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ABSTRACT

Important as it is, the city has surprisingly gained little
attention in film studies. In an attempt to remedy the situation,
the essays collected in this special issue offer a detailed and
extensive look at the cinematic and traumatic cities. In this
introduction, the editor analyzes the relationship between city
and cinema. He sums up the main arguments of each essay and
makes brief comments on several core issues raised by the
contributors.
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The city has always been central to film. The cinema could not
have developed without the city—its capital, social space, cultural
industry, spectators, stories of women and men adapting themselves
in relation to the fast tempo of modern city life, to name only a few.
As Walter Benjamin once commented: “The film corresponds to
profound changes in the perceptive apparatus—changes that are
experienced on an individual scale by the man in the street in big-city
traffic” (250). The camera as “the machine opening up the optical
unconscious,” in the words of Benjamin, captures moments of real
and imaginary people’s efforts to come to terms with the profound
changes in their private lives and the public spaces. Snapshots of the
increased pace of city life in a wide range of films from Metropolis
(Fritz Lang, 1926) to Man with a Movie Camera (Dziga Vertov, 1929)
to LA Confidential (Curtis Hanson, 1997) thus reveal to us the
fascinating albeit frantic rhythms of the cinematic and traumatic city.

Important as it is, the city has surprisingly gained little attention
in film studies. Peter Wollen, David Clarke, and a handful of others
are just beginning to theorize the relationship between city and
cinema. As for the relationship between cinema and trauma, it is a
subject practically left unexplored. Probably only with the exception
of Jewish film and cultural critics, who tend to single out Shoan
(Claude Lanzmann, 1985) or Schindler’s List (Steven Spielberg, 1993)
in their discussion of the Holocaust and its visual impacts (for
example, Hanson; LaCapra), Indeed, there are very few scholars in
the field of Chinese-Western comparative literature, whose works
should force us to change the way in which we think about cinema
and trauma.
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In an attempt to remedy the situation, the essays collected in this
special issue offer a detailed and extensive look at the cinematic and
traumatic cities, cities ranging from Shanghai, Osaka, Taipei, to
Breslau and Freiburg. Our first stop is Shanghai. Expertly, Poshek Fu
guides us through the labyrinthine cinematic city, revealing stories of
women and men struggling to win back love and hope. He examines
Eileen Chang’s newly discovered film, Taitai wansui (1947), in light
of characterization and the narrative space of the cinema. Chang is
said to have used the cinema, a popular cultural medium, “to project
her ideas regarding the domestic culture of Shanghai’s middle-class
women, which was constituted by the home, romance, marriage,
sentiment, and family relations.” Fu considers Chang’s film to be
heading in a fruitful direction by recasting woman’s subjects in
comedic form. It is neither a regressive melodrama, sentimentalizing
the common fate of Chinese women, nor a radical feminist critique, in
a sort of social abstraction, of women’s life situations at the time. By
carefully placing the film in the context of Shanghai and Hollywood
visual cultures of the 40s, Fu highlights the ambivalent nature of its
concluding scene, in which the female protagonist gets her man back,
only to find that she gains stability at the expense of her dignity and
integrity. Perceived this way, Chang “in effect marked out a different
possibility in Chinese (and Hong Kong) cinema, which had been
dominated since the 1920s by anti-imperialist nationalism and social
didacticism.”

Problematizing the notion of nation as a stable entity, Paul
Anderer’s article on narrative survival, originally a lecture delivered
at National Tsinghua, proceeds towards a better understanding of the
cinematic and musical components in Koreeida Hirokazu’s
Maboroshi no hikari (1995). It succinctly demonstrates that the film
is not only indebted to such works as by Okakura and Ozu, but also
makes use of sights and sounds as introduced by artists in other parts
of Asia. In the latter category, two talents from Taiwan get
foregrounded: Chen Ming-chang who composes the stunning, zither-
led dirge, and Hou Hsiao-hsien, the film director famous for his
“saturated” cinematic forms most significantly related to the city. In
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such a way, Anderer suggests, the film moves beyond the frame of
Japanese social experience and creates desire for possible
transcendence: after the shattering of the dome, to build anew a sky of
hope and peace across cultures. With artistry and concentration, he
analyzes the narrative line of pure loss in the film in terms of
temporality and spatial configuration, to reveal to us that through its
shadows and music, the film actually “traces a modest path toward
narrative survival in our time.”

In “Getting It on Film,” Robert Chi expresses his discontents
regarding the politicized debates on Hou Hsiao-hsien’s Beiging
chengshi (1989). He argues that critics of the film—myself
included—tend to interpret it in terms of nationalistic discourse and
thereby lose sight of the complex process of re-articulating history as
trauma. Drawing on the theoretical insights of Benjamin, Caruth,
Hansen, Kaplan, Lacan, and many others, he gives a very
comprehensive, nuanced, sensible, and forceful account of what the
cinema accomplishes in representing the Taiwanese national history
in its most traumatic stages. Neither a historical testimony nor a
melodrama, the film nevertheless navigates between the two genres
and re-examines the unspeakable, unrepresentable, the socially
unintelligible scene of trauma formation in historiographical (rather
than historical) and cinematographic terms. That is why there is
always something excessive about the film, especially in the long take.
A deconstructive notion of “the constitutive lag,” of the “not yet” and
“not looking directly” for the Real, thus enables us to appreciate
Hou’s aesthetic strategy in questioning the role of affect in the
imagining of a community.

In the last section of my paper, “Passing and Re-articulation,” I
also touch upon Hou’s film 4 City of Sadness, with concentration on
the scene in which the muted protagonist, Wen-ching, confronts the
mob on the train and suddenly voices his Taiwanese identity. In such
a traumatic and cinematic moment in the film, Wen-ching
(impersonated by Tony Leung from Hong Kong), who has up to then
remained passive and reticent in assuming the role of an outsider to
the ethnic conflicts, is forced to abandon the project of passing and to
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articulate a few words in barely recognizable Taiwanese dialect. This
gesture of passing and re-articulation is what the film tries to do in a
sort of postcolonial mimicry: in deliberately evading the ambivalent
subject of colonial and postcolonial histories, it actually re-narrates
what gets repressed or sidetracked. Indeed, with a great number of
testimonial literatures emerging, the theme of disguise and
narrative survival has increasingly become an emergent feature in
contemporary public culture. Most recently, the life and work of
Edith Stein, who was just canonized by the Vatican to the dismay of
the Israelis, has gained quite a bit of attention. The controversial
Carmelite nun was a perfect example of hybrid culture and discursive
performativity. In spite of her Jewish origin, she proclaimed to be
German and tried very hard to pass as one, though to no avail. In
August of 1942, as her efforts to transfer to a Swiss cloister failed, she
was arrested and was last seen on a train from Westerbork to
Auschwitz. The philosophical work and private historical sketches
she left behind, however, provide us with most unsettling, not to
mention moving, accounts of gender and identity as unstably mixed
categories, of difficult and dangerous gestures of passing and border-
crossing. Hardly commensurable to the Holocaust in scale, the
February 28 Incident in the 1947 Taiwan also forced a great number
of women and men to undergo the complex process of disguise and
identity re-formation. After a long period of silence and passing,
victims of the tragedy are beginning to re-articulate the past. Here, 1
use Yang Tsao-ti’s oral narrative as a test case, to discuss the impact
of colonialism and modernity in Taiwan. At the other pole, Liu Chin-
tang’s picture of three women, entitled Taiwan-yi-min-tu (1934),
offers another empathic portraiture of a life-situation surrounding a
Taiwanese artist who attempted to pass as Chinese, in order to
culturally belong to the grand tradition. These successful or
unsuccessful discursive struggles to re-negotiate the notion of oneself
as another, of the other as radically foreign who can or cannot be
allowed to “pass,” should shed new light on the comparative study of
ethnicity and identity in the cinematic and traumatic cities.

To delve into the subject of ethnic identity and of representation,
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we have included Kien Ket Lim’s remarkable essay on Leni
Riefenstahl, a cinemast and photographer who was frequently
regarded as a Nazi propagandist, contributing extensively to the
inception of “girlish” theme in German cinema. Lim argues that
Riefenstahl’s films are not propaganda but documentary: “she did not
have the intention to make propaganda, and this “good” intention of
hers had in turn produced the most powerful propaganda ever.” To
Lim, this “good” intention was her aestheticization, the faculty which
the Nazi propaganda organ did not always possess. Drawing on the
philosophical works of Lacoue-Laberthe, Heidegger, Derrida, and
Sontag, Lim presents a critical look at Riefenstahl’s project and takes
issue with the victimization complex that has come to dominate post-
War historiography. He thinks that such a victimization complex “has
generally substituted crude moral terms for a profound analysis of
Nazi ideology and its mechanism.” Observation like this has deeper
implications for comparative study of cultures and even our
interpretation of such internationally acclaimed films as 4 City of
Sadness or Dosan (Wu Nien-chen, 1995),

Richard Poole’s detailed and illuminating review of a Taiwanese
opera Love and Hope (premiere Nov. 7, 1998) suggests ways in which
we can move beyond such a victimization complex and still hold on
to the cinematic in the traumatic scenes to make them work. The
subject of the opera is the impact of the February 28 Incident on
Taiwanese people; however, due to intrusive theatrical devices and
incongruent emplotment, the visual effect of the performance was
lessened. Scene by scene, Poole analyses what works and what
doesn’t. As a Fulbright scholar, who doesn’t know the language, he
nevertheless gives us a sensitive account of what he thinks the
traumatic state might well have been like.

I want to take the opportunity to thank the contributors for their
wonderful papers. Several friends had originally committed to the
project but didn’t make the deadline. I hope the essays collected here
and those failing to arrive in time will appear in the form of a book at
a later date.
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