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ABSTRACT

A City of Sadness [Beiging chengshi, dir. Hou Hsiao-hsien,
1989] marks a turning point in contemporary Taiwanese history.
it was the target of various attacks based on the ambiguity of its
political intentions. The politicized debates surrounding the film
often interpret it too quickly in terms of nationalistic discourse.
As a result, defails of the film's representational strategies
are often overlooked, along with significant formal links to
other literary and cinematic texts addressing similar
themes. Specifically, the film itself problematizes temporality,
narration, affect, and communication in ways that suggest a
psychoanalytic theory of history-as-trauma. But the paradoxical
status of contemporary trauma discourse itself further suggests
that the very notion of a national history is a negative relation in
the present rather than a positive content rooted in the past. In
other words, the strategic “failure” of A Cify of Sadness to
represent what it was expected to represent holds open an
alternative space of public discourse, a space which self-
consciously questions both political resistance and communai
affect. Therefore, the film occupies a crucial position in the
genealogy of “Taiwanese identity.”
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When A City of Sadness {Beiqing chengshi, dir. Hou Hsiao-
hsien] was released in 1989, there was still fittle reliable information
about the February 28 Incident of 1947. A decade later, there are now
dozens of books on the early years of Nationalist (KMT) rule in
Taiwan, including reports and document collections produced under
the government’s own Special Committee to Research the February
28 Incident. Likewise, in the years since the film’s release, the
government has issued official though tentative statements of regret
and conciliation, it has established a February 28 Incident memorial
and public park, and it has made February 28 into a national
holiday-—Peace Day.” Despite these subsequent developments, and
despite the fact that A City of Sadness was the third-highest grossing
film in Taipei in 1989 and the only Taiwan production in the top ten,'
there were a number of harsh criticisms of the film immediately after
its release. Two major political objections to the film both contend
that it does not show what it ought to show. On the one hand, the film
is an affront to Taiwanese people, for one of the two main plot lines
focuses on Taiwanese village gangsters fighting amongst themselves
rather than on the crushing of genuine patriotism by a corrupt military
regime. On the other hand, whatever political content the film might
have remains cryptic at best, for the other main plot line features a
deaf-mute photographer who can neither fully witness nor fully
participate in the antigovernment movement. Even his photography is
limited to studio portraiture and scenic shots of the countryside. In
this view, A City of Sadness actually supports the Nationalist
government by failing to break the silence surrounding the February
28 Incident, and by failing to speak clearly. But what if the film’s
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message is precisely the fact that it “fails” to speak?

A famous example of the second objection is Liao Ping-hui’s
early response, “The Deaf and Mute Photographer.” According to that
article, Wengqing the photographer is like Hou Hsiao-hsien the
filmmaker, both seeing through a camera. Wenqing’s sensory lack
becomes analogous to Hou’s ethical lack. Neither is ignorant, but Hou
does not speak even though he could. At best, second other critics, the
politics expressed in 4 City of Sadness are simplistic and muddy (are
the intellectuals naive patriots, Chinese Communists, or Japanese
Socialists?), at worst a parroting of contemporary KMT rhetoric.? In
addition, Liao criticizes Hou on two other points. First, whenever
politics rears its ugly head, the film cuts quickly to something else,
displacing the tensions of history with soothing panoramic shots of
the harbor, of mountains, and so on. This even applies to
characterization; the lack of clear lighting and closeups prevents us
from following the characters, much less following the story. This
main objection thus revolves around the visual absence of the
February 28 Incident; most others who attack the film on political
grounds would likewise be happiest if they could actually see the
February 28 Incident on screen, at least as a drama showing both
crowds and soldiers, and perhaps as a viclent and bloody spectacle.
Second, Wengqing is paired with the only significant female character,
Hinomi. She in turn is also mute, having little voice in the patriarchal
order; even her friendship with the Japanese woman Shisuko seems to
revolve around their respective brothers (Mi Zou, “Women™).

Criticisms of Wenqing thus inevitably become criticisms of
Hinomi as well. The combination can be attributed to merely fabular
considerations of the text itself: here are two characters who fall in
love and marry. But the foundational scene in their romance is the one
in which they listen to a record of “Lorelei,” and Hinomi informs
Wenqing about the German folk tale, while he tells her about his
boyhood fall from a tree. As Liao points out in a followup to his
earlier article, the scene foregrounds the marginal private
conversation of the two in their ahistorical, romantic, misty-lensed
world just a few feet and a few shots away from the intellectuals who
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are discussing more pressing matters (“Renunciation”). Following
Liao’s lead, Lu Kuang points to this scene as an example of what
makes A City of Sadness a “digressive film™ [/iti de dianying]. Lu
Kuang observes that the medium shot prevails in the film, and
consistently present in that medium shot are centrifugal [/ixin] details
that interact as what Sergei Eisenstein calls dominants and overtones.>
For example, in the first shot of the scene, the dominant is the lunch
table and the intellectuals, while the overtone is Hinomi and Wenqing,
carefully positioned facing each other, yet both not eating and out of
range of pen and paper, which is how they normally communicate. In
addition, the placement of Hinomi and Wenqing on an axis
perpendicular to that of the intellectvals accentuates the “cross
purposes” of the scene’s two plot lines. In the next shot, the overtone
of the unspoken conversation has become the dominant, while the
previously dominant intellectuals and their meal are reduced to the
unseen overtone of the soundtrack. The teachers toast the journalist
off screen, predicting that he will be a wittiess to Taiwan’s impending
crisis. Then their conversation fades out to be replaced by “Lorelei,” a
new aural dominant that in turn brings up the theme of deafhess and
muteness, narrativized by Wenging’s recollection of his boyhood fall.
Reframing Liao’s criticism of the film’s evasions in a stylistic term,
Lu Kuang concludes that the digressive or “centrifugal” shots [lixin
Jingtou] make this a digressive film in which the digressive worlds
are more interesting than that of “the little intellectuals who mix
cynicism and political fantasies” (147).

There are thus history and ahistory, or perhaps two sorts of
historical experiences, the public and political, and the private and
erotic. The latter, moreover, is analogous to a fake misty-lensed
official history in which Wenqing the Taiwanese is unaware or
unresentful of the terrible wound he has suffered. KMT history
becomes a feminine erotic fantasy that displaces real Taiwanese
political history. One might claim that such a gendered, pairiarchal
division is authentic to Taiwanese society at that time, and that other
female characters bear this out: Wenxiong’s obedient daughter Ah
Xue; the dutiful widow of the lost second brother, still sweeping and
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cleaning her husband’s medical clinic; and the backstabbing,
chainsmoking prostitute Ah Chun (Mi Zou, “Women”). But as Abe
Nomes and Yeh Yueh-yu argue, Wengqging’s most frequent
interlocutor is an equally significant narrator, and where he can only
write, she can both write and speak. It is Hinomi’s literal voice that
repeatedly delivers the historical, narrative goods and in so doing
enacts a critique of history from what appears to be a marginal
position, one based on Julia Kristeva’s “women’s time.” !

Such details suggest that 4 Cify of Sadness presents a more
complex cinematic text than the initial attacks, many of which were
written for newspapers, recognized. Moreover, with the benefit of a
decade’s hindsight, it would be easy to dismiss those early radical
attacks on the film. But the film’s historical importance comes not
just from the time it depicts but also from the time it was made and
released, so it is far more useful to reflect on how the debates as a
whole wete articulated at the latter historical moment than it is simply
to correct them definitively. We might begin by asking what made the
film’s attackers expect something that was not in the film in the first
place. For it is debatable whether the New Taiwan Cinema of the
1980s was ever truly artistically avant-garde or politically
oppositional, and whether Hou’s films were ever especially political
or feminist before:* and of course no film had ever tackled the
February 28 Incident before. But in addition to exculpating 4 City of
Sadness, this last fact furnished precisely its main selling point.
Engineered by its executive producer Zhan Hongzhi, the prerelease
advertising of the film was oriented as much toward export as it was
toward the domestic market. Indeed, the film premiered abroad at
the 1989 Venice Film Festival, where it won the Golden Lion award
for best film. It was these circumstances that encouraged the
domestic expectation of bald political content; 4 City of Sadness
was to depict the February 28 Incident in film for the first time. The
absence of what the prerelease publicity promised abroad and failed
to deliver af home is exactly what the film’s early critics criticize.
Therefore the problematic of representing the February 28 Incident
in A City of Sadness is a matter of extrinsic factors too. That is, the
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question of what constitutes cinematic representation is asked in the
contemporaneous public sphere within which the film circulates.

In a revision of his earlier objection, Liao argues that 4 City of
Sadness recodes the dilemmas of (re)constructing and (re)entering a
public sphere in the years immediately following the lifting of martial
law in 1987 (“Rewriting”). Hou’s public denial that the film is
“about” the February 28 Incident is less a positive statement of what
it is about instead (nature, human nature, the lives of common people)
than it is a negative statement. But it is also not just a disavowal of
prerelease publicity, a surrender to the threat of state censorship, or an
evasion of a or the political interpretation of the film. More
importantly, it is @ negation in the psychoanalytic sense® That is,
Hou’s denial is not just an actual evasion of public discourse, a real-
life version of his cinematographic “digressions.” Beyond that, it is
the entry point for the varieties of interpretation that Liao enumerates,
interpretation being a form of spectatorial and consumptive practice.
Interpretation engages not only with the film itself, but also with
quasi-authoritative statements from the director and other “insiders,”
with other political acts and discourses within Taiwan itself, with
positions outside of Taiwan, and with the film’s publicity. By
publicity T mean the film’s status as a public artwork, its
representation of a public, its “public relations,” and its “public
image.” In other words, it is the refusal of what I will provisionally
call “melodrama” that allows the dilemmas, the growing pains, of a
nascent public sphere in the late 1940s to be re-experienced in the late
1980s. This re-experiencing constitutes history in a traumatic mode:
“As the phantoms of the Incident are continually called upon and
exorcised, they do not seem likely to go away” (Liao, “Rewriting”
295).

The cryptic openness of A4 City of Sadness to various
interpretations is thus often seen as a product of its very “muteness.”
Critical reactions founded upon this position, however, rarely explore
just how this reticence works through the cinematic text. Besides the
“Lorelei” scene, the film itself is often overlooked, and along with it,
its links to other films within a particular historical register: that of
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JSilm history. More specifically, approaches that begin outside the text
often fall “mute” themselves when summarizing how the text deals
with representation and narrative, as if the latter two terms were
somehow self-explanatory. It is this end of the production of the
film’s publicity that I will examine here. Yeh Yueh-yu suggests the
key to this analysis: where many critics demand a film about history,
with the February 28 Incident visually present, she sees 4 City of
Sadness as a film about us coming to terms with history. It is a film
about “how to create a highly mediated, reproduced history, how to
catch within it narrative circumstances that are difficult to express
only with images—parting in death, separation in life, terror,
existence” (82). According to the former view, 4 City of Sadness is a
historical film, while according to Yeh’s view, it is a historiographical
one. Therefore to historicize the film is to consider 4 City of Sadness
as a first step in a longer process of coming to terms with history
itself.

Taiwanese films after 4 City of Sadness have confirmed this
formalist approach. The two later parts of Hou’s trilogy on modern
Taiwanese history both foreground a structure of double temporality.
In The Puppetmaster {Ximeng rensheng, 1993] Li Tianlu, who plays
the grandfather in A4 City of Sadness, recounts anecdotes of his actual
early life during the Japanese period. His on screen appearances are
intercut with scenes depicting what he is narrating, such that the film
narratively as well as visually occupies both past and present. The
third installment, Good Men, Good Women [Haonan haonii, 1995], is
the most structurally ambitious of the three. It is a fictional film about
the making of a historical-biographical film called Good Men, Good
Women. Set in the apartment of the lead actress (named Liang Jing in
the film), the first scene establishes the nested text premise by
showing us a television on which is playing the happy bicycle scene
from Ozu Yasujiro’s Late Spring [Banshun, 1949]. The first scene
also features a fax machine, and variations on the scene later add a
cellular telephone. These three devices are all devices of long-
distance transmission and communication, technological signs of the
contemporary, Through these devices the scenes in Liang Jing’s
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apartment also construct contemporaneity or historical juxtaposition
itself, for the frame story of Good Men, Good Women is set in the
present but flashes back via the embedded historical-biographical film
to the 1940s through the White Terror {Baise kongbu] of the early
1950s, while Late Spring itself was released in 1949 and is set in that
contemporary present.

This juxtaposition of past and present constitutes a dialectic
whereby the subject as a historical entity emerges. In Hou’s film
Liang Jing has been rehearsing and waiting for shooting to begin for
so long that she feels she is becoming the real woman whom she is to
“interpret,” Jiang Biyu. Becoming aware of oneself as an Other also
happens in the present-day scenes at home where Liang Jing is faced
with her own uncanny, technologized self: an anonymous Other, a hi-
tech stalker, possessor of her diary, faxes back a past entry. In Liang
Jing’s last scene as herself, she ends up singing into the silent
telephone, as if to her dead lover. But the actress’ “own™ last scene is
followed by her last appearance as Jiang Biyu, after the death of her
(Jiang’s) husband. This last scene, in which she performs his funeral
rites, is not set within the embedded historical-biographical film about
Jiang Biyu. Rather, it is set in the intermediate space of the stage upon
which the cast of that film is practicing. Thus Liang-as-Jiang’s last
scene is a rehearsal, a performance that lies between real and fictional
identities, between anticipation and realization. Indeed, the stage
directions for this scene state, “Jiang Biyu, or perhaps it is Liang Jing,
stares into space and sobs” (Zhu Tianwen 129, italics added). The
history represented in Good Men, Good Women is therefore a history
of overlaid identifications, or better yet, overlaid performances of
identification; the real actress Annie Shizuka Inoh [Yineng Jing]
“interpreting” the fictional actress Liang Jing “interpreting” Hang
Biyu.” The film demonstrates precisely Diana Fuss’s definition of
subjectivity as “the history of one’s identifications” (34).

Moreover, as suggested by its gendered title, Good Men, Good
Women may be seen as another answer to the earlier Hinomi criticism,
Not only is a woman the central figure in both of the plots, but the
scene from Late Spring prefigures this by focusing on that film’s
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central character, Noriko. Furthermore, there is a powerful scene in A4
City of Sadness in which all-male prisoners, including Wenging, are
called out from their group cell one at a time to be executed off screen.
Good Men, Good Women contains a siriking repetition and
transformation of that earlier scene, This time, it is Jiang Biyu who is
confined while her comrades, all women, are named one by one for
their “trial.” On top of that, the scene finishes with Liang Jing’s
voiceover recounting the fates of Jiang Biyu, of her husband Zhong
Haodong, and of Taiwan in 1950. Women’s time is not just an
eccentric position from which to view or brush history against the
grain; whether one focuses on Jiang Biyu or on Liang Jing, women
are as responsible for and entangled within history as men are. To the
Taiwanese critic Mi Zou’s question, “Women can’t enter history?”,
Good Men, Good Women responds by showing that not only can
women enter history, they cannot escape it.

Originally this third part of the trilogy was to have featured a
political prisoner released after forty years into a coniemporary
Taiwan which is utterly alien to him, The story was to have been
based on a novel by Zhu Tianwen’s sister Zhu Tianxin entitled There
Once Was a Man Named Urashima Taro [Conggian conggian you ge
Pudao Tailang], whose title likens the prisoner to a fisherman in a
Japanese folk tale who spends one day in the Dragon King’s palace,
or sixty earthly years (Chiao 44-5; Zhu 14). The popularity of this
narrative device in the New Taiwan Cinema comes from earlier
Taiwanese literary works, most notably from Chen Yingzhen’s “Zhao
Nandong” (1987).® In that novella Zhao Qingyun is an old survivor
of both the February 28 Incident and fifteen years of imprisonment
under the White Terror. While he lies dying in a hospital in 1984,
Ye Chunmei, a former cellmate of Zhao’s wife, visits him and
remembers her own years of incarceration. In one of their
conversations Zhao likens his experience of emerging from prison to
that of Urashima Taro (80). Moreover, the novella anticipates many
other details of the films that I am discussing here, including the trope
of being an actor in the theater of history (85-86), the scene of
prisoners being called out of their cell for execution, the return of an
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old photograph, the frequent use of flashbacks, and the expression of
the inexpressible through silence (75). Indeed, nativist literature
[xiangtu wenxue] was a leading source of cinematic inspiration in
Taiwan, even before the 1980s.” For example, Chen’s short story “A
Race of Generals” [Jiangjun zu, 1964] was transformed into the filn
Goodbye, Darling [Zaijian A Lang, dir. Bai Jingrui, 1970]. The fact
that Chen brought the political issue of long-repressed suffering
together with the narrative device of the temporal gap is especially
significant in light of his own six years in prison (1967-73). The
autobiographical resonance of “Zhao Nandong” and structurally
similar stories like “Bellflowers” (1983) and “Mountain Path” (1983)
indicates that this complex of themes and devices is not merely a
matter of fiction; it is an ideological structure through which
contemporary Taiwan imagines its own recent history.

Thus the same premise can be seen in two films by other
directors that were released in 1995, the same year as Good Men,
Good Women. In Heartbreak Island [Qunian dongtian, dir. Xu
Xiaoming] a young woman, Chen Linlang, returns to society after
being imprisoned for a decade after the Formosa [Meili dao] Incident
in Kaohsiung in 1979. Like Urashima Taro—or Rip Van Winkle—
she feels trapped in the past while she is faced with a Taiwan that has
changed almost beyond recognition. Her biggest disenchantment
comes from the realization that her former lover, for whom she took
to violence against the state and the memory of whom sustained her
during her incarceration, has married another woman and given up on
revolution. Similarly, Super Citizen Ko [Chaoji da guomin, dir. Wan
Ren] is about an old man, Xu Yisheng, who is racked by guilt thirty-
four years after he and his friends were jailed during the 1950s. He
dreams of an antigovernment compatriot, Chen Zhengyi, who was
arrested and executed after Xu betrayed him under torture. Thus the
film opens with the elderly Xu awakening in his hospital bed, just as
Chen Yingzhen’s character Zhao Qingyun does. In order to find Chen
Zhengyi’s gravesite and assuage his own conscience, Xu suddenly
decides to move out of the nursing home where he has been in self-
imposed seclusion for almost two decades. Both Heartbreak Island
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and Super Citizen Ko interweave plot lines from two different
historical periods, thus confronting the present with a painful past and
complicating the very idea of how time appears to flow.

The most striking example of this comes when the young Xu
Yisheng is in jail. The voiceover of the old, present-day Xu asks,
“What are youth and ideals? To an old man who cannot see the future
and for whom there is only the past, they are like a lost photograph.”"
On the last clause, the screen image cuts from the young Xu in jail to
a black-and-white photograph of an old building. The camera pulls
back to reveal that it is a photograph in the old Xu’s hand, and that
“behind” it is a department store. The voiceover continues by
reflecting on the succession of buildings that have occupied the site,
from a Japanese-era temple to the police station of the fifties where
Xu was held, to the contemporary department store. No one but him
remembers, Xu muses, The photograph here is not so much lost as it
is refound, but as an anachronism against which the present is to be
verified. The photograph is not lost; rather, the photograph is loss.
This is exactly the classical notion of photography’s indexical relation
to what is photographed: optics and photochemistry require that what
is photographed really existed, but it no longer exists just as it
appeared in that instant of frozen time. Photography is an uncanny
visualization of temporality.

Unlike A4 City of Sadness, however, the two films by other
directors also fulfill the demand for visual representation along the
lines implied by the critics of 4 City of Sadness: those two films
actually show the central scenes from the past that indelibly stain the
present, In fact, they do so through rather melodramatic images and
emotive music. Heartbreak Island, for example, studiously avoids
such facile spectacle for the first hour and a half, The scenes of the
Formosa Incident and other past events are usually framed by shots in
the present, such as those of Linlang gazing off into space, thinking,
The film exhibits many of Hou’s own stylistic features, too: long
takes, static camera, medium and long shots, architectural framing of
figures (via doors and windows), and even the radio broadcasts
reporting on the events in Kaohsiung, which are analogous to the
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Nationalist provincial governor Chen Yi's broadcasts in 4 City of
Sadness."! In one memorable flashback Linlang and the camera are on
a bus slowly leaving Kaohsiung, She and we watch helplessly through
the bus windows as the street demonstrations glide away, off screen,
The claustrophobia of the bus, the window frames, and the paraliactic
movement (the bus itself moves, not the street scene) all make this
shot a self-conscious one in the same sense that 4 Ciry of Sadness is a
historiographical rather than a historical film. But in the end,
Heartbreak Island reverts to the melodrama of a lonely one-night
stand with a rock musician {a scene which looks and sounds like a
pop music video), a kidnapped baby, and the desperate suicide of
Linlang amid blood and tears.

Likewise, Super Citizen Ko mimics the scene of Wenqing’s
cellmates being marched out for execution in 4 City of Sadness. The
young Xu Yisheng watches as his comrade Chen Zhengyi is marched
down the prison hall, But in this version, there are several close ups
marked as point-of-view shots by their repeated juxtaposition with a
close up of Xu behind the door of his own cell. What is worse,
however, is that Super Citizen Ko plays the scene in excruciating slow
motion. In addition, the moment of Chen’s death is shown repeatedly
throughout the film, from different angles and in both slow motion
and normal speed. Another way that Super Citizen Ko falls short in
emulating A Cify of Sadness is in the titles that represent Xu'’s diary-
writing. They are accompanied by the scratching of his pen, thus
attempting to give a simultaneous transcription, but their mechanical
unveiling and very typography render the device merely artificial.
Finally, Super Citizen Ko too reverts to a melodramatic climax as a
weeping Xu lights a forest full of candles at the desolate cemetery of
the forgotten victims of the White Terror, including Chen Zhengyi.

In 4 City of Sadness, however, the juxtaposition of images of
past and present is intimately related to a refusal of melodramatic re-
creation on both the sound track and the image track. The site of this
relation is the flashback. Even though the whole story takes place in
the 1940s, there are six scenes that flash back to events prior to the
moment of recollection in the story. The flashbacks are linked to the
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sofution of how to allow the deaf-mute photographer to “speak™: he
writes out his dialogue, and what he writes appears on screen as titles,
a la silent films. The origin of that character is well-known: Hou cast
Tony Leung [Liang Chaowei] to play Wenqing, but since Leung is
from Hong Kong, his Mandarin was unsuitable for the character, and
he spoke no Taiwanese. Unable to solve this problem directly, Hou in
one frustrated stroke rendered Wenging a mute. Luckily, one of Hou’s
relatives knew a certain elderly gentleman who at the age of eight had
fallen from a tree and had been left both deaf and mute. The
scriptwriter Zhu Tianwen wrote him into the role of Wenging, and
Hou even introduced Leung to the notepad-conversing gentleman in
order to help him get info character (Wu and Zhu 26-28).

The film goes further, adding an extra device to Wenqing’s
muteness. In the script he communicates on paper, but the resulting
conversations are presented to us in voiceover by both participants.
This certainly would have been feasible using a different actor to
record Wenqing’s lines. But this would not have placed any special
emphasis on those lines, since there are other voiceovers in the film.
At the same time, it would have neutralized the formal significance of
those other voiceovers, most notably Hinomi’s. Therefore the silent
titles provide a stronger link between the problematic figure of
Wenging and the flashback scenes, and they differentiate those
flashbacks from the narrative present. If the deaf-mute is the character
whose physical limitations with respect to communication
problematize representation itself, flashbacks are the analogous sites
of the narrative problem of how to represent the February 28 Incident.
This is because flashbacks are the simplest way to express a
difference between story and plot. If the past is the time of the story
and the present is the time of the plot, then flashbacks suggest that the
past in fact serves the present rather than vice-versa. In other words,
as a formal device the flashback represents the present as a position,
as a point of view.

We can further understand the problem of flashbacks by
contrasting them with ellipses, which are another way to interrupt the
continuous flow of narrative time. The latter remain within the
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framework of a linear (that is, forward-moving) narrative and hence
do not necessarily highlight the relation of past to present. In 4 City of
Sadness perhaps the most often noticed narrative ellipsis falls
between the scene of Wenqing incarcerated, he and his fellow
prisoners being marched out to summary executions off screen, and
the following scene of Wengqing free at the family home. Ellipses in A
City of Sadness are absences which invite interpolations for two
reasons: first, they contrast so sharply with the continuous, contained,
and complete scenes of the film’s long take style; and second, ellipses
such as this one raise thematically urgent questions (why does the
remorseless state apparatus spare Wenqing?). Ellipses do not always
demand interpolations, however. The fact that Wenqing is arrested
again, disappearing completely from owur view too, spares that
previous ellipsis precisely by underscoring the unpredictable, the
unknowable, the faceless. In contrast, flashbacks are presences which
by that very existence, that insistent reality, do demand to be
accounted for by those on the outside, those precisely by whom they
are experienced as flashbacks.

The most significant flashback is the last one, in which soldiers
capture Hinomi’s brother Hinoe in the mountains. It is the one and
only scene in the whole film which actually shows government
soldiers in action against the Taiwanese rebels, and so it is the most
politically sensitive. This flashback is a free-floating scene in two
senses. First, this scene is where the link between titles and flashbacks
breaks down. It is the only flashback that is introduced by a scene of
reading a letter, but without the contents of the letter appearing in
titles on screen. The witness who writes the letter reporting on the
event remains anonymous; the last flashback has no signature."
Besides functioning as an indexical sign like a photograph or a film
still, a signature establishes the authority of an utterance i» a source
{an origin, a speaker, a subject, a point of view) and as a source (a
document). The absence of such a signature function in the last
flashback could make it less authoritative because of its anonymity—
or in fact that absence could make it more authoritative because of its
impersonality, its immediacy. But the scene is visually murky to
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begin with; it takes place at night and, as is common in Hou’s films, it
consists only of long shots. Furthermore, the second way in which the
tast flashback floats is that it is dispensable. In order to avoid
antagonizing the ROC government, the producer Qiu Fusheng cut the
scene without Hou’s knowledge for the premiere at the Venice Film
Festival. The absence of the scene makes the story no more or iess
difficult to follow. Without it the film might leave an optimistic loose
end by leaving Hinoe free in the mountains, but in light of Wenqing’s
subsequent re-arrest, that would be an almost untenable optimism,
The scene thus floats between “success” and “failure” in showing the
violence of the February 28 Incident on screen. Its anomalous
appearance and position suggests that the film does not so much
represent any particular historical content on screen as it does hold
open that possibility by experimenting with the conditions for later,
more straightforward representations.

In contrast, perhaps the two White Terror films (Good Men and
Super Citizen) made less of a societal impact than 4 City of Sadness
partly because a kind of symbolic closure had by chance already
occurred and had in fact motivated their existence in the first place:
the discovery in Taipei in May 1993 of the graves of 201 prisoners
executed in the 1950s. This discovery and a subsequent on-site
memorial service were among the primary inspirations behind Good
Men, Good Women, and they also led directly to the climactic candle
lighting scene of Super Citizen Ko (Chen Ruxiu, “History and
Memory” 53). Xu Yisheng’s quest for Chen Zhengyi’s final resting
place is not analogous to the desire for a witness, a signature, that
motivates 4 City of Sadness. [nstead, a grave promises the body of the
deceased, which makes it analogous to the wished-for on screen
“proof” of the February 28 Incident. In other words, the discovery of
the graves meant that the two 1995 films did not out of sheer
historical circumstance find it necessary to grapple first with the
question of how to represent something, before deciding what to
represent. Nevertheless, unlike Super Citizen Ko, Good Men, Good
Women continues the refusal of direct on-screen re-creation
established by 4 City of Sadness. It is the endurance of this approach
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even after 4 City of Sadness that suggests an alternative hermeneutic
with respect to Hou’s films."”

The significance of the two strategies I have been exploring,
flashback and on screen melodramatic spectacle, becomes still clearer
when we compare 4 Cify of Sadness to Zhang Yimou’s film To Live
[Huozhe, 1994]. Zhang’s film also features foregrounded everyday
life against backgrounded political events, a deaf-mute (the daughter
Fengxia), and perhaps even a kind of nostalgia for the bad old days,
accentuated by Zhang’s attention to visual details.'* The problem of
saying the unsayable, however, does not figure centrally in To Live,
for the deaf-mute’s two main functions are merely to bear a grandson
and to die in the process of doing so. Her generation and that of her
incompetent “doctors™ being that of the Cultural Revolution, she is
thus skipped over, set out of the narrative focus, just as are the
narrator’s parents in Zhang’s earlier Red Sorghum [Hong gaoliang,
1987]. Both of Zhang’s fiims, however, deviate markedly from their
tangled source-novels in their transparent linear narrations.'” There
are no flashbacks in 7o Live, which marches resolutely forward in
time, The film inserts titles neatly marking the four acts (the 40s, the
50s, the 60s, later . . .) and allegorizes its narrative into a little
children’s catechism of home economics and cultural evolution
(chicken, goose, sheep, ox, . . .} which, replacing communism, takes
off optimistically at the end.

To Live is a film from China, not Taiwan, so this may be an
ironic optimism that specifically critiques the communist party line.
According to this view, which is seconded by Zhang’s own
statements, 7o Live is about everyday life as an apolitical and
therefore oppositional register of experience in a totalitarian state.
Simply “to live” is more important than political slogans and class
struggles. 4 City of Sadness too stresses the importance of this kind of
survival, while in prison Wenging decides to live on for his
compatriots’ sake, and a smuggled note written in blood exhorts one
dead prisoner’s family to live on with dignity. However, To Live as a
representation of resistance is less effective when we consider time
and melodramatic spectacle. First, one may cite Walter Benjamin’s
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“Theses on the Philosophy of History” to describe To Live as well as
A City of Sadness as historiographical interventions,'® but in fact
Benjamin’s aphorisms offer a crucial distinction between the two
films. The temporal structure of To Live is one of necessity,
inevitability, and even pathology; despite the film’s oppositional
appearance, it is still as helpless as Benjamin’s angel of history,
forever swept backward into the future’s “homogeneous, empty time”
by the storm of (Maoist) progress (257-58, 260-61). In contrast, the
temporal structure of 4 City of Sadness is one in which the past as a
memory “flashes up at a moment of danger” (255).

Second, the foregrounding of the family narrative in To Live
might have served to re-appropriate official chronology, subverting
rather than underwriting it, were it not for the traces of melodrama
unavoidable in the nondiegetic music and certain tearjerking close up
scenes. The most obvious of those scenes are the return of the father
Fugui from the war and the death of the deaf-mute daughter. Such
melodrama had been attacked previously by Zhang and others
associated with the Fifth Generation, especially as it appeared in the
“Xie Jin style,” named for the director of many films from the 1950s
onward, including the post-Mao hit Hibiscus Town [Furong zhen,
1987]. In fact, melodrama is a strikingly appropriate term to describe
the Maoist mode of history, as well as a number of styles throughout
the cinema world." Insofar as Maoism sought a large-scale
transformation of and substitution for the traditional family, for
example, Chinese socialist realism (or “revolutionary realism plus
revolutionary romanticism”) can be seen as a particular version of
melodrama, that is, as melodrama writ large. This is perhaps why it
has proven so popular a term to use in interpreting Chinese films,
despite the decidedly European origins of both the genre and its most
influential contemporary theorization, that of Peter Brook. The
melodramatic imagination of course is not limited to the PRC, nor
does its persistence devalue these films. It simply means that although
one might attribute an oppositional power to To Live on the basis of
its melodramatic affect of excess (Chow 1058), the dominant
ideological position of melodrama mitigates that very oppositional
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claim of To Live.

Thus the presence of melodrama in Heartbreak Island, Super
Citizen Ko, and To Live tunes these films to a different mode, a matter
of genre, one in which the central question is how to s#jfize what is all
too clear, not how to face what cannot be faced. In the former, that is,
the story is already known and is now to be emplotted, whereas in the
latter the very existence of the story is in question, and so the plot
produces the story. This is the narratological expression of the idea
that 4 City of Sadness must be understood as an historiographical film
rather than as an historical film. The difference between the two
affirms the position of 4 City of Sadness as a first step, one which
paved the way for Heartbreak Island and Super Citizen Ko. For only
after the possibility of speaking is established can those films then
speak of particular past events, from the position of particular present
subjects, whether individually or collectively Taiwanese.

The representational strategies that A City of Sadness employs
with respect to time, narrative, and melodrama call for an
understanding of the February 28 Incident in terms of trauma. To
begin with, the difference between the temporal structures of To Live
and A City of Sadness, particularly under Benjamin’s formulation,
aligns the latter film with psychoanalytic trauma. The traumatic event
happens by accident or chance, which is to say that it has never before
happened in the victim’s memory or experience (either firsthand or
otherwise) and so could not possibly have happened this time. In
other words, its occurrence cannot be acknowledged; it cannot be
recognized truly as a “something that happened.” The impossibility of
trauma, borne of its utter singularity, leads to its delayed effects under
what Freud calls latency, to be distinguished from repression, In the
latter, the origin of neurosis is present and known, but the mind
wishes it were otherwise. In the former, the traumatic event is present
but unknown and hence cannot be forgotten, wished away. Instead, it
reappears later precisely because it is “relived” but not understood in
connection with a particular time and place; the event has not yet
taken its place. In effect, trauma is not reducible to a single
experience or happening; it is non-locatable.
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The main trope of trauma is thus a departure in time and space
from its “proper” setting; Freud’s canonical example is the accident
victim who leaves the scene apparently unharmed only to suffer
traumatic symptoms later (Caruth, Unclaimed Experience 16-17).
What makes trauma germane to A City of Sadness is precisely the
departure of the film from the February 28 Incident, and its inevitable
“leavings.” On the level of the plot, Shisuko returns to Japan, the
second brother goes to war and disappears, Wenliang takes leave of
his sanity, Hinomi leaves her family even before she marries
Wenqing, Hinoe leaves for the mountains, and Wenxiong dies, while
somewhere off screen many are arrested and killed. The multitude of
variations on departure are especially striking in a film whose story is
based on a return: the return of Taiwan to the motherland. Thus the
focus on departures rather than on their opposite reflects the failure of
that grand narrative of return to the motherland."

More importantly, however, I have argued thai the critical
attacks on the film take as their core the fact that the film does not
show what it was promoted to show, that in this sense it departs from
its proper topic, and that therefore it is in Lu Kuang’s words a
“digressive film.” Most telling is the emergence of trauma’s specific
trope of departure in the very language of criticism: Lu Kuang’s
coinages— ‘digressive movie” [liti de dianying], “centrifugal shots”
[lixin jingtou]—echo the “separation in life” [shengli] (and in turn, its
complement in the Chinese idiom, “parting in death™ [sibie]) that Yeh
Yueh-yu names as the deferred historical topic of 4 City of Sadness."”
All of these terms revolve around the word “to leave” [/i], which by
extension denotes distance and contrariety, and which therefore
serves both literally (within the narrative of the film) and figuratively
(in cinematography, editing, and the “failure” of the film to live up to
its visual mandate). If the historical opportunity presented to Hou
Hsiao-hsien was the opportunity to bring together past wrongs and
present justice, the film’s detractors might say, it was a missed
opportunity. Thus Lacan’s formulation is most apropos: trauma is
“the encounter in so far as it may be missed, in so far as ii is
essentially the missed encounter” (55).
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The recognition of trauma hinges on the workings of time and
hence narration: “Traumatic memories are the unassimilated scraps of
overwhelming experiences, which need to be integrated with existing
mental schemes, and be transformed into narrative language” (van der
Kolk and van der Hart 176). Trauma springs from a past event which
retrospectively becomes an “origin” for the present, which is itself
continuously updated, and this can be true of both individual and
collective traumas. But in trauma it is not possible to address another,
even in the imaginary, internal sense necessary to the ongoing self-
narration of the healthy split subject, One cannot watch oneself
having a trauma. Instead, by the logic of deferred action
[Nachtraglichkeif] and repetition compulsion [Wiederholungszwang],
the trauma victim becomes a subject again only later, precisely by
recognizing himself or herself as the subject who had that traumatic
experience. Neither trauma nor the traumatic subject has an identity
as “itself,” but trauma /s a mechanism for identification over time, in
time, and through time. Trauma recessitates a connection with the
other. But this connection is felt as truly necessary only to the extent
that it is impossible. Diana Fuss summarizes this extreme position:
“Trauma, defined as the wirhdrawal of the Other, marks the limit case
of a loss that cannot be assimilated. To the extent that identification is
always also about what cannot be taken inside, what resists
incorporation, identification is only possible traumatically. Trauma is
another name for identification, the name we might give to the
irrecoverable loss of a sense of human relatedness” (39-40).
Identification, that is, involves a likeness but not an identity: the
present subject is /ike that past subject, but since one can never quite
go back in time, the former is not the same as the latter,

Therefore the central problematic after the event is how to
communicate it to an other as such. To do so the trauma victim
searches for an addressee, someone to put behind the camera or on the
other end of the telephone, who can affirm the reality of the event and
so allow the trauma victim to reintegrate it into his or her own life-
story. But to speak the event is not enough; the other must hear the
event, for the reconstruction of witnessing is a joint project. Insofar as
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trauma is a condition outside the symbolic, so will its initial
expression be an event, a speech act, an utterance, an entrance: as
Shoshana Felman puts it, “testimony will thereby be understood, in
other words, not as a mode of stafement of, but rather as a mode of
access to, that truth” (24). This is why many Holocaust scholars
refuse what Claude Lanzmann, director of the documentary Shoah
(1985), calls “the obscenity of understanding.” Rather than leap to the
interpretive Why? that assumes that the event has already been
integrated into the symbolie, the realm of discourses about causes,
motives, laws, psychologies, and so on, he insists that the first step be
simply fo hear, to enable the transmission by being the you that was
impossible in the face of the event. Testimony is a phatic function,
and in that sense it is performative, The first step for the listener, in
other words, is to affirm the possibility of the impossible and thus
enable the unassimilable, incomprehensible real to be incorporated
into the symbolic.

We can contrast this mode of hearing with that of catharsis. First,
catharsis involves an obliteration of alterity in the guise of momentary
identification by the self with the other. That identification with and
consequent forgetting of the annihilated traumatic other makes the
cathartic redemption of the listener’s or spectator’s self a fascist
redemption. [n terms of death, that fascist redemption comes from
understanding one’s own life through the death of another rativer than
through a recognition of the inevitability of one’s own death. If death
is the limit of the self, then catharsis attempts to overcome the
otherness that in Fuss’s terms is withdrawn in the first (i.e., traumatic)
case. In other words, catharsis depends on universal possibilities of
suffering rather than on unique, singular, and accidental events.
Second, catharsis works via the theatrical or ritualistic arousal of
certain affects (pity and terror) in order to purge them. In Aristotle’s
formulation, however, catharsis is in fact an alternative form of
spectatorship, an uwneasy philosophical solution to the problem of
“low” spectators. From this point of view, melodrama becomes a
genre which exploits catharsis in order to play to that part of the
crowd. In contrast, 4 City of Sadness, in its very avoidance of the
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melodramatic genre, avoids the temptation of standing false witness
under a by now alréady full-fledged normative narrative style (Caruth,
“Interview” 138ff). Even the later Good Men, Good Women follows
the representational principles of A City of Sadness, a path which may
have been neither the only choice nor an obvious one, as I suggested
above, This later film extends those principles into the particular
arena of identification precisely in order to avoid the immediate
identifications of melodrama. For example, the climactic and
potentially most cathartic scene of Liang-as-Jiang weeping over her
dead husband combines several distancing devices: murky lighting, a
shift from black-and-white to color, and the staged rehearsal for the
embedded historical-biographical film.

Still, thinking of 4 City of Sadness in historiographical rather
than historical terms seems to promise that if the film is suecessful in
thematizing the problematics of collective memory, historical trauma,
and cinema, then subsequently it will be possible to make a film that
really is about the February 28 Incident, perhaps even full of the
expected jackboots, mobs, and tears. It is as if the (aesthetic,
emotional, financial) success of A City of Sadness should have been
enough to convince the government, which through various channels
controlled Taiwan’s film industry, that it was now safe to let the
people speak about the Febrvary 28 Incident. Such a speculation,
however, assumes that the event itself had now bheen safely
narrativized so that true understanding, the statement of the why,
could take place. But we might equally feel that something has
already been said and that therefore there is no need to make another
film, one that is “really” about the February 28 Incident—even
though we missed whatever was said to begin with. As Dori Laub
states, “This imperative to tell and to be heard can become itself an
all-consuming life task. Yet no amount of telling seems ever to do
justice to this inner compulsion. There are never enough words or the
right words, there is never enough time or the right time, and never
enough listening or the right listening to articulate the story that
cannot be fully captured in thought, memory and speech” (63). Thus
every testimony will be felt as being both too early and too late, too
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little (where is the Incident in 4 City of Sadness?) and too much (4
City of Sadness is too long and too slow!). This is why Hou’s film is
criticized for wasting its special opportunity as the first film about the
February 28 Incident, for not yet being a properly political film. But
that is precisely the point, for trauma is that paradox of
unrepresentability versus the demand to be represented, It is a psychic,
emotional, or experiential claim versus an ethical imperative. Or to
put it in terms of the temporal logic of both trauma and petformativity,
every time is a repetition, and every repetition is the first time. This is
why it is equally significant that Good Men, Good Women follows the
same representational principles as A4 City of Sadness, principles
which make it far different from Swuper Citizen Ko.

What is most provocative about trauma as an occasion for
speaking rather than for speaking about is Cathy Caruth’s further
suggestion “that a rethinking of reference is aimed not at eliminating
history but resituating it in our understanding, that is, at precisely
permitting history to arise where immediate understanding may
not” (Unclainmed Experience 11). That history is the real itself,
understandable only in its effects, what Roland Barthes calls I'effer de
réel and Fredric Jameson (through Spinoza, Althusser, and Lacan)
calls an absent cause. “History is what hurts,” writes Jameson; “. . .
we may be sure that its alienating necessities will not forget us,
however much we might prefer to ignore them” (102). Attributing the
February 28 Incident in the text of 4 City of Sadness to the real,
however, depends on not Jooking directly for it, for Barthes realism
lies in the excess of details, the remains from interpretation’s acts of
understanding, the scraps that are unassimilable to the narrative codes
of the symbolic. This gesture, however, is by no means limited to
written narrative or to words. For example, the film critic André
Bazin, for whom realism is the proper mode of cinema, declares, “It is
these ‘secondary’ details, apparently aesthetically at odds with the
test of the work [Carl Theodor Dreyer’s La Passion de Jeanne d’Are,
1928], which give it its truly cinematic quality” (“Theater and
Cinema” 110). History is the real and the real is a detail; we can see
an almost morbid interest in details in Lanzmann’s Shoah (Were they
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really naked? How many meters wide?) and in psychoanalysis
generally.”’

But details are not measured in the first place by their smallness
or insignificance. Rather, they are acknowledged for their singularity;
they do not fit. The detail is an event. What it does not fit is pre-
existing, pre-experienced structures of the symbolic, of narrative, of
historicity. The detail is the doorway to the recognition of trauma
precisely as an unforeseen, unexpected, unimagined, and singular
event. There are various names that we might give to such a detail:
trauma “itself,” frou (Lacan), punctum (Barthes), excess. At the same
time, central to this notion of the detail is its affective empiiness,
which comes from the erasure of the subject of experience at the
moment of the traumatic event. One feels dead, one feels nothing—or
better vet, there is no “one” to do the feeling, This affective emptiness
is precisely what melodramatic representations of traumatic events
seck to fill, such that they often overfill and obliterate them.
Therefore even the absence of melodrama as an ideologically
dominani genre in Taiwan would not justify a melodramatic
version of 4 City of Sadness. In this sense To Live is not a film
about trauma, and that hypothetical melodramatic version of 4
City of Sadness would ignore the problematic of trauma and its
recognition.

To be sure, “melodrama” itself is a highly contested term with
respect to cinematic representation. On the one hand, Holocaust
studies has disparaged melodrama repeatedly in strident terms such as
Lanzmann’s “obscenity.” Such attacks on melodrama point to the
sentimentality and uplifiing narrative closure (in other words,
catharsis) of such television and film representations as Holocaust
(NBC, 1978) and Schindler's List (dir. Steven Spielberg, 1993). What
betrays the singular unrepresentability of the Holocaust is meiodrama
as a superficial, demagogical, affective image: Holocaust and
Schindler’s List were huge commercial hits, in both the United States
and Germany. On the other hand, film studies, especially feminist
film studies, has rehabilitated melodrama from its former low status.”’
These re-evaluations find in melodrama atiempts both to uphold and
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to subvert gendered and sexualized narratives of subjectivity under
the regime of phallocentrism. Some of the features commonly
attributed to film melodrama are a female protagonist, the repression
and release of illicit sexuality, the failure of self-expression and the
struggle for recognition, the problem of individual identity within a
claustrophobic realm of the family, allegorical and/or stereotypical
representations of good and evil, and excess.

It is on this last feature that the Holocaust studies approach and
the feminist film studies approach meet only to disagree
categorically. But A4 Ciry of Sadness navigates between the two
approaches in specifically cinematic terms—or, by analogy with the
historical/historiographical distinction, it does so in cinematographic
terms. By viewing A4 City of Sadness through Hinomi—or even
Wenqing—we might find some of those melodramatic topoi, which
would seem to confirm the significance of gender as an oppositional
lens in this film and in Good Men, Good Women. Such a
reconsideration would also lead us to look less and listen more, for
the soundtrack is the site of gendered resistance in both films; this is
also significant since speaking is the privileged model for
communication in trauma theory. But the feminist film studies
approach ultimately falls short because the affective excess of what it
calls melodrama is absent from A4 City of Sadness in terms of
camerawork, physical and vocal acting styles, music, and dialogue.
Merely to insist on calling 4 City of Sadness a melodrama in the
feminist sense in the face of the typical “Qiong Yao movies” of 1980s
Taiwan seems perverse, even if it is resistant to the genre rather than
complicit with it (Kaplan 13).”* Nevertheless, 4 Ciry of Sadness does
inherit from that particular local genre precisely that which it refuses:
the public expectation for a bloody on screen spectacle.

At the same time, however, it goes without saying that any
narrative utterance carries a double reference, the temporal split
between the énonciation and the énoncé, Yet afl of the Taiwanese
films that I have mentioned include this double reference in the form
of flashback, the on screen formalist juxtaposition of past and present.
So as an alternative to bloody spectacle, this visualization of the
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narrative utterance might equally be a displaced fulfillment of the
imperative to visual representation. To admit this is to suggest the
duplicity of negation in the psychoanalytic sense; it is a way to accept
intellectvally that which is still affectively repressed (Freud 236).
Thus 4 City of Sadness would seem to fail in its refusal of
melodramatic spectacle after all. But as Miriam Hansen points out,
the history of American cinema and the situation of American popular
culture in the 1990s make it unfair to evaluate Schindler’s List in the
same quasi-theological terms that one might use to evaluate Shoah.
That is, the Holocaust studies attack on certain kinds of representation
collected under the term “melodrama” tends to overlook historical
conditions of particular texts. Following Hansen’s example, we
must consider just how indirect the negative link is between
spectacular representation in the Qiong Yao melodramas and
temporal juxtaposition in the five Taiwanese films I have mentioned.
Chen Yingzhen’s post-incarceration stories like “Zhao Nandong”
mark the turning point here, for they introduce the idea of the
politicized temporal gap as a mediating structure between both past
and present and sentimental sympathy and traumatic anaesthesia, In
other words, the negation-as-displacement suggested by the later
films gains a positive historiographical significance by passing
through Chen’s texts; that negation takes on the positive function of
consolidating a collective alternative imagination.

But beyond this there is still something excessive about 4 City
of Sadness. The precise nature of that excess differs from the
excesses excoriated or celebrated by the Holocaust and feminist
understandings of “melodrama.” Instead, excess is an access, where
the former is what is left over, the “leavings,” What is excessive in
Hou’s film has to do with the paradox of representing trauma. In other
words, it is a representation of represestation, which is why it exists
in the realm of form rather than content, That excess lies in the long
take that is one of Hou’s stylistic signatures. Hou’s long take had
been developed over the course of a half dozen previous fiims,
beginning as a practical solution to the problems of bad equipment
and bad acting, and only subsequently becoming an aesthetic choice.
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It becomes especially significant as a formalist representational
device in 4 City of Sadness. This is because it contrasts so radically
with what is usually imagined as the formal cinematic representation
of trauma: the sudden, unbidden image-flash., For example, this
technique is prominent in Hiroshima nion amour (dir. Alain Resnais,
1959), where it is marked as a point-of-view shot: the woman looks,
what she sees is her Japanese lover’s hand, and then what flashes up
is an image of the hand of her dead or dying German lover from years
ago. The visual shock of such a montage is the most common way of
envisioning trauma cinematically. It represents trauma in the sense of
suturing the spectator into the film, enforcing an identification with
the traumatic subject. By this means, we “know what it’s like” to be
traumatized. Likewise, this is the impetus behind the repeated scene
of Chen Zhengyi’s execution in Super Citizen Ko.

Contrary to Soviet and classical Hollywood models of montage
and analytical editing, however, Bazin privileges the long take
precisely because it serves a didactic function by being strategically
passive. It allows the meaning of the image to emerge gradually over
time, as a function of the active (though not necessarily conscious)
shifts and adjustments of the spectator’s attention as it moves from
detail to detail (“The Evolution of the Language of Cinema™). The
long take is a temporal dilation which allows things—events, histories,
witnessing—to happen, I have suggested that the temporality of 4
City of Sadness is one in which the image “flashes up at the instant
when it can be recognized,” but in fact the rest of Benjamin’s
sentence—"“and is never seen again” (255)—does not quite hold true
in this case. For in A4 City of Sadness the image of the past is
articulated at length, implying that there will always be only this time,
a time without end and therefore without even the possibility of a next
time, an “again,” at all. This is a matter of the temporal length of the
shot, regardless of depth of field or of camera movement, In fact, the
primary distancing-effect of the temporally lengthy shot complements
the spatial distancing-effect that comes from setting the main action
far from the camera. This is also a common cinematographic strategy
in Houw’s films, in contrast to the closeups used in the conventional
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image-flash strategy of Hiroshima mon amour and Super Citizen Ko.
As for camera movement, in Good Men, Good Women Hou’s camera
moves with the characters more than in his previous films.
Nevertheless, primal scenes of trauma continue to be shot in long
takes that subsume the conventional image-flash model. For example,
when Liang Jing’s lover Ah Wei is killed, the starry lights of the
nightclub are emblems of those image-flashes, embedded within the
long take, at the same time that they render the details of the scene
spotty. The long take therefore serves a pedagogical function by
allowing the spectator to engage in what Paul Ricoeur calls the
“dialectic of distanciation and appropriation.”

That function of the long take vis-a-vis trauma is also
pedagogical in the sense suggested by Shoshana Felman, in which a
productive crisis is brought about not so much by causing students to
relive the traumas of others, but by enabling them to listen, to waich,
to witness, and to work through the very problematic of working
through. Pedagogical frauma “brings into the fold” the subject as
itself a privileged other. If we take the imagination of a community
via a working-through of travmatic origins like the February 28
Incident to be a dialogue of both teaching and learning, Felman’s
notion of the pedagogical is in effect the classroom analogue of what
Homi Bhabha calls “writing the nation.” In the latter case, the
national subject is split between the performative and the pedagogical,
in Felman, the latter term requires the former.

However, these theories of community face a final probiem. It
lies in the temporal and representational logic of trauma, whereby
every time is the first time and the symbolic (including narrative) is in
fact unable to name trauma. That is, what is common to all of the
cases | have just mentioned is that they must leave untouched the real
(or Jamesonian history) “itself,” covering over that which they cannot
symbolize and narrativize, So in spite of (ot because of) the
establishment of common grounds for more speaking, there is always
the remainder that cannot be spoken. This is the point of the Lacanian
insistence on the negativity of negation, particularly when the latter is
formulated as law.”* 1t is also the paradox of the dialectic of
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remembering and forgetting in nationalism that Benedict Anderson
describes. Thus Hal Foster summarizes the function of trauma
discourse:

On the one hand, in art and theory, trauma discourse
continues the poststructuralist critique of the subject by
other means, for again, in a psychoanalytic register, there
is no subject of trauma; the position is evacuated, and in
this sense the critique of the subject is most radical here.
On the other hand, in popular culture, trauma is treated as
an event that guarantees the subject, and in this
psychologistic register the subject, however disturbed,
rushes back as witness, testifier, survivor. Here is indeed a
traumatic subject, and it has absolute authority, for one
cannot challenge the trauma of another: one can only
believe it, even identify with it, or not. In trawma discourse,
then, the subject is evacuated and elevated at once. And
in this way trauma discourse magically resolves two
contradictory imperatives in culture today: deconstructive
analyses and identity politics. (168)

Trauma as a discourse constitutes an jmaginary resolution of real
contradictions, a formula which alludes to Lévi-Strauss, Lacan,
Althusser, and Anderson. This suggests that oppositional politics,
which fueled the attacks on 4 Ciry of Sadness, may themselves
support the hegemonic yearnings of national discourse in repressing
difference, even (or especially) when those politics draw on
posteolonial discourses.” For example, in Mandarin the aboriginal
peoples of Taiwan, who are neither “Taiwanese” nor “mainlanders,”
are called “mountain people” [shandi ren], which is literally what
Hinoe and his comrades must become to escape the Nationalist
authorities. The hidden pun in the “national language” [evoyu]
simultaneously acknowledges the presence of the aborigines and
immediately substitutes the more recognizable “Taiwanese” patriots
for them.
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Another example is the fact that many film critics in the United
States and Europe only belatedly recognized the New Taiwan Cinema,
placing Ang Lee [Li An] and Ts’ai Ming-liang [Cai Mingliang] in the
same category as Hou Hsiao-hsien and Edward Yang [Yang Dechang],
despite the fact that Taiwanese film critics agree that the “New
Taiwan Cinema” as a loose movement lasted only a few years in the
1980s. The post-martial law rebirth of the term itself may be the
result of greater freedom and access to international audiences
inspired by various changes in the ROC government’s film industry
policies. As a result, the more recent films are being promoted as
neonativist and neonational products despite their sometimes
multilingual and diasporic appeal (Niu, ch. 2). As has happened in
many other cases, the newness of a new wave cinema implies an
emergence from economic underdevelopment andfor political
backwardness, from quaint or shrill Third (World) cinema to (First)
world cinema proper. In other words, the export-oriented publicity for
A City of Sadness laid the immediate grounds for the initial attacks on
the film by strategically granting a limited space for local “resistance”
only within a global market-space in which the privileged subjects of
conversation are still nations. It is true that previous works of the New
Taiwan Cinema, including several by Hou, had already won awards at
international film festivals. But 4 Cify of Sadness marked the turning
point between the first and second waves precisely because of the
global turn of its publicity. Or to put it in terms of consumption,
literally: the New Taiwan Cinema has gone from the ironies of
imported neocolonial fruit (“The Taste of Apples” in The Sandwich
Man) to the business of exporting traditional Chinese delicacies (Eas
Drink Man Woman).”?

Thus the problem is not the hegemony of the Nationalists but of
nationalism. Extrapolating from this distinction, Li Chen-ya contrasts
A City of Sadness with Good Men, Good Women, a product of the
second wave. The difference is that the former film offers an anti-
essentialist and multi-ethnic critique of nationalism, while the latter
offers an alternative Marxist class analysis that may suggest an
awareness of the transnational and class character of present-day
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Taiwanese identity politics (Li, ch. 4). He rightly observes that the
latter fails to present a satisfactory solution, but he does not menticen
the most damning textual evidence: that the scene in Good Men, Good
Women in which the antigovernment intellectuals propose a Marxist
class analysis is a rehearsal, like Jiang Biyw’s final mourning scene.
While the latter scene, along with 4 City of Sadness as a whole,
questions the role of affect in the imagining of a community, the
former scene questions the very act of political resistance. Therefore
in Good Men, Good Women, as in A City of Sadness, the failure to
deliver a particular political message is not Hou’s but a failure
intrinsic to representation, here problematized through the device of
embedded performances of identification. This is a c¢lear warning
against too quickly taking what the film itseif or any characters in it
say as Hou’s own statements. I anything this confirms Hou’s
aesthetic strategy as begun in 4 City of Sadness, for it is those
strategies that activate the discourse of trauma in order to illuminate
the present-day struggles of Taiwan as a quasi-national entity. In the
final analysis, however, that illumination cannot achieve an uitimate
clarity—for in trauma, there is always something more,

NOTES

A shorter version of this paper was presented at the panel on
“Cinema and/as Trauma” at the Modern Language Association
convention in San Francisco, 29 December 1998.

All references to Chinese-language sources are in my translation.
[ have tried to use the pinyin system of Mandarin romanization as
much as possible, but many of the proper nouns (especially names)
have appeared regularly in English-language sources in non-pinyin
spellings. In such cases I have opted for familiarity and used the
latter,

"' The two top films were Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade
and Jackie Chan’s Mr. Canton and Lady Rose [Qiji] (Chen Ruxiu,
The Empire of Cinema 31).

2 For example, see Chi Yanqi; and Mi Zou, “The Fog Around 4
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City of Sadness.”

3 See Bordwell.

*Nornes, Abe Mark, and Yeh Yueh-yu, web site on 4 City of
Sadness. For the reference to Kristeva, see the page on “Writing:
Pedagogical History and Personal Writing.” See also Yeh Yueh-yu,
“Can Women Really Not Enter History?”

’ For example, Yeh Yueh-yu and Qi Longren claim that the New
Taiwan Cinema neither articulated nor achieved a clear political
vision, while Li Chen-ya claims that the NTC was the continuation in
the cultural sphere of the suppressed Taiwan independence movement.
See Yeh Yueh-yu 69-70; Qi Longren’s comment in the symposium
“A City of Sadness and the February 28 Incident,” p. 114; and Li
Chen-ya 179,

% See Freud.

" This formulation is similar to that of Chen Ruxiu, who calls
Good Men a film of “Yineng Jing playing [shiyan] Liang Jing playing
Jiang Biyu.” The three subjects thus meet in one body. But Chen also
insists on holding history and memory apart, as if performance itself
were not a boundary-blurring act but a flip of a dismbodied switch—
now on, now off. The insistence on c¢learcut boundaries reappears in
his preference for Super Citizen Ko over Good Men on the basis of
the former’s cathartic, humanist, life-affirming ending. See Chen
Ruxiu, “History and Memory” 50,

® I am indebted to Yomi Braester, ch. 5, for this clue.

®On the New Taiwan Cinema and literary adaptations, see
Hoare.

'*Xu Yisheng’s voiceover was written by Wu Nianzhen, who
cowrote and acted in 4 City of Sadness.

"' Hou was also the executive producer of Heartbreak Isiand.

12 See Derrida.

"“Hou in effect freed Good Men, Good Women from the
imperative to represent anything “literally” by using part of the
budget of his film to fund its own alter ego, the documentary Why
Don’t We Sing? [Women weishenme bu ge chang, dir. Guan Xiaorong,
1995].



Getting It on Film 79

*The most famous example of such nostalgia was the so-called
“Mao fever” of the early 1990s. The kitsch produced in memory of
the Great Helmsman during the years around his centennial finds its
slightly more straight-faced on screen reflection in Zhang’s
meiiculous attention to set decorations, props, and costumes.

' For example, the point of view and temporal structure of Yu
Hua’s original novel entitled To Live are very different from those of
the ex post facto novelization of the film, which carries the English
title Lifetimes. Instead of the film’s four decade-chapters, the latter
novel, by Sun Hua, is divided into five character-chapters, mimicking
a genealogicai sequence: Fugui, Jiazhen, Youqing, Fengxia, Mantou.

' See Yip.

' See especially Kaplan; Rothman; and Wang,

% See Lin Wenqi.

' The idiom that Yeh alludes to, “gseparation in life, parting in
death” [shengli sibie] connotes the sadness of the film’s title, More
significantly, the idiom contrasts with the last message of one of
Wenging’s fellow prisoners: “In life [ was separated from the
motherland; in death I return. Life and death are the will of heaven. |
have no worries or regrets” [shengli zuguo, sigui zuguo, sisheng
tianming, wuxiang wunian]. While most ctitics have focused on the
problematic term “mothetiand” [zuguo], it is important to note that
the failure of the grand narrative of return is suggested by replacing
the prisoner’s “refwrn in death” with Yeh’s idiomatic “parfing in
death.”

 This observation was made by Shoshana Felman (Lanzmann
203).

2! See Gledhill; and Landy.

% In Kaplan’s terms 7o Live is in fact a complicit melodrama for
reasons extending beyond intrinsic generic conventions: it is
complicit with a dominant aesthetic ideology.

In fact, there is another film in Taiwanese called 4 Cify of
Sadness (dir. Lin Fudi, 1964). It is a melodrama about a young
woman who lives (and dies) a life full of misforfune and accidental
deaths. Whether or not the very different 1989 4 City of Sadness “is”
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or “is not” melodramatic is less significant than the fact that its
relation to melodrama can be determined only through the structure of
negation.

23 See Copjec.

24 See Chen Kuan-hsing.

25 “The Taste of Apples” [Pingguo de ziwei], directed by Wan
Ren, was the third part of the three-part portmanteau film The
Sandwich Man [Erzi de da wan 'ou, also known as His Son’s Big Doll,
1983]. Based on a story by the Nativist writer Huang Chunming, “The
Taste of Apples” is about a Taiwanese laborer who is accidentally
struck by an American military officer’s car, The laborer lands in the
military hospital, where the officer expresses his regrets by presenting
the victim and his family with a basket of apples—a foreign delicacy
which the Taiwanese family could not possibly afford to buy for
themselves. The ROC government attempted to censor the ending, an
incident popularly known as “peeling the apple.” The film also
includes “The Sandwich Man” (“His Son’s Big Doll”), directed by
Hou Hsiao-hsien. Eat Drink Man Woman [Yinshi nannii, 1994} was
directed by Ang Lee.
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