial impact upon our vision
for a sustainable future (4).

The concept of “planetarity,” defined by Gilroy and Spivak, shifts the ethics
paradigm of anthropocentrism to ecocentrism in a way that allows us to reconstruct
a healthy relation to nature. Through examining the structure of nostalgic feeling
in cinema, I want to propose an alternative strategy of therapeutic healing and re-
covery of planetary existence: “Looking ahead” nostalgically. The feeling of nos-
talgia has always been residing at the core of human unconsciousness, although
the term was coined 300 years ago in the West. Plato’s remembrance of Atlantis

v Still Life won the Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival in 2006 while Smog Journeys has also
garnered positive accolades at various international festivals.
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carries a strong sense of nostalgia. To most contemporary Western critics, by con-
trast, nostalgia carries pejorative connotations. Raymond Williams believes nos-
talgia is “universal and persistent” (12). Speaking of contradiction and negation,
Williams is, nevertheless, suspicious of both nostalgia (even “retrospective radical-
ism”) and capitalism (35). Nostalgia enjoys a much more dominant position in
the history of Chinese cultural discourse than it does in its western counterpart.
China has carried this mode of thinking more persistently since Confucius tena-
ciously and religiously worshipped the ancient. To adapt Svetlana Boym’s term
“reflective nostalgia” to the particularities of the Chinese context, I want to argue,
an anticipatory nostalgia expressed in ecocinema, rather than a passive escapism
or naive utopian pursuit, can serve as an effective means to connect nature and
humans, to renew cultural identity, and to reconstruct the future planet (49).

Boym introduces two nostalgias in her inspiring book 7he Future of Nostalgia:
“restorative nostalgia” and “reflective nostalgia” (41). The former emphasizes
recovery of monuments of the past, while the latter dwells in “longing and loss,”
“ruins,” (41) and “the meditation on history and passage of time” that can project
into the future (49). “Reflective nostalgia has elements of both mourning and
melancholia” (55). Drawing the theoretical parallel with Boym’s idea of restorative
nostalgia, my idea of anticipatory nostalgia actively reflects upon the past, and lingers
on the pain and loss aroused by the remainder of the past, including ruined homes,
broken familial connection, and uprooted cultural identity. The remainder of the
past will be the reminder of the future. This past is able to influence its future.
I am not suggesting, however, a simplistic “back to nature” environmentalist so-
lution. Nor do I intend to leave the impression that I am overtly optimistic about
all aspects of nostalgia. I am endorsing a more complex nostalgia, a scrupulous
remembrance of things past, which could play an active role in the furtherance
of a green political agenda, and thereby encourage a yearning for a future that is
less environmentally destructive. Filmmakers can offer a “mode of looking that
encourages the world’s unmotivated upsurges to well up into us, clasp itself to us,
merge with the salt water in our veins” as Sean Cubitt believes we should do (59).
The “mode of looking” empowers cinema to become an effective means to harness
anticipatory nostalgia and activate public eco-consciousness.

The eco-auteur Jia Zhangke, consciously or unconsciously, delivers a strong
sense of nostalgia by structuring the film with ruined home/landscape, lost fa-
milial connections, and uprooted cultural identity during the process of land
transformation at the Three Gorges. Modern China blindly destroys and even
wipes out the past in the name of progressive urbanization and economic globali-
zation. By “the past,” in this paper, I particularly refer to the places embedded within
memory: individual or collective. The filmic narrative of the ruined home or home-
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town, the broken family, and the primitive landscapes that have existed for millions
of years constantly remind us of the past, project a power to unsettle and dis-
lodge the authority of the official account of “progressive” destruction at present,
and encourage us to pause and anticipate a deteriorating future. The power of such
nostalgic meditation and lamentation invoked by Jia’s cinematic rhetoric connects
the audience to the past, as well as revitalizes the future with more caring and ethical
concern towards our ecology and the planet.

In Still Life, the camera follows the two protagonists, Han Sanming and
Shen Hong, to the town Fengjie %8 that will soon be flooded as part of the
Three Gorges Dam project. This mega-dam project has been ambitiously envi-
sioned, but also disturbingly questioned. I am not trying to scrutinize the tech-
nical issues or ecological changes potentially aroused by the project. Nor do I intend
to utterly deny the direct benefits brought about by the project: for instance, the
tremendous reduction of coal consumption. As a humanist, I want to ponder
the relations between nature and culture, and between past and future in terms of
this culturally loaded landscape. As Sheldon Lu acutely point out, because of the
“cinematic remembrance” embedded in Sti/l Life, the Three Gorges, as magnificent
and poetic parts of Yangtze River, carry enriched and enduring Chinese cultural
heritage (39). Fengjie, the ancient Kuizhou 2N, represents Bashu & & culture
(today’s Chongqing and Sichuan) and figures as a place of recurring natural
beauty in classical Chinese poetry. The changing landscape thus plays a quiet but
significant role in Szill Life.

Nostalgically, neither Sanming nor Shen Hong can forget the past. They both
want to reconcile with their beloved ones. Sanming, a coalminer in Shanxi, longs
to see his daughter and ex-wife in Fengjie, while Shen Hong seeks to locate her
long-separated, estranged husband. The theme of love in this film triggers our col-
lective memory and continues the romantic connotation of this place in traditional
Chinese culture. The romantic love between the mountain goddess and the King
of Chu in the area of Wushan Wuxia (Wushan Mountain and Wu Gorge &1
A ) can be traced back to traditional Chinese poems such as Chu Ci (Poetry
of Chu i), “Gaotang fu” (“Gaotang Rhapsody” 2 /&), and “Shennii fu”
(“Mountain Goddess Rhapsody” 7# 4% #X). The camera constantly shifts its at-
tention from the fictional plot to the natural setting and the bigger social picture
in Fengjie. This filmic narrative foregrounds the poetic place as a major character.
During Sanming and Hong’s separate journeys, we see two different lives: the
grass-roots, helpless local residents who have to leave their soon-to-be-flooded
hometown for an insecure future, and the people in power who greatly benefit
from the Three Gorges Dam project. Shen Hong’s husband, who directs the
office of demolition, and his mistress, the chairwoman of the private company
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that buys the state-owned local factory, obtain great profits from the privatiza-
tion of state property. In the film, they lead a lavish, corrupt lifestyle feasting at
extravagant restaurants and enjoying recreation at luxury clubs day in and day
out.

Demolished Home and Changed Landscape

Home, an object permanently yearned for by the nostalgic person, carries
important connotations in any culture. In the film, the residents in Fengjie have
to move out of their homes that will be demolished and submerged under water by
the mega-dam project. The anticipatory loss leads to a profound sense of nostalgia.
The striking filmic images of ruined homes and homeless immigrants intensify
the audience’s attachment to a certain place and its related past. This active nostalgic
feeling opens up space for reflection and therapy for a country radically transform-
ing to a reckless global-stage player.

When the motorcylist drives Sanming to his ex-wife’s address, Sanming finds
her home already immersed by water due to the mega-dam project. The motorcylist
reveals that his previous home is also under water. The hotel owner and the name-
less woman who knows Sanming’s daughter also face the fate of having to leave
abandoned homes that will be demolished and swamped. Sanming, during his
stay in Fengjie, makes a living as a demolition laborer. We follow him to witness
the grand destruction site. The slow horizontal pan of the camera focus shows the
viewer endless piles of rubbles, man-made ruins, and ugly wreckages, against the
natural beauty of mountains and rivers. The image of destruction is reinforced
when the lens pries into private apartments which still contain leftovers and traces
of inhabitants’ daily lives: a calligraphy scroll with two characters “Try Hard” (nuli
), pictures hung on a half-collapsed wall, a shirt randomly discarded on
a shelf, and a decorative plant still quietly sitting on a cracked balcony. The word
¥ (chai, demolition) and the visible sign of the water level marked on buildings
remind us of the imminent human-induced flood that will come once the mega-
dam project is completed. The sight of the ruins in place, as well as that of the
ruins in the making, stimulates us to anticipate the disappearance of the landscape
as well as the submergence of the ancient town in the near future.

Local inhabitants are forced to migrate to big urban centers in Shanghai,
Guangdong, and Liaoning, to participate in the progressive economic development
as migrant workers. Millions of people involuntarily abandoned their hometowns
for the sake of the Three Gorges Dam. In the film, these people are already home-
sick when they are embarking on the painful, drifting journey. To survive, they
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cannot look back, afraid of the unbearable pain and loss aroused by the past.
Those who look back, like in the grave mistake of Lot’s wife (the biblical tragic
figure), will be left behind by the fast-paced society. Modern people are forced
to look ahead to keep abreast of the radical change and cultural upheaval. Sanming’s
new friend, Xiaomage (Little Brother Ma /J» %) borrows Chow Yun Fats
acting line and facetiously laments, “we don’t fit into today’s society because we
are too nostalgic.”? Then they both play their favorite popular old songs. The
familiar melody of “Shanghai Bund” (Shanghai tan, k£ ##k) smoothly shifts
from comments about nostalgia to a real-life scene of nostalgia in the film.

The TV is showing a news story reporting on the ongoing Three Gorges
immigrants’ departure for Shanghai. An elderly woman is helped to board a ship
full of migrants. A close-up of a woman’s quiet weeping while casting a last look
at her hometown finds its best articulation in the subtitle of the news report: “it
surges through our world of woes.” A man at the top of the mountain is waving
with his coat and bidding goodbye to the leaving ship. The inhabitants on the
steamboat or those seeing their relatives off on land are all homesick when they
are still at home. They cannot predict their futures, and all they know is: they
will never see their home again. The sense of loss and pain is strengthened when
we see the water level mark on the mountain that repetitively reminds us of the
forever lost home. The ship is running on the surging water with the background
song singing, “Thousands of miles of the Yangtze River wash off everything [. . .]
Happy or sad, I cannot tell. Success or failure, I cannot see.” Along the two sides
of the riverbank stand silent mountains and clouds, the sublime natural beauty that
cradled humans for thousands of years. This is perhaps their last time to look back
at home and the past.

The narrative of farewell to home bookends the film. The boat in the begin-
ning of the film is transferring a crowd of local people to Shanghai. In the end,
Sanming leads some locals to leave their hometown for Shanxi to make a living.
The bitter, desolate singing of a Sichuan opera, Lin Chong on the Run (Lin Chong
yeben Pri¥ R FF) as the background music of these two parting scenes perfectly
matches with the nostalgic lamentation in the film. Lin Chong, a noble, kind-
hearted hero in 7he Water Margin (one of the four great classical Chinese novels),
falls from being a member of the upper-middle class to being a fugitive because
of the corrupt imperial court. The opera, full of great pain and sadness, expresses
his lamentation about the capricious fate when he is forced to leave behind his
wife and family.

2 Translations from Chinese to English in this essay are all mine if not noted otherwise.
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Looking over my hometown, distant mountains and waters. Gazing towards the
north, immense sky and vast earth. Perhaps my old mother has passed away. Alas,
she exhausted her whole life to nurture me. My beloved wife lost my protection.

Alas, sad cries! A hero’s sadness lasts persistently.?

Like Lin Chong, those local inhabitants are leaving their hometown with a
great feeling of loss and sadness and going to a life of exile. The new life means
progressing relentlessly, even at the sacrifice of the past and the nature. At the end
of the film, when they have their last sight of the wreckage that used to be their
home, when they see the person walking precariously on a tightrope between two
tall buildings, our thoughts shift from the past towards a future when bigger loss
and destruction will be approaching. This land will be buried under water and
these people will face a tougher life in coalmines, as hazardous as that of a person
tightrope above a ruined landscape. The image of the person, on a tightrope the
last shot of the film, provokes a strong sense of risk and a profound concern for the
precarious future. The land, or the planet in a broader sense, is undergoing unim-
aginable damage every second. The powerless people are herded into coalmines to
become victims and simultaneously accomplices to the crime committed upon the
planet. The film ponders the pain and loss that accompany a deep sense of grief
and point to the future.

The landscapes of the Three Gorges and the representations of home and
the past are facing a brutal fate of being changed and eliminated. In the film, the
new bridge that connects two mountains radically transforms and conquers the
local landscape. The businessman brags that he has invested over two hundred
million yuan to fulfill the government’s demand of “transforming the insurmoun-
table natural barrier into a smooth road” (tiangian bian tongtu R ¥ % 8 i&).
Nature is belittled and becomes a toy or tool to facilitate trade and economic de-
velopment. We also witness the dam construction site in the scene when Shen
Hong and her husband bid farewell to each other. After she expresses her intention
to divorce him, the camera zooms out and reveals a huge construction site. The
marginalized human figure highlights the central role of the transformed land-
scape that is directly communicating and connecting to the audience. The natural
landscape, a representation of the prehistoric past, is disappearing because of hu-
man demands. Zhang Hongbing decodes the disappearance of nature: “Subjected
to the changes brought about by the Three Gorges Dam project that is part of China’s
global search for energy to sustain its booming economy, the natural landscape is

PEFILIEKE  ZTERS c BEEART > FeFay G o WG L ARE T
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presented here as elegiacally disappearing” (136). The devastating land transfor-
mation, however, constantly contrasts and highlights the long-lasting cultural sig-
nificance of this landscape.

Nature Submergence and Cultural Amnesia

To extend the idea of home more broadly, the Three Gorges, as part of the
Yangtze River, boasts a lasting and glorious civilization. The two-thousand-year
traditional culture of the Wu Gorge and Wu Mountain can be considered as
Chinese cultural roots. Memories of the Chinese past, in literature as in life, are
anchored in this place. The literary remembering has been passed down for gene-
rations. Besides the aforementioned classical poetry, the poems of the Tang dynasty
express a fascination about this place and pursue the traditional ideal of “the
unity of Heaven and humanity” (tianren heyi K A4 —). The memorable lines

»

written by “Du Fu,” “the maple forests are eroded by jade dew, the Wu Gorge and
Wu Mountain are covered by melancholy air”;* or those by “Yuan Zhen,” “After
experiencing the ocean I am not satisfied by any ordinary water, after seeing
Wu Mountain I am not impressed by any clouds”;’ or the love lines by “Li
Shangyin,” “once we reunite and talk till deep night, let’s chat about tonight’s rain
at Bashan Mountain” poetically entangle human existence with this natural
landscalpe.6 The most famous poem, also recited in the film, is “Li Bai’s” “Morning

Departure from Baidi City” 745 & # 3&:

I bid goodbye to Baidi City among colorful clouds in the morning,
Passing a thousand li I returned to Jiangling City in one day.
Gibbons on both riverbanks cried ceaselessly,

The light boat already travelled by millions of mountains.”

Premodern Chinese society is rooted in place. Such ecocritics as Lawrence
Buell, Greg Garrard, and literary critic Raymond Williams have been dealing
with the role of litera-ture in raising a sense of locality. Nature in classical Chinese
poetry demonstrates a close connection between humans and nature. Culture and
nature were inter-twined and harmonized in traditional Chinese intellectuals’
minds, although I am not denying the fact that there is often a disjunction be-

tween beliefs and behaviors.?

4 R FEIAGEAI > B Bk A AR
S RIEEHEHA K > R BELREE o
CATELETHEN » HFELRAE o
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8 The historian Mark Elvin acutely points out a paradox that lays “at the heart of Chinese attitudes to
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The specific landscapes of the Three Gorges thus have become less geo-
graphical places than symbolic entities, imagined and remembered, which play a
role of “collective memory,” to use Maurice Halbwachs’ term. Kate Bennett points
out the “role of nostalgia in the creation of narratives around collective identity”
(188). This collective memory reinforces the bond between nature and humans.
As “places of memory” (Pierre Nora’s Lieux de Mémoire), the Three Gorges allow
individuals and communities to form attachments to the natural ecology and cul-
tural roots (7). The auratic places of immediate encounter with a memorable past
can be a gesture of resistance to the ruthless exploitation of space. To eliminate the
natural landscapes, however, obliterates the preexisting belief in eco-consciousness
and sunders people’s connection to their spiritual home. The natural place, a cry-
stallization of collective memory, is violently erased and quickly forgotten. The
modern descendants of the ancient Bashu civilization are being uprooted from
their place-belonging, physically and mentally. S#il/ Life takes a backward look
at the vanishing past and expresses a profound concern about the cultural loss
and discontinuity that are deeply linked to nature at present and in the future.

The director lingers over a brief but significant scene to invoke the sense of
cultural anxiety. Unable to find her husband, Shen Hong goes to seek help from
one of her husband’s friends, an archeologist who is busy with unearthing a newly
discovered tomb from the Western Han dynasty. The relics embodied with cultural
memory are oriented toward history and time in formations relating the present
and future to the past. When we anticipate that the impending flood will devour
the historical relics, our attention is directed to the imminent, inevitable flood that
signifies cultural discontinuity, even amnesia. It is the desire for recalling what will
be gone forever that brings to the surface a dominant structure of feeling and
nostalgia, which will spread to the future. The intersection of the past, present,
and future is interestingly presented through the mysterious spaceship in St/ Life.
The seemingly incompatible presence of the unknown object reminds us of the
long-lasting mystery of this place (Fig. 1). The futuristic style of the spaceship
resembles the surreal, odd-looking antiques from the Sanxingdui civilization (an
ancient Shu &) culture dating back to as long as 5000 years ago). The presence of
the spaceship, deepening the time, directs our meditation about past and present
towards the future. The surreal image, peculiar and engaging, invokes exciting
discussions among audiences and scholars, given its multiple layers of complexity.

the landscape.” On the one hand, the place was revered as “a part of the supreme numinous power itself.
Wisdom required that one put oneself into its thythms and be conscious of one’s inability to reshape it.
On the other hand, the landscape was in fact tamed, transformed, and exploited to a degree that had few
parallels in the premodern world.” “Mark Elvin”, The Retreat of the Elephants: An Environmental History
of China (New Haven, CT: Yale UP, 2004) 323.
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[ interpret Jia's adoption of the enigmatic image as a compelling, innovative approach
to triggering spectators’ anxiety or confusion about the uncertain and the unthink-
able. The unknown provokes us to (re)conceive answers to the fundamental ques-
tions we are still struggling with: what we are, where we are from, and ultimately
how to (re)build our vitalizing affinity with the planet. The alien or the otherness
complicates the filmic narrative, and further activates a new mode of thinking
through a planetary lens.

Fig. 1. A mysterious, futuristic spaceship takes off undetected at midnight.

Familial Disconnection

The inhabitants’ permanent separation from the place not only means
homeless wandering but also leads to the unfaithful betrayal of their cultural
roots, because their relation to this ancient town is as intimate as children’s con-
nections to their parents. The imminent separation drives them to desperately

grasp for the eroded bond. As the bare-chested laborer in the film sings:

Such a familiar sound that accompanies me through years of good and bad,
Without Heaven, how would there be earth?

Without earth, how would there be home?

Without home, how would there be you?

Without you, how would there be me?

If you had never raised me and given me the warmth of home,

If you had never protected me,

What would be my life?®

O SBMENEE  BRE VE R o RA RMA R 2 BARIHA R ? BA RIA A ?
BAEMAR? Bk TG/ TR SRBENAT  Boh R ERER > ROGFEK T
g2



Nostalgia for the Future: Home Landscape in the Films of Jia Zhangke 93

This theme song of the 1983 Taiwan film Papa, Can You Hear Me Sing? (Da
cuo che ¥55% %) is recreated by Jia Zhangke to deliver a more powerful feeling
of desolation. The bare-chested inhabitant of this ancient land, with his bitter
passion and desolate voice, confesses his deep gratitude and mourning for the
motherland.

Human relation to the place is juxtaposed with the broken familial bond in
the film. Sanming has not seen his daughter and ex-wife for sixteen years. The
job of demolishing Fengjie distances Shen Hong and her husband and eventually
leads to a broken marriage. The nameless woman has to leave behind her scattering
family for Guangzhou to make a living. People in Fengjie, descendants of the upper-
Yangtze-River civilization, now have to embrace the Oceanic modernity, accompanied
by painful separation and amnesia.! The familial disconnection, like the im-
minent burial of the past, stimulates a nostalgic meditation upon pain and loss,
today and tomorrow.

Backward Looking at the Air

A similar anticipatory nostalgia is also encoded in Jia Zhangke’s latest
Greenpeace short film Smog Journeys (Fig. 2). According to statistics from Green-
peace, cities in the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei region undergo over one hundred smog
days every year, with PM2.5 concentration 2-4 times above the WHO guide-
lines. As a socially conscious film director, Jia attempts to raise people’s attention
to the smog that is a severe environmental threat to people’s health. More expli-
citly and purposefully fighting the environmental destruction, this seven-minute
film quickly shows people’s everyday life in Beijing and the country area in Hebei
province. Village people cough because of the incessant smoke from large factory
chimneys. A young girl has to cover her face with a red scarf to protect herself from
the poisoned air. The whole city is immersed in heavy smog. Everyone wearing
a face mask is isolated from each other and they gloomily walk in smog.

An early PRC children’s song Lezs Swing Twin Oars disrupts the present life
severely affected by smog. Everyone in mainland China has been taught this song
in childhood since the 1950s. In the film, after the teacher starts the familiar melody,
the elementary school students are singing, “Let’s swing twin oars, our small boat

19 In the process of China’s modernization, a number of social changes, including the Three Gorges
Dam, were accomplished at the sacrifice of environmental and planetary sustainability in the name of
mimicking a “Blue Civilization” modeled on the West. See Xinmin Liu, “Defining Nature and its Ethi-
cal Redemption: The Early Roots of Eco-criticism in Existentialist Philosophies” a special issue for Siyi:
Critical Stimulations from Drifting Minds. Cardiff, UK: Loft.com, Issue 3 (February 2016): 99-100.
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plows through the ripples. A beautiful white pagoda casts its reflection, on the
lake surrounded by walls in green and red. The boat is bobbing gently in the water.
A cool breeze caresses our faces.”!! The setting of the song, with a “white pagoda”
and “walls in green and red,” is Beihai Park, a former imperial garden in Beijing
that boasts splendid historical architecture. The “cool breeze” in Beihai Park is
now replaced by the poisonous smog in Beijing. The beautiful environment of
fifty years ago now becomes the past that seems gone forever. A nostalgic feeling
bubbles up and spurs people to resolve the current air issue in the future. The
entanglement of past, present, and future at the end of the film conveys an antic-
ipatory nostalgia. The envisioned future is presented with clear air, bright sun-
shine, and a smiling little boy, which creates a familiar picture delivered by the old
song. To reflect upon the past and project the current ruins into the future, Jia
encourages the audience to participate in action related to environmental issues.

Fig. 2. A film poster of Smoag Journeys

Film, as a form of cultural critique, can therapeutically confront China’s
modern madness and vigilantly navigate it away from destructive hazards.
Elected as one of the fifty people who can save the planet by 7he Guardian, Jia
Zhangke attempts to implement eco-consciousness in China’s indigenous envi-
ronmental context. His latest environmental film, Black Breakfast, thoroughly
applies the spirit of “ART for the World.” By the same token, spectators are also
entitled to actively analyze art with social consciousness and react against the
current commodity-fetish, nature-exploited discourse of globalization. “Chinese
ecocinema,” the term coined by Sheldon Lu eight years ago, is “a new critical
paradigm” as he claims (1). Xinmin Liu further raises the issue of making difficult

WRARMGARE > N LERIBCR o KaBIFFERG G > wEREFEBH -
DAL SLIZIZIATG L KT 0 W E R K T IR K AGA o The English translation of the lyrics is directly

excerpted from the film subtitle.
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but significant “ethical claims” regarding places in Chinese ecocinema. Liu also
believes, “any critique launched by Chinese ecocinema should aim at the particu-
lar and indigenous context of China’s modern development rather than at being
a mirror image of Euro-American ecocriticism” (217). Nostalgia, given its special
position in Chinese thinking, could carve out more space for potentialities and
possibilities in Chinese ecocriticism. A nostalgic look projected to the future, in
other words a perspective to anticipate the future by linking the past and present,
could encourage a new politics of ecological progression. Boym observes:

Nostalgics discover that the past is not merely that which doesn’t exist anymore, but,
to quote Henri Bergson, the past ‘might act and will act by inserting itself into a pre-
sent sensation from which it borrows the vitality.” [. . .] the past opens up a multitude
of potentialities, nonteleological possibilities of historic development. (50)

Both Szl Life and Smog Journeys communicate a deep sense of pain and loss
that elicits intensive mourning and pondering upon the past, and extends to the
future. When the Three Gorges immigrants cast their last glimpses at their ruined
home, and when the children in smog sing the old song, we start anticipating a
better possibility for the future planet by looking back.
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