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Zhang Yimou’s Movies and
Contemporary Chinese Novels:
A Transition from the Literature Age
to the Image Age

Su Qiqi

From Red Sorghum (1987) to Curse of the
Golden Flower (2006), Zhang Yimou has
maintained his place as the most important film
director for two decades. In the same way as
that “a good writer” is distinguished from “an
important writer” in literature history, Zhang
Yimou’s movies brought him both applauses
and criticism, but there has never been doubt
about their significance. It lies not only in its
aesthetic style and achievements, but also in the
symbiotic relationship between ideology and
cultural trend—it represents the cultural product
of a certain social stage plus its features and
composition. For this reason, a research into the
relationship between Zhang’s movies and the
contemporary Chinese novels does not focus on
whether it is a successful “adaptation”, but on
how the adaptation has reflected the changes in
media form and social form. It then may be
pondered further on how to create a virtuous
relationship between movie and literature in a
time of image and consumption so that they can
inspire  each  other ideologically and
aesthetically.

From this viewpoint Zhang Yimou is a negative
example. If his movies are categorized into three
periods:

Early period: Red
Live(1994)

Sorghum(1987)—To

Middle period: Shanghai Triad (1995) --Happy

Times

Recent: Hero(2001)-- Curse of the Golden
Flower(2007)
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It would be clear that almost all his early movies
were adapted from the contemporary literary
works of mid 1980’s to early 1990’s, for
instance, the representative works of such major
novelists as Mo Yan, Su Tong, Liu Heng and Yu
Hua. Starting from Shanghai Triad, he remained
a big subscriber for Chinese literary periodicals,
but the originals for his movies, mainly by
less-known writers, were not held as major
works in the contemporary literature history.
Later on, blockbusters featuring traditional
Chinese costume and martial arts starting from
Hero had nothing to do with the contemporary
novels, with Curse of the Golden Flower
modelled on a masterpiece of modern drama.

Zhang Yimou’s choice to depart from literature
reflects a change of cultural trend in the society
as a whole. He can always keep up with the
times, riding on the tide as the most
eye-catching symbol. He is quick-witted but not
reflective; he is humorous but not ironic. His
style lies in his formalism which in the natural
course of events forms isomorphism to the
circumstances of the times when it reaches its
prime. The absence of literature in Zhang’s
movies does not necessarily mean a degraded
aesthetic standard, though the ideology and
philosophy conveyed have become a focus of
controversy.

ONE

Red Sorghum is adapted from the novel of the
same title by Mo Yan, Raise the Red Lantern
from Wives and Concubines by Su Tong, Ju Dou
from Fu Xi Fu Xi by Liu Heng, The Story of Qiu
Ju from The Wan Family's Lawsuit by Chen
Yuan Bin, To Live from the novel of the same
title by Yu Hua. During the honeymoon of his
movies with the contemporary novels, Zhang
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made unparalleled achievements with Red
Sorghum awarded Golden Bear in the Berlin
International Film Festival and To Live winning
the Grand Jury Prize in the Cannes International
Film Festival, then he went further to create a
world of his own films by production of a series
of works of similar or strengthened themes.

Such achievements may to some extent attribute
to Zhang’s gifted and creative usages of movie
language. Despite the divided literary style of
Mo Yan, Su Tong, and Liu Heng, Red Sorghum,
Raise the Red Lantern, Ju Dou all stand out by
their  distinctive  Zhang  Yimou  style
characterized by emphatic visual effect. From
novel to film, Zhang’s greatest contribution is
his highlight of relationship between space and
characters, for instance, the courtyard in Raise
the Red Lantern, the dye house in Ju Dou, all
being closed space in a closed composition,
resulting in a direct visual and symbolic effects.
That is to say, in a style of non-subtlety, he
abandoned many details in the originals, but
aimed to arouse in the audience resonance and
understanding by direct and bold visual images
rather than reliance on emotional depiction.
However the film thus produced may be likely
to be too simplified, as illustrated by the ending
of Hero, which not only failed to pull at the
audience’s heartstrings but also aroused popular
questioning about it. The novel contributes its
basic plot to the movie though Zhang made
alterations to its background and details. It
ought to be noted that these outstanding literary
works of the 1980’s and 1990°s all tell a good
“story”, which, if put into an unusual setting and
seen from a different perspective, may in effect
offer a view on history and humanity in
literature, implying the possibility of the
emergence of a modern Chinese society .

These novels were all caught up in the literary
trend of the 1980’s.The so called root-finding
literature functions as an enlightening tool. By
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“searching the roots” of sex (Red Sorghum,
Wives and Concubines, Fu Xi Fu Xi) and human
nature (To Live) in the social transitional period,
enlightenment on physical and spiritual
existence of individuals was brought into new
life. As an individual’s existence is necessary
and multiple, preference of narration of a group
over an individual was indirectly criticized.
Many a root-finding literary works, Red
Sorghum for instance, took the grandparent’s
generation as their backdrop, for, this way they
could avoid the hot waters of the post-liberation
period, and return to the old traditional
anti-Japanese War story for something new.

The movies of the fifth generation directors
happened to join this trend, turning to be a
branch in the ideological emancipation. Yellow
Earth and Horse Thief are both enlightening and
root-searching. However film industry were
relatively weaker compared with literature field,
for one thing the market economy and the time
of consumption had not yet arrived, and for
another a time of image were still in its infancy.
When pure literature was marginalized by the
rapid growth of the above factors, Zhang’s
movies once again followed upon the heels of
the main trend of the times. Therefore the
break-up of the two naturally ensued.

The honeymoon of Zhang’s movies and the
contemporary novels witnessed a time of less
abundance and cultural product consumption
when poetry together with novels could boast a
wide readership, assuming the main task as
enlighteners. Under the planned economy, funds
for film-making were provided by the film
studio, and box office performance was not a
concern. For the fifth generation directors, they
cared more about a film’s ideological and
artistic expressiveness, in particular recognition
by international film festivals, rather than the
funds. In the 1980’s when the fifth generation
movies prospered, golden opportunities to shoot
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art films in the crack of history presented

themselves: the combination of
minority-appealing art films with pure literary
works played a role in the ideological

emancipation of the masses.

Zhang Yimou’s movies in this period were
generally of a high standard. In Red Sorghum,
Raise the Red Lantern, Ju Dou, a number of
ethnic and folk custom factors worked a visual
wonder, paving a shortcut for communication
between “the world” and “the local China.”
Zhang’s “perception” of relationship elevated
him to the international film arena. He proved
his ability in that the “perception” not only
reflected relationship but also had aesthetic
merits by itself. These films, apart from the
folk-custom or fake lore on the surface, were
based on enlightening stories with their main
plot revolving the destruction of something old
and creation of something new, in which energy
released or repressed by libido attempted to
counteract the old closed system so as to
achieve live individuation. Though a new world
had not emerged from these films, in these
stories where death came as an end, the whole
social culture got prepared for and looked
forward to a new state to come out. The new
trend of social culture and of films, and even
Zhang Yimou (and Gong Li) who had not
embarked on his film career for long, all
demonstrated pioneering spirit and power. And
when an artist displayed his artistic endowment
in practice, he certainly be a
representative of the trend.

would

Zhang’s films at this stage coincided with new
historical novels in that they all had narration of
individual stories inserted in the grand
ideological context of anti-Japanese war and
anti-feudalism. But obviously Zhang’s movies
appeared more conservative than novels. Direct
conflicts depicted in Mo Yan’s novel were
basically absent from the film (Yu Zhankui’s
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conflict with detachment head Leng was left
out, but his conflict with the Japanese soldiers
remained in the film).Mo Yan’s novel proceeded
until 1976 with a none-heroism ending while the
film ended up in a chaotic battle. In the
passionate and tragic scene, some farcical
factors popped up, clarion calls amid the
misfiring of guns and grenades greatly reduced
its tragic nature. They died for their country, but
they did not die a hero’s death. The director
seemed in a dilemma as to what atmosphere he
should create: to compose a complete tragedy, or
to add some inharmonious tone into it? At last
he accepted a compromise to keep some
laughable elements while in a traditional
low-angle shot portraying the red sorghums
whimpering in the wind for the heroes.

This is what Zhang’s point lies: he was aware
about what could carry artistic value (art means
extension of boundary and discard of
stereotyped expression), but nonetheless he
conveyed his ideas by an ingenious, even
pleasing method. Following three representative
movies of non-contemporary theme in his early
directing period, Zhang shot The Story of Qu Ju
adapted from The Wan Family's Lawsuit, a
novel by Chen Yubin, which was published in
Fiction Monthly before it was reprinted in
Selected Novelettes and Xinhua Digest. Chen
Yuanbin is known for his legal theme writings.
This novel, though desirable with regard to its
plot and language, in essence centers round a
farmwife’s lawsuit story. Zhang Yimou almost
copied its entire plot, but highlighted its
documentary style and individuality of its
protagonist. The film is considered better than
the novel with its lush colors, light rhythm. Yet
underlying his “success” of the film was a
problem that Zhang had to confront in dealing
with contemporary themes: the secret shooting
technique applied, but did the
heart-warming scenes seen through his camera
reflect the real contemporary China? The

was
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woman protagonist is valiant and “one-track

minded”. Sex may be in the center of
storytelling in the film, but it cannot be the
motive force driving the development of the
plot. “One-track mindedness”, the distinctive
character of the protagonist to support the plot,
may lend itself to a comedy of character, but
cannot inspire or resolve a universal question. In
Not One Less, the problem in narration

continued to exist.

Defects in The Story of Qiu Ju can also be found
in the novel. Often Zhang Yimou can transform
minutiae in novel into beautiful pictures in
movie, but finds it difficult to be ideologically
more superior. His best film, To Live, turns to be
most loyal to the ideology of the excellent
novel, though he made alterations to the
plot—having abandoned its dual narrative
structure and only adapted the first half of the
novel. But he adopted the novel’s attitude of
treating history and reality honestly. The beauty
of human nature revealed in the novel exhibits
itself in a more direct and clearer way through
lens language and actor’s performance. The vital
force of the protagonist springs from Fugui who
carries on his daily life with determination
rather than meditate too much on the meaning of
life. A sense of consolation may be attributed to
Jiazhen who demonstrates inextinguishable
goodness and tenacity in whatever historical
context.

To Live falls into the good works of Zhang
Yimou, but not the most typical Zhang’s. His
preference on somewhat
influenced by the attitude conveyed in the
original novel, resulting in his failure to present
his objects in a fixed form to make it easily
understandable, rather, he made attempts to
penetrate into the core of the object so as to
examine the whole context and history.

formalism  was
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The success of To Live artistically did not
necessarily mean a success in the context of
reality. In the mid 1990’s, the whole body of
fifth generation directors came up with their best
works and began their “transition”. Farewell My
Concubine by Chen Kaige, The Blue Kite by
Tian Zhuangzhuang, together with To Live,
coincidentally touched upon the contemporary
society after the founding of the PRC. In
enlightening narration the scenes were set in the
past, on the edge, but “contemporary” itself
managed to show its true figures as a
connotation. Perhaps in this direction there
could possibly appear a contemporary film
masterpiece truly based on the contemporary
social life, but it would not be a smooth road as
blocks and signs reading “not passable” may be
encountered one by one.

First of all, such films were prohibited from
staging in cinemas by the dominant ideology.
Unlike Yu Hua’s novel, Zhang’s film was given
a ban, for the mass media came under stricter
supervision due to its wider influence on the
public rather than on intellectuals alone. Zhang
suddenly found out that he was no long the
“double winner” of both the Golden Lion and
Hundred Flowers and that he could be
marginalized like  Tian  Zhuangzhuang.
Secondly, as the planned economy had come to
an end, To Live was financed by ERA
International (HK) Ltd, instead of a provincial
film studio. If the film could not be on public
show or perform badly in terms of box office,
how could he face his investors? He was caught
up in such a dilemma: on the one hand,
censorship on the contemporary theme films is
in place, on the other, directors have to face the
test of market in a time of image and
consumption society.
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In the mid 1990°s, as the cultural trend gave way
to economic development in China, literature
was no longer in the spotlight of history.
Interestingly, Zhang Yimou ceased to select
those major works by prominent writers for
adaptation. Between a film and the original,
there is a rough correlation: commercial films
are usually adapted from popular literature or
best-selling books, art films from masterpieces
or pure literature, “main-melody” films of
Chinese characteristics from reportages or
“main-melody” novels. After cultural tide
receded, gone was the happy time for
collaboration between art films and pure
literature. Zhang Yimou, in his second period of
creation, did not join hands with the best
contemporary writers any more, but began to
shoot commercial films and quasi-main-melody
films of commercial value.

Shanghai Triad adapted from Gang Law by Li
Xiao is obviously a failure for Zhang after he
took his first plunge into the market. He
followed the trend of reminiscence of the
1930’s, but he did not master the main elements
for a genre film. Pendulous between an art film
and a gangster film, he had not yet grown up to
be a mature commercial film director. His next
array of films were all adapted from works of
less-known writers: Keep Cool from Evening
Papers News by Shu Ping, The Road Home; My
Father and Mother from Remembrance by Bao
Shi,Not One Less from The Sun in the Sky by
Shi Xiangsheng, except Happy Times from a
petty novel Shifu: You'll Do Anything for a
Laugh by Mo Yan.

The adaptation in the second period differed a
lot from that in his previous period. In the first
he basically adhered to the original without
making great alterations to the main plot, while
in the second it was hard to recognise the

original. Zhang Yimou, as a “famous director”,
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evidently had a greater say than those
less-known writers. When those writers had
become screenwriters at his beck and call to
serve his film, the original could not talk with
the film on an equal footing any more. In Mo
Yan’s words, “I am fortunate to have met a
director like Zhang Yimou. | was an emperor
when | wrote the novel, but | turned a servant
when I adapted it into a screenplay.” The reason
why they were willing to act as Zhang’s screen
writers was that, movie as a powerful cultural
product could considerably promote sales and
reputation of the original. Mo Yan, in an attempt
to maintain his independence and dignity as a
“writer” under such circumstances, described
the relationship between the two, “With regard
to the relationship between a novel and the film
or TV play, in my view they should take their
own courses, but when they join together at
some point by accident, a new product will
come into being.”(1)

Most often Zhang Yimou would look in the
original novel for a point or two that he was
interested in, which would be developed into a
new story in conformity with his own idea— in
fact Zhang himself played the most important
role among screenwriters. It is not a matter of
his lack of a sharp eye or failure of adaptation.
Actually he was able to seize a point in the
original where the plot and visual effects
produced could make a perfect match. The
question is that none of these novels provide a
full reflection of the contemporary life both in
scope and in depth. They merely happened to
coincide with Zhang’s intention at that time, or
to provide him with a structure or setting to his
liking. The novels did not have a high starting
point, and Zhang did not mean to elevate them.
By merely giving a form and style of his own to
what he was interested in in the original, he
produced a film visually desirable but logically
weak. For instance, in the end of Not One Less,
referred to by him as one of his best films, he
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left the resolution of the problems of the school
to the mass media attention, which certainly
cannot find universal application. Not every
school has a “one-track minded” Wei Minzhi
(whose insistence on “not one less” was based
on an incidental premise), and not every student
getting lost will receive attention from the TV
media. Indeed, it is a good thing to obtain
intervention from the mass media that can help
establish typical case and characters so as to
enhance public awareness and participation in
educational affairs, but who at the same time
cannot be taken as the main body to solve the
problems. When one places all his hope on the
mass media alone in optimism, his hope may
end up nowhere at all. With Zhang Yimou. He
treated the problem too lightly, and having
turned a blind eye to the severity of the problem
he gave an easy solution.

A step further from this light attitude led to
unreality in Happy Times. The novel Shifu:
You'll Do Anything for a Laugh by Mo Yan is a
black humour. In the novel, an old factory
worker laid out before retirement turns a broken
bus into a lovers’ hotel by a park for willing
couples to dwell in so that he can make a living
for the rest of his life, but one day a strange
thing happens to a couple staying in the hotel.
Black humour is black in that it will finally get
into a sad and absurd plight following the logic
of contemporary life. But what Zhang took
interest in is one element—the lovers’ hotel
transformed from a bus. Despite a farce at the
beginning of the film, audience still can have a
taste of hardships in life. However Zhang
stopped probing deeper into the meaning of this
humour, and gave it a vulgar and shallow
presentation. Next diverging completely from
the novel, the film tells a moving story between
the old worker and the blind girl.—the
vulnerable group can only find love under
heaven out of good-will deception in a tragedy?
—if this is an answer, it is also an
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understanding. But for Zhang, he could not even
afford such an answer, as he wavered between
reality and fiction, between truth and lies. He
could only find a temporary relief by inserting
some laughable elements. (Even the humour in
this film is artificial)

This novel by Mo Yan, a rough one, does not
come on a par with his representative works,
though still within his scope of performance
with exact description and understanding of life.
But Zhang’s film almost is a “misreading” of the
novel, if it is still considered an adaptation from
the novel. He distorted the black humour into
happy tears, but betrayed his weakness in
dealing with realistic themes.

THREE

During his honeymoon with contemporary
novels, Zhang Yimou once said, “China boasts
of large numbers of writers. | am fond of many
of them, like Mo Yan, Liu Heng, Su Tong, and
Wang Shuo, with whom | have collaborated.
Their works, being mother of my films,
represent trend of literature as well as films.
Therefore if you want to discover the growth of
Chinese films or change of my personal style,
you can pay attention to the change in those
writers.” “A research into Chinese contemporary
films should begin with study on Chinese
contemporary literature, because Chinese films
can never live without the support of literature.
To know the prosperity of Chinese films, first of
all the state of Chinese literature should be
examined. The tuning out of good Chinese films
should firstly attribute to those writers whose
novels provide nourishment for films. Without
these novels, most Chinese films would have
not existed at all. ...personally I cannot live
without novels. ”’

In the 215t century, Mo Yan, Liu Heng, Su Tong,
and Wang Shuo, out of the climax of their
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creation respectively, could not guide films as
their spiritual leader. Zhang Yimou, without the
support of the crutch of literature, embarked on
a journey shooting “Chinese ancient costume
and martial arts blockbusters.” However, the
prosperity of a film industry cannot be measured
by the investment and box office performance
alone, but rather, it lies also in how many
outstanding commercial films and art films
being produced to jointly create a diversified
film ecology. Hero, House of Flying Daggers,
Curse of the Golden Flower all fall into this
category. They are not mainstream commercial
films in conformity with popular ideology, but
odd products of dominant ideology and
underdeveloped market economy, to cater for
and take advantage of which Zhang found
another way of narration. For this kind of
narration, ultimate ideal (“the empire” in Hero)
and ultimate authority (emperor in Curse of the
Golden Flower) are necessary to form
consistency within itself. But the narration,
simple in its elements and logic, lays emphasis
on the extension of space and setting, leading
the film to go to extremes in terms of visual
effects. Visual wonders created in Curse of the
Golden Flower, overtaking the pleasure of
watching and hearing it, turn to be a
metaphysical symbol. From this perspective
Zhang’s formalism reached its prime at this
time.

Are such films “good films”? Breaking up with
literature, did he take to a bright road or walk
toward an impasse? Looking back at films
from Red Sorghum to To Live, it can be noted
that novels—good novels endowed Zhang
insight into history and reality as well as
capacity to reflect and suspect. As literature was
marginalized, Zhang and his films gradually fell
into partnership with dominant
ideology/deformed market. He took the earliest
and most successful step in this direction, far
quick-witted and deft than Chen Kaige and Feng
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Xiaogang. Zhang Yimou of this time did not
need novels any more; his screenwriters were
also the original writers. But the question is: he
himself and the screenwriters at his service
could not come up with good stories. Both Hero
and House of Flying Daggers were under attack
for their plot. It is not a matter of their ability of
story-telling, but their purpose and attitude
brought detriment to the story.

In shooting Curse of the Golden Flower, Zhang
returned to a masterpiece of modern drama
Thunderstorm by Cao Yu for blueprint, but
transported it to a different time and place. After
such a change is made, though the theme of
anti-feudalism/anti-oppression is left intact in
the deformed Thunderstorm, it contradicts the
movie language. Confronted by a flood of
images of big breasts, warriors and
chrysanthemums, the theme of anti-oppression
appears powerless from any attack, for the
oppressor has become a symbol of
unconquerableness. This is exactly where Curse
of the Golden Flower looks bizarre when its
form and content split to such extremes that
Leni Riefenstahl’s film language is used to tell
an enlightening story. But unable to separate
entirely they still unite as one in a text. It
becomes isologues of dominant ideology in the
contemporary context and enlightenment
ideology and consumption ideology that people
are in constant need of, making it possible for
the film to be seen and understood from most
angles compared with others of its kind.

Therefore, Curse of the Golden Flower does not
mean a simple return to enlightenment in Raise
the Red Lantern. It reflects an eagerness to seek
assistance from classics when resources for this
kind of films exhaust. Zhang’s film does not
seem to show signs of “mending” its broken
relationship with the contemporary novel,
however, looking back into the past two decades
when the two have gone from close to distant,
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from marriage to divorce, it can be noted that in
the shift of media power Zhang’s film quickly
has transformed itself from an instructee to an
instructor at the expense of losing its own
ideological independence and having to find
inspiration for ideas and plots from classics
again. For commercial films or for art films, it
would be a right attitude to seek mutual benefit
by coming into contact with and finding
inspiration from literature, an attitude that caters
to both ideal and reality.

Note:

(1> Mo Yan, Novel Creation, Movie and TV
Expression; Journal of Literature, History and
Philosophy, 2/2004.

(2) Zhang Yimou, Notes on Literature and Art,
Hunan Publishing House, P389.
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