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Phobic Spaces and Liminal Panics: 
Independent Transnational 

Film Genre 

HAMID NAFICY 

WEARE LIVING IN AN increasingly global media environment. 1 

Access to multiple channels and types of transnational media is proble
matizing our received notions of, and demanding new approaches to, 
questions of national cultures and identities, national cinemas and genres, 
authorial visions and styles, and audience reception and ethnography. 
This paper takes as its point of departure Arjun Appadurai's forceful 
statement that 

The image, the imagined, the imaginary - these are all terms which direct 
us to something critical and new in global cultural processes: the imagina
tion as a social practice . ... The imagination is now central to all forms of 
agency, is itself a social fact, and is the key component of the new global 
order. (Appadurai 1990, 5) 

In this essay I attempt to identify and theorize "something critical and 
new" in current global media practices by proposing a genre of "indepen
dent transnational cinema," a genre that cuts across previously defined 
geographic, national, cultural, cinematic, and meta-cinematic bounda
ries. I will develop two aspects of this genre here: transnational film
makers as interstitial authors and configuration of claustrophobic spaces 
as one of the chief iconographies that characterize this genre. 

The important contribution that transnationals, exiles, emigres, refu
gees, and expatriates have made to the literatures and cinemas of the West 
is undeniable. Indeed, "foreigners and emigres" have dominated the pin
nacles of modern English literature (Eagleton 1970, 9). Filmmakers from 
Eastern Europe and Russia in the early part of this century and those from 
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Germany in the second to the fifth decades dominated both the studio sys
tem and the master genres of Hollywood cinema. Despite acknowledging 
their contributions, little sustained and systematic attention has been paid 
to theorizing the expatriate or exile genre, particularly in cinema. Recent 
shifts in the global configuration of territories, capital, power, and media, 
however, have made such an attempt necessary. In addition, vast global 
economic and structural changes since World War II have ushered in the 
postmodern era characterized in part by massive displacement of peoples 
the world over in unprecedented numbers, creating a veritable "other 
worlds" of communities living outside of their places of birth and habitus. 
Transnational filmmakers not only have given expression to these other 
worlds but also have enriched the cinemas of their home and adopted 
lands. 

How films are conceived and received has a lot to do with how they are 
framed discursively both in their production and exhibition. The films 
that transnationals have made are usually framed within the "national cin
emas" of their host countries or the traditional and established cinematic 
"genres." Thus, the films of F. W. Murnau, Douglas Sirk, George Cukor, 
Vincent Minnelli, Jacques Tourneur, Fritz Lang, and Alfred Hitchcock are 
usually considered as exemplars of the Classical Hollywood Cinema or of 
such genres as melodrama, noir, and spy-thriller. Of course, the works of 
these and other established directors (such as Andrey Tarkovsky) are also 
discussed under the rubric of "auteurism." Alternatively, many indepen
dent transnational filmmakers who make films about their homeland and 
its peoples, cultures, and politics (such as Abid Med Hondo, Michel 
Khleifi, Fernando Solanas, and Ghasem Ebrahimian) are often marginal
ized as merely "ethnic," -"national," "third world," or "third cinema" film
makers, unable to reach mainstream audiences in either their country of 
residence or origin. Others, such as Jonas Mekas, Mona Hatoum, and 
Trinh T. Minh-ha, are placed within the "avant-garde" category. 

While these classificatory categories are important for framing and 
positioning films to target markets, distributors, exhibitors, reviewers, 
and academic studies, they also serve to overdetermine and delimit the 
films' potential meanings. Genres are not neutral structures but are "ideo
logical constructs masquerading as neutral categories" (Altman 1989, 5). 
The undesirable consequences of overdetermination of meanings and 
ideological structuration are particularly grave for films made in diaspora. 
By classifying these films into one of the established categories, the very 
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cultural and political foundations that constitute them are limited, ne
gated, or effaced altogether. Such traditional schemas also tend to lock the 
filmmakers themselves into "discursive ghettos" that fail to adequately 
reflect or account for the filmmakers' personal evolution and stylistic 
transformations over time. Once labeled "ethnic" or "ethnographic," 
transnational filmmakers remain so even long after they have moved on. 

Like all genres, of course, the independent transnational genre also 
attempts to reduce and to channel the free play of meanings in certain pre
determined manners. But, in this task, this genre is driven by its sensitivity 
to the production and consumption of films in conditions of transna
tionality, liminality, multiculturality, multifocality, and syncretism. This 
new generic designation will allow us to classify certain hitherto unclassi
fiable films. It will also allow us not only to classify new transnational 
films but also to reclassify, and thereby to reread, certain existing films by 
loosening them from their traditional generic moorings. Thus, Jonas 
Mekas's massive film Lost, Lost, Lost (I976), which has been variously 
classified as documentary, avant-garde, or diary film, will yield new 
insights if reclassified as transnational cinema. Transnational films are 
here considered as: (I) belonging to a genre of cine-writing and self-nar
rativization with specific generic and thematic conventions and (2) prod
ucts of the particular transnational location of filmmakers in time and 
place and in social life and cultural difference. By linking genre, author
ship, and transnational positioning, the independent transnational genre 
allows films to be read and reread not only as individual texts produced by 
authorial vision and generic conventions but also as sites for intertextual, 
cross-cultural, and translational struggles over meanings and identities. 

One of the values of such an undertaking is that it forces us to reconcile 
three different approaches to film studies which are usually kept separate 
for fear of contaminating one another: generic, auteurist, and cultural 
studies. By problematizing the traditional generic and authorial schemas 
and representational practices, such an approach blurs the distinction, 
often artificially maintained, between types of films: fictional, documen
tary, ethnographic, and avant-garde. Because it considers the relationship 
of all types of cinemas to their filmed subjects to be one of representation 
not presentation, the independent transnational cinema is an inclusive and 
integrative genre, encompassing various types of films. More, this genre 
considers the relationship of the transnational filmmakers themselves to 
their subjects to be a relationship that is filtered through narratives and 
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iconographies of memory, desire, loss, longing, and nostalgia. Memories 
are fallible, playful, and evasive, and the narratives and iconographies 
that they produce - in whatever type of film - are palimpsestical, inscrib
ing ruptures, fantasies, and embellishments as well as ellipses, elisions, 
and repressions. 

To delimit the topic and to differentiate the current moment of transna
tionality and its cinematic figuration from previous moments in this cen
tury, my examination of the transnational film genre is focused on the 
films made in the last two decades by transnational filmmakers who live 
or make their films in Europe and the United States. By and large, these 
filmmakers are from the so-called Third World, and they operate indepen
dently, that is, outside the studio systems and the mainstream film indus
tries of the host countries. As a result, they are presumed to be more prone 
to tensions of exile, acculturation, and transnationalism, and their films 
should and do encode these tensions. These are important factors that set 
apart recent transnational filmmakers from European filmmakers who 
emigrated to the United States from the I920S to the I940S and who were 
often absorbed by the studio system and were in fact instrumental in its 
consolidation as a hegemonic transnational cinema of another kind. 

Now, what kinds of generalizations can one make about the films pro
duced by the late-twentieth-century liminars, transnationals, and exiles? 
First of all, this: each of their films is a product of the particular location 
of its maker in time, place, and culture. As such, each is a new and differ
ent film, a product of authorial vision, contextual politics, and cinematic 
practices. Yet, each expresses the personal vision and "location" of its 
makers in terms. of themes and styles that in their patterns of sameness and 
difference carry marks of the independent transnational genre. There is a 
reciprocal relationship between genre formation and society. Each epoch 
creates its own narratives about itself and its own genres, and each act of 
self-narrativization and generic formation influences the perception of the 
age and the formation of its cultures. Transnationality and its shared fea
tures are experienced through and are expressed as never before via the 
mass media that span the globe and penetrate all communities, necessitat
ing the formulation of not only one but a series of transnational genres. 

We could define a genre as the recurring patterns in a film of expecta
tions and their frustration and fulfillment. Such recurring patterns must be 
repeated in a number of films to form the corpus of the genre. Genres are 
not immutable systems, however; they are processes of systematization, 
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structuration, and variation which function to produce regularized variety 
(Neale 1983, 48-50). Further, a one-to-one relationship between genre and 
reality does not exist. As such, genres are not reflections of reality; rather, 
they are a means of processing and structuring of reality through narrative 
conventions, industrial practices, and authorial decisions. 

In genre cinema, spectatorial pleasure is not derived entirely from new
ness but from the play, or the slippage, between the old and the new. Plea
sure is obtained from the familiarity and comfort of repetition and from 
the recognition of the conventions and deviations from them. However, 
since it is impossible to bridge the gap between repetition and difference, 
the desire to repeat in hope of obtaining pleasure does not exhaust itself. 
In theory exhaustion occurs only when bliss or death is reached! In prac
tice, exhaustion occurs when over a period of time the formulae are 
repeated with very minor differentiations or slippages (such as was the 
case with the western in the last couple of decades). Difference and slip
page, however, are essential to generic economy, and they are inscribed by 
filmmakers not only as authorial visions or stylistic variations but also as 
markers of ethnic, gender, national, racial, or class differences. 

Genre cinema thus rests on the existence of an implied contract among 
four parties: filmmakers/ authors, film texts, individual spectators and 
interpretive communities, and the film industry and its practices. In the 
remainder of this essay, I will explore two of the terms in this quadruple 
contract: the transnationals as filmmaking authors and one aspect of the 
transnational film texts, the claustrophobic configuration of space in films 
made in exile by Turkish and Iranian filmmakers. 

TRANSNATIONAL FILMMAKERS AS AUTHORS 

Traditionally, exile is taken to mean banishment by governments for a 
particular offense, with a prohibition of return, either for a limited time or 
for life. Depending on the location to which one is banished, it could be 
called "internal" or "external" exile. If internal exile is defined as "isola
tion, alienation, deprivation of means of production and communication, 
exclusion from public life" (Rowe and Whitfield 1987, 233), then many 
intellectuals, women, artists, religious and political figures, and even 
entire communities have suffered from it within their own countries. 
These deprivations may be social or economical, and they may be sought 
by the exiles themselves or imposed upon them by the state. To this con-
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stellation of deprivations and repressions, literary critic Paul Ilie (I980, I9) 
applied the term "deculturation," which on the surface appears apt, but by 
implying no culture, it posits the state of being in internal exile as an 
empty space. In fact, however, many filmmakers flourish under internal 
constraint and deprivation and fail to prosper in their absence. 2 Since the 
"fall" of communism, for example, many successful east-central European 
filmmakers have begun to covet the restrictions (on what they can say) 
and the incongruities (between private life and public propaganda) of the 
communist era which drove them to develop personal "auteurist" styles 
and hermeneutically rich texts. In the absence of such restrictions and 
incongruities, they now find themselves "dislocated, unable to complete 
projects, even abandoning filmmaking altogether" (Portuges I992, 53I). 
Of course, this withdrawal may be temporary as new restrictions and 
incongruities - of the free market system - will emerge, forcing them to 
develop fresh themes and styles appropriate to their new realities. Under 
communism in Hungary, for instance, political repression inspired a rich 
symbolic and satirical cinema that made fun of the regime that financed it. 
Now, deprived of "paymaster and punching bag," Hungarian cinema must 
struggle to find other ways of telling stories that compete with Hollywood 
films and appeal to a broad spectrum of audiences - not just to the local 
elite or festival audiences (Williams I992). The tremendous toll that inter
nal restrictions, deprivations, and various forms of censorship prevalent 
in totalitarian countries have taken on filmmakers has been widely publi
cized. What has been acknowledged less is the way such constraints 
become loyal and reliable oppositions against which many filmmakers 
define themselves and develop their style. The continued creativity of 
some of the filmmakers who stay in repressive societies (such as Bahram 
Baiza'i of Iran) must be partly sought in the inspiration and certainty that 
these harsh conditions provide. 

In the age of internationalized capital and tourism and exposure to glo
balized mass media and electronic links it is not necessary to leave home to 
enter the spaces of liminality and transnationality. In this way, not only 
filmmakers but people the world over are always already transnational. 3 

However, those filmmakers who journey beyond their homelands consti
tute more fully the type of exilic transnationals whom I have in mind. 
While most definitions of external exile consider it to be a dystopic and 
dysphoric experience, stemming from some form of deprivation, exile 
must also be defined by its utopian and euphoric possibilities, driven by 
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wanderlust or, better yet, by what in German is called /ernweh, which 
means not only wanderlust but also a desire to escape from one's own 
homeland. In its Germanic sense, for those in their homeland this wander
lust for other places is just as insatiable and unrealizable as is the desire for 
return to the homeland for those who are in exile. 

To be in transnationality is to belong to neither of the two modes of 
dystopia or utopia. The authority of transnationals as filmmaking authors 
is derived from their position as subjects inhabiting transnational and 
exilic spaces, where they travel in the slipzone of fusion and admixture. 4 

What results is an agonistic liminality of selfhood and location which is 
characterized by oscillation between extremes of hailing and haggling. 
This turns exile and transnationalism into a contentious state of syncretic 
impurity, intertextuality, even imperfection. They become moments of 
dialectical vision, of sameness in difference, of continuity in discontinuity, 
of synchronicity in diachronicity. Emotionally, they are characterized by 
zeniths of ecstasy and confidence and nadirs of despondency and doubt. 
Finally, exile and transnationality are highly processual, discursive, and 
ambivalent. 5 

For exilic transnationals the descent relations with the homeland and 
the consent relations with the host society are continually tested. Freed 
from old and new constraints, they are "deterritorialized." Yet, they con
tinue to be in the grips of both the old and the new, the before and the 
after. Located in such a zone, they become interstitial creatures, liminars 
suffused with hybrid excess. On the one hand, like Derridian "undecid
ables," they can be "both and neither": the pharmakon, meaning both poi
son and remedy; hymen, meaning both membrane and its violation; the 
supplement, meaning both addition and replacement (Bauman 1991, 145-
146). On the other hand, they could aptly be called, in Rushdie's words, 
"at once plural and partial" (Rushdie 1991, IS). As partial subjects and 
undecidable multiple objects, these filmmakers are capable of producing 
ambiguity and doubt about the absolutes and taken-for-granted values of 
their home or host societies. They are also capable of transcending and 
transforming their own individual, cultural, and other affiliations in order 
to produce hybrid, syncretic, or virtual identities. If Rushdie himself were 
to be taken as an example of exilic hybridity, F. M. Esfandiary may be 
considered to be an example of exilic virtuality. Esfandiary wrote novels 
from exile in the 1960s about the horror of life in his home country but in 
the late 1980s changed his name to FM-2030 and developed the concept of 



8 HAMID NAFICY 

transhumanism, which, in the interest of discontinuity and provisionality, 
dismissed all usual markers of continuity and identity - such as descent, 
homeland, religion, language, nationality, ethnicity, race, and gender. 6 To 
be a transhuman is to be a universal "evolutionary being" (FM-2030 

1989, 2 °5). 
Not all transnationals, of course, savor fundamental doubt, strive 

toward hybrid self-fashioning, or reach for utopian or virtual imaginings. 
However, for those who remain in the enduring and endearing crises and 
tensions of transnational migrancy, liminality becomes a passionate 
source of creativity and dynamism that produces in literature and cinema 
the likes of James Joyce and Margaret Duras, Joseph Conrad and 
Fernando Solanas, Ezra Pound and Trinh T. Minh-ha, Salman Rushdie 
and Andrey Tarkovsky, Garcia Marquez and Atom Egoyan, Vladimir 
Nabokov and Raul Ruiz. 

Transnational cinema is concerned with the output of filmmakers who 
not only inhabit interstitial spaces of the host society but also work on the 
margins of the mainstream film industry. As a result, these filmmakers are 
multiple not only in terms of their identity and subjectivity but also in the 
various roles they are forced to play in every aspect of their films. As inde
pendent filmmakers, they have to search for financing and co-financing 
from national and international institutions and from private (particularly 
ethnic, religious, and nationalist) sources, state agencies, and television 
companies. This means that, like many independent filmmakers in the 
Third World, they are forced often to write their own scripts and even act 
in a principal role in them in order to control the film and keep the cost 
down (Malkmus and Armes 1991, 60). By editing their own films, many 
transnational filmmakers not only save money but also control the film's 
vision and aesthetics. And, after the film's completion, these filmmakers 
must either spend extra effort to distribute their films themselves or be sat
isfied with limited distribution in art-house cinemas or TV transmission at 
non-prime-time hours. Large numbers of spectators for their films is not a 
given; they must be created and sought after. One consequence of the dif
ficulties of making and exhibiting films under conditions of transnational
ity is the very meager output of most transnational filmmakers. Some
times, years pass without a new film being made: Argentinean filmmaker 
Fernando Solanas made his second film in exile (Tangos: Exile of Gardel, 
1986) eight years after his first (The Sons of Fierro, 1975-78). Iranian film
maker Parviz Sayyad made his second film in the United States (Check-
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point, I987) only four years after his first (The Mission, I983). However, 
now, six years later, he has yet to make his third. Another accomplished 
Iranian director, Amir Naderi, emigrated to the United States in I986 to 
make films. But it took him seven years to produce his first English-lan
guage film (Manhattan by Numbers, I993), which he directed, wrote, and 
edited. Likewise, despite constant efforts, Marva Nabili has directed only 
one feature film (Nightsongs, I984) in the past dozen years in her adopted 
land. Sometimes it takes years to shoot a single film: Mauritanian exile 
filmmaker Abid Med Hondo (I987, 75) relates how it took him a year and 
half to film Solei! 0 (Sun Oh) and three and a half years to film Les Bicots
Negres, Vos Voisins (The Nigger-Arabs, Your Neighbors). 

For transnational filmmakers, thus, the dream of transcendence and 
transformation that their liminality promises must constantly be checked 
against the realities of fierce competition in the free market. Some of their 
output is entertaining even though ironically and parodically critical of the 
host society. But as artists who often make distressing and dystopian 
films, transnational filmmakers inhabit a realm of incredible tension and 
agony, as an Iranian exile filmmaker in Germany, Sohrab Shahid Saless, 
has sarcastically noted: 

People like us who make somber and hardly entertaining films are not fortu
nate. They write letters, come up with treatments, put together scripts that 
are never filmed and once in a while a good soul appears, gestures to them 
and says - just like in Kafka-: it's your turn now. You too can have a 
chance! (Saless I988, 56) 

Straddling more than one culture, sometimes transnational filmmakers 
are in a position to play funding agencies from different countries against 
each other to receive financing. Sometimes, transnational filmmakers 
attempt to get ahead by cashing in on the newsworthiness of their country 
of origin. Such efforts payoff more when newsworthiness is based on pos
itive attributes, but they can backfire badly if negative connotations are 
involved. The case of Veiled Threat (I989), made by Iranian-American 
filmmaker Cyrus Nowrasteh, may be cited briefly. The film was scheduled 
to premiere at the American Film Institute Los Angeles International Film 
Festival in April I989, but the festival organizers canceled the screening on 
account of a bomb threat. Much furor ensued, and many issues such as 
responsibility for public safety and First Amendment rights were dis
cussed, but it was difficult to sort out definitively the real reasons behind 
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the bomb threat itself or the cancellation of the show. The festival director 
claimed that the producers had brought on the threat themselves as a pub
licity stunt by publicly linking their film and its anti-Islamist content to the 
Ayatollah Khomeini's Jatwa against Salman Rushdie. The producers, on 
the other hand, claimed the threat was real enough for the FBI to take it 
seriously. This low-budget, low-velocity, lowbrow thriller finally opened 
in Los Angeles theaters to dismal reviews and attendance. Trying to 
recoup their loss by downplaying its Islamic connotations, the producers 
dropped the "veil" from the title. 7 

The Kafkaesque situation that Shahid Saless speaks about is certainly 
real, and it becomes more personally painful when it comes to national 
representation in festivals, raising anew for transnational filmmakers such 
questions as: which country do they belong to and which "national cin
ema" do they represent? Since the I973 military coup, Chilean exile film
makers have produced more than 250 features and documentaries - far 
more films than were produced in Chile itself up to I973 (Pena I987, I37). 
Much of this work constituted a "Chilean cinema of resistance." This clas
sification, however, excluded certain films made in exile, for example, the 
works of Raul Ruiz after Dialogue oj Exiles (I974), which criticized the 
exiles (Pick I987, 4I). The politics of exilic filmmakers, which is usually 
against their government at home, often forces them into painful positions 
that highlight both the liminality of their status as exiles and the problem
atic of their national identification as artists. For example, the Turkish 
government revoked Yilmaz Guney's citizenship after he escaped his coun
try to complete his film Yol (The Way, I982), which powerfully criticized 
Turkish society under military rule. Thus, the most famous Turkish film
maker and a very popular actor could not represent his own country 
abroad. Sayyad, too, could not enter in the Cannes Film Festival as an Ira
nian product The Mission (I983), a sharply anti-Islamic Republic film. 
Unwillingly, he entered it as a u.s. production. 8 By doing so, he was 
forced in effect to admit that he did not represent Iran and Iranians. This 
was a painful admission, for he was among many Iranian exiles who 
claimed the clerics were destroying the "true" Iranian culture at home and 
who faced increasing social hostility in their adopted land. Unable to rep
resent his own and unwilling to represent the host country, he was in 
essence made "homeless."9 

It is this homelessness and unbelonging and the filmmakers' split sub
jectivity and multiple involvements in every aspect of production that turn 
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them from "auteur directors" (implying benefiting from mainstream insti
tutions of cinema) to "filmmaking authors" (implying individual efforts 
and involvement at all levels of production and distribution). As authors 
of their texts (and to some extent of their lives), their biography is not just 
implicitly coded in their films. Often autobiography and self-reflexivity 
are the forces that drive the narratives and the tropes through which the 
films are thought and structured. 10 Any cultural space such as the transna
tionalliminality described here is capable of generating films that inscribe 
at a fundamental level their makers' station in life and their location in cul
ture, marking their films with narrative and iconographic hybridities, 
doublings, and splittings. 

SPACE IN TRANSNATIONAL CINEMA 

Genres are often spatially overdetermined by gender and sexuality. From 
Elsaesser to Mulvey, melodrama has been considered to be a feminine and 
domestic genre, characterized by "emotion, immobility, enclosed space, 
and confinement." Such a configuration is postulated in opposition to a 
masculine space which is outside and is characterized by "adventure, 
movement, and cathartic action" (Mulvey 1992, 55). Generically, this mas
culine space most defines the American western. Every society and social 
condition creates its own space. In the transnational cinema genre, the 
inside and outside spaces express not only gendered subjectivity but also 
often national or ethnic imaginings and longings. Western critics have 
associated the domestic, enclosed spaces with women and heralded the 
disappearance of nature. However, many non-Western and pre-industrial
ized civilizations still live in nature, and although they often confine 
women to inner quarters, they associate the external, particularly the wil
derness and the sea, with the female and the maternal. Transnational film
makers bring to their films these different styles of spatial inscription. In 
addition, they further destabilize the traditional gendered binarism of 
space since in transnationality the boundaries between self and other, 
female and male, inside and outside, homeland and hostland are blurred 
and must continually be negotiated. Moreover, spatial configuration in 
their films is driven not only by structures of identification and alienation 
but also by eruptions of memory and nostalgia and the tensions of 
acculturation. The inside and outside spaces are thus not only, as it were, 
transnationalized but also nationalized and ethnicized. 
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It has been noted that the emotional high and low points of many clas
sic Hollywood melodramas are staged against the vertical axis of the stair
case, where the staircase becomes the site not only for the presentation but 
also the representation of emotional extremes (Elsaesser 1972, 528). In 
transnational genre, it is the enclosed claustrophobic spaces, often in the 
form of prisons, which both express and encode the (melo)drama of 
transnational subjectivity. These phobic spaces are often played off of 
spaces of immensity. Space in transnational cinema, therefore, mediates 
between cosmos (order) and chaos (disorder). 

To examine the dynamics of the closed and open spaces, I must take a 
moment to bring in the allied concepts of agoraphobia and claustropho
bia - only insofar as they have a bearing on the configuration of space in 
this genre. My intention here is not to establish a pathology of transna
tional cinema or of its spaces but to use the medical language and para
digms suggestively and heuristically to discover the specificities of the 
experiential and allegorical uses of space in this genre. 

In 1871 a Berlin neurologist, Carl F. o. Westphal, described three male 
patients who shared common symptoms which he termed agoraphobia. 11 

All three became extremely anxious when crossing empty streets or large 
open spaces. Today, agoraphobia is understood to be a complex com
plaint, involving fear and avoidance of public places whether mobile 
(trains, elevators, buses, and subways) or stationary (streets, tunnels, 
moviehouses, restaurants). It is also associated with "panic attacks" con
sisting of breathlessness, air hunger, heart palpitation, and fear of going 
insane or of dying. Other symptoms germane to this context include fear 
of being away from home and from familiar places and people who pro
vide psychological comfort and security (Chambless 1982, 2; Marks 1987, 
323-324). Light aggravates agoraphobias, as does social interaction. 
Finally, agoraphobia also usually involves claustrophobia, dread of 
enclosed places - which most of the public places noted above are. 

Although the first patients characterized as agoraphobic by Westphal 
were all men, the majority of agoraphobes today are women. The onset of 
agoraphobia is often preceded not by a single trauma but by "excessive 
adverse life events," among them relationship disruptions, loss, bereave
ment, and separation anxiety (Marks 1987, 360; Chambless 1982, 3; Gar
bowsky 1989, 58). 

To gain control over these clusters of fearful symptoms, agoraphobes 
withdraw to "safe zones" by confining themselves to their place of resi-
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dence or sometimes to a single room or even to their bed. They draw com
fort not only from "housebondage" but also from the company of "phobic 
partners" such as a trusted person or an object (such as an umbrella and a 
suitcase). They prefer dark places, and when they venture outside they 
tend to wear dark glasses. Erecting such physical and visual barriers and 
withdrawing to confining places, of course, can aggravate their claustro
phobia. Thus, the affected individual may oscillate between agoraphobia 
and claustrophobia, between feeling secure or trapped. 

Such contradictory states have been linked by sociocultural critics such 
as Simmel and Kracauer to the pathology of living in modern cities (Vidler 
I99I, 3I-45). Other social critics have written treatises on various enclosed 
spaces of urban excess and commerce - from arcades to shopping malls -
which engender both agoraphobia and claustrophobia and recuperate 
them in the service of increasing consumption. 12 With the onset of post
modernism and the postindustrial global economies, such enclosed spaces 
of economic, social, and psychic excess have become practically univer
sal. 13 In addition, "societies of control" have gradually replaced the old 
"disciplinary society" about which Foucault (I979) theorized. If the disci
plinary society was characterized by central institutions such as prisons 
that molded "individuals," the new societies of control are dispersed net
works of domination that serve to modulate "dividuals." Thus, schools 
are replaced with perpetual training, watchwords by passwords, disci
pline with control, and factories with corporations - all in the interest of 
"universal modulation" (Deleuze I992 , 7). 

For many transnationals, the voluntary or forced separation from 
homelands, the state of seemingly permanent deterritorialization, and the 
pervasive controlling modulations that postmodernist late capitalism has 
engendered may constitute sufficiently "excessive adverse life events" to 
lead us to expect to see in their films agoraphobic and claustrophobic spa
tiality. As independent, even marginal, filmmakers, they are less apt to 
follow the conventions of established genres or the styles of dominant cin
emas than to inscribe in their films their own experience of liminality and 
multifocality. The inscription of phobic spaces, which is often based on 
their own experience of incarceration in their indigenous disciplinary 
societies, also reflects the conflicting and confining social and political 
conditions in their homelands. Such phenomenological and allegorical 
inscriptions of space may serve therapeutic as well as strategic purposes. 
They not only express the psychic tensions of transnationalism (thus ther-
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apeutic) but also assist transnationals in working out new individual and 
collective identities in the new societies (hence strategic). 14 

PHOBIC SPACES AND LIMINAL PANICS 

A sense of claustrophobia pervades the worldview, mise-en-scene, shot 
composition, and plot development of many transnational filmsY These 
are films of liminal panic, of retrenchment in the face of what is perceived 
to be a foreign, often hostile, host culture and media representation. This 
perceived (and at times very real) threat is dealt with by invoking confin
ing but comforting claustrophobic spaces. Various strategies are used to 
create such spaces, including the following: closed shot compositions, 
tight physical spaces within the diegesis, barriers within the mise-en-scene 
and the shot that impede vision and access, and a lighting scheme that 
creates a mood of constriction and blocked vision. Often many of these 
strategies are condensed in the site in which the film unfolds. Such loca
tions are self-referential, but since at the same time they refer to other 
places, they are also symbolic. 

Turkish Transnational Films 

A review of films made by Turkish filmmakers in Europe shows that for 
them the key spatial symbol seems to be the prison. One of the ironies of 
transnationalism is the way in which key symbols are manipulated by 
political adversaries of the nation states and by transnationals themselves. 
This is the case with prison as a key symbol for Turkey. According to 
Turkish film critics, no film has damaged the public image of Turkey as a 
nation more than did Alan Parker's powerful but hysterical and ethnocen
tric prison movie, Midnight Express (1978).16 And yet, it is the image of 
the prison that Yilmaz Giiney deployed in his film Yol to criticize his own 
society. In fact, from his prison cell in Turkey, Giiney obtained permission 
to direct this film by proxy under the pretext of combating the negative 
portrayal of Midnight Express by focusing on the liberal Turkish prison 
policies, including a furlough program (Wakeman 1988, 407). The film 
was shot on his behalf by his associate Serif Goren. 17 Afterwards, Giiney 
escaped from prison (and the country) using the very furlough program 
depicted in Yolo He edited the film in Switzerland. The film tracks the har
rowing stories of five prisoners released on a five-day leave from their 
small jail cells into the larger prison of Turkish society, where the modern 
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military and bureaucratic apparatuses and the traditional feudal patriar
chy keep relentless check on all citizens. In this film the space of the nation 
becomes a claustrophobic, repressive panopticon dispersed throughout 
the country transforming Turkey from a disciplinary society into societies 
of control. By highlighting the stories of a woman, wife of the main pro
tagonist and a Kurd - a significant minority in Turkey (20 percent of the 
population) - Giiney genders and ethnicizes his spaces and emphasizes 
the double oppression of women and ethnic minorities in his homeland. 
Because of a sexual relation with another man during her husband's 
absence, the wife is held captive by his family. Awaiting certain death, she 
is confined to a dark, damp bam, where she is chained and starved. The 
most confining metaphors are reserved for the woman, while the most 
liberatory is reserved for the Kurdish prisoner on furlough. Himself a 
Kurd, Giiney portrays the Turkish army's ruthless massacre of the Kurd
ish rebels caught in their walled village homes and alleys. But in the midst 
of these claustrophobic spaces of the village and the dominating spaces of 
the state's assertion of Turkish nationalism, Giiney introduces a new space 
of immensity, which he encodes as the space of the longed-for Kurdish 
homeland achievable by means of exile. These points are underscored by 
the Kurdish prisoner who, wooed by love for a Kurdish girl and passion 
for a Kurdish nation, decides to join the rebels in the hills beyond Turkey'S 
borders. 

With the release of this scathing film, Giiney was sentenced in absentia 
in Turkey to twenty additional years in prison, and all his films (including 
those he directed and scripted and those in which he acted) were confis
cated and banned (Hal 1987, 125). Understandably, Giiney never returned 
home. A year after Yol, with financial aid from the French government, he 
directed his last film, The Wall (Duvar, 1983). About a prison in Turkey, it 
is shot entirely within the walls of a single prison, itself divided into other 
walled prisons housing women, boys, and anarchists. In a more insightful 
and nuanced way than Midnight Express, this film demonstrates the 
Foucaultian structures of vision and division so necessary for coercion and 
control. However, perhaps because of the specific microeconomics of con
trol and the cultural characteristics of Turkish society, the prisoners are 
not totally atomized and neutralized. There is much life and happiness 
even though these moments are tinged with irony and tragedy. A male and 
a female prisoner awaiting execution are prepared by other prisoners for 
an elaborate wedding. They are wed but also shot, with the palmprint of 
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the bride's hennaed hand on the prison wall the only reminder of their 
moment of joy. There is an uprising by anarchists, ironically not to be 
freed, but to be transferred to another prison, which turns out to be no 
better than the one they left. Although there is reference to the Kurdish 
aspiration for political independence, this theme is muffled in the interest 
of returning to the metaphor of Turkey as a total phobic space. The metic
ulous portrayal of life's routines (including a birth), the wide spectrum of 
social strata incarcerated, and the high-angle shots that dramatically cap
ture the entire prison system with its subdivisions - all these work 
together to turn the diegetic prison into a metaphor of Turkish society 
itself as a total prison. 

As is true of all key symbols, Guney's relation to prison was complex 
and appears to have hardened with the militarization of his homeland and 
his own exile. When he was imprisoned before the military coup in I98I 
on the charge of murdering a judge, he appeared to have had a benign 
view of prisons, and, indeed, the prison system itself was benign to him. 
When film director Elia Kazan interviewed Guney in Toptashi prison in 
I979, jail did not represent to Guney just a brutal and traumatic confine
ment but also a place of security, where he was given a study from which 
he was able to run his successful production company, directing by proxy 
at least three features. At the time, the prison rules were so lax that Guney 
could have escaped, but, as he told Kazan, he felt safer where he was 
(Kazan I979, 48). The military takeover at home and exile seem to have 
transformed this rather mild view into a totally pessimistic one, disallow
ing any possibility of escape or change. In a short on-camera statement 
that appears at the beginning of the print of Yol in distribution in the 
United States, he says that some people are imprisoned by the state but all 
are prisoners of their own minds. 

In Guney's case we can observe the dynamics of the transnational genre 
at work, where the filmmakers' liminal subjectivity, their own memories 
and biographical experiences at home, and the genre's spatial configura
tion intersect. For Guney the prison was partly an allegorical rumination 
on the real stifling social conditions of his homeland, especially under mil
itary rule. It also expressed and reworked Guney's own life experiences 
before exile, so much of it spent in jail: of the twenty years he had been 
active in cinema, he spent twelve in jail, two in the military service, and 
three in exile (Armes I987, 27I). Finally, creating phobic spaces and safe 
zones for Guney was also a reaction against exilic deterritorialization and 
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chaos (and possibly against the surveillance of European societies of con
trol, especially against the "undecidable" guestworkers). An inflexible 
vision of the homeland as a total prison may be appealing when caught in 
the flux of transnationality and when you are not there in the belly of the 
beast, so to speak, where you might be forced to consider other tainted 
options involving compromise. 

Guney is the most celebrated of the Turkish filmmakers abroad (he died 
of cancer in France in 1984). There are, however, a number of others 
whose collective output can be said to have created a kind of Turkish cin
ema in exile. These directors include Tun~ Okan, Erden Kiral, Tuncel 
Kurtiz, Tevfik Ba~er, and Yilmaz Arslan. To demonstrate that claustro
phobic spaces, especially prisons, are not just an authorial Guney preoc
cupation but also a feature of transnational location and subjectivity, I 
will examine briefly three films made in Europe over a period of a dozen 
years by two of the directors named above. 18 Unlike Guney's exile films, 
which deal with Turkish society and are "located" at home, each of these 
three films deals with Turkish immigrants living in Europe. Yet, despite 
the shift in location, the metaphor of encapsulation and the key symbol of 
imprisonment are equally strong and pervasive in them. The Bus (Otobus, 
1977), directed by Tun~ Okan, deals with a group of Turkish migrant 
workers who, swindled by a Turkish con man, are abandoned without 
passport, food, or money in their battered bus in the middle of a square in 
Stockholm. Although comic at times, the metaphor of prison is grimly 
multilayered here. On one layer, the bus - a means of mobility, even free
dom, and a safe haven for the migrants who fear the foreign society - is 
transformed into its opposite: an immobile and confining edifice. At 
another level, those who venture out of the bus discover that the host soci
ety that they feared is not always hostile; more often, it is just indifferent 
to their presence. The claustrophobic space in The Bus is parasitically 
transnational in that a Turkish micro-organism (the bus and its inhabi
tants) is inserted under the skin of the Swedish body politic. As an 
encysted ethnic organism, this foreign body must be expelled, symbolized 
by the demolishing of the bus at the film's end. 

In Ba~er's two films made in Germany, the claustrophobic space of 
Turkish immigrants is inscribed not so much as ethnic or national but as 
feminine. 40 Meter2 Germany (40 m 2 Deutschland, 1986) portrays a wife 
who is literally locked by her cruel and distraught husband inside their 
apartment every day that he goes out to work. Her access to Germany is 
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limited to what she sees and hears from her window. Her strategy of deny
ing herself to the man by refusing to speak or show emotions reduces her 
space even further. She possesses neither forty meters of Germany nor 
forty meters in Germany,19 All she has is the space of her own body and 
her memories of her childhood home. 20 In this film, the closed space is 
totally gendered, and although both man and wife practice denial against 
each other, it is the woman who is its chief victim. As a victim, however, 
she is empowered with subjectivity, able to escape the gendered confine
ment by imagining spaces of childhood's immensity. For many transna
tionals, especially poor migrant workers, men and women alike, the pho
bic personal space of the body here and now is enlarged by the nostalgia 
for and the memories of the elsewhere and other times. Together, claustro
phobia and immensity constitute the space of transnationality. 

In his Farewell to a False Paradise (Abscheed vom Falschen Paradies, 
1988), Ba~er puts a different spin on his meditation on confinement and 
control. In most of the transnational films I have seen, dosed spaces are 
coded negatively, as prisons that trap individuals. In this film, the coding 
is reversed, turning the prison into a haven. The protagonist is serving a 
jail term in Germany for killing her abusive husband, but as her release 
becomes imminent, the fear of what freedom means engulfs her. The film 
posits that for Turkish immigrants, particularly women, confinement to a 
prison in Germany and protection by German laws are preferable to life 
outside the prison in either Germany or Turkey. Prison provides for 
women a safe haven from the racist attacks of German neo-Nazis and the 
severe patriarchal retributions should they return home. In insisting on the 
security of confined spaces, this film echoes an Iranian director's film, 
Utopia, also made in Germany (see below). 

Iranian Transnational Films 

The configuration of closed spaces in the Iranian transnational cinema 
is similar to the Turkish exile cinema, yet there are certain key differences 
that are driven by national, historical, and individual differences. Iranian 
transnational filmmakers have been among the most active in the last two 
decades, completing more than two dozen feature fictional films in 
Europe and North America (Naficy 1993). Here I will focus on a few out
standing examples that deal with configuration of closed spaces. Parviz 
Sayyad's last film in Iran, Dead-end (Bonbast, 1977), was completed a 
year before the revolution that drove him into exile to the United States.21 
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In this film - a treatise on the stifling prerevolution conditions - a young 
girl is pursued by a man she thinks is a suitor but who turns out in the end 
to have been a security agent tailing her brother. The man, dressed in a 
dark suit, peers from across the street at the girl's house, which is located 
in a cul-de-sac. Looking out of her window, she (mis)reads with disastrous 
consequences the surveying gaze of the state police as the desirous look of 
a potential suitor. The film's structure of confinement is both national and 
gendered. It is national because the girl is posited as a metaphor for all Ira
nians condemned to live in a panoptic disciplinary society; it is gendered 
because the girl's confinement to a room overlooking the dead-end alley is 
itself a haunting metaphor for women's lives in Iran. While her window 
promises freedom, the cul-de-sac suggests an obstacle to freedom (Akrami 
1987,142). 

Most of the story in Sayyad's second film made in the United States, 
Checkpoint (Sarhad, 1987), takes place in a bus during the so-called Ira
nian hostage crisis (1979-1981) when Americans were held hostage in their 
own embassy in Tehran. Although the specific circumstances of this Ira
nian bus are very different from those of the Turkish bus discussed earlier, 
as an allegory of exilic liminality they are nearly identical. The bus is 
carrying Iranian and American students on a field trip to Canada. While 
there, President Carter, in retaliation for hostage-taking, revokes the stu
dent visas of all Iranians in the United States. Attempting to reenter the 
United States, the bus is caught in a spatial and legal no-man's land at the 
Canadian-u.s. border. The passengers can neither return to Canada nor 
pass into the United States. The liminal place of the border and the claus
trophobic space of the bus produce a tremendous emotional flare-up 
among the passengers. The transnational space in this case is interstitial in 
that the bus is caught between and astride two liminal zones, the physical 
Canadian-American border and the discursive Iranian-American politics. 
In this interstitial location, the phobic space of the bus provides neither 
security nor comfort. They are obtained only when the bus is allowed to 
return to the United States and the students gather at the home of one of 
the passengers, an Iranian-American. The sympathetic portrayal of this 
Iranian, who has moved from exilic liminality into ethnic stability, 
appears to recuperate all tensions and differences in the interest of 
acculturation. 

Jalal Fatemi's video feature, The Nuclear Baby (1990), is a futuristic 
work about a post-nuclear-holocaust world in which a woman on the run 
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gives birth to a child in a desert. Much of the story, however, unfolds in 
the claustrophobic spaces of her memories and the nightmare narrative 
created by a nightmare-mercenary hired by the Ministry of Nightmares. 
Both the narrative and the mise-en-scene are extremely claustrophobic. In 
several protracted sequences, characters wear terribly confining face 
masks. The girl - given birth to in the desert - is never seen without her 
mask. Here again the claustrophobic space is gendered, but it is also 
encoded with a humanist Iranian nationalism and an ironic reading of 
American society. In Caveh Zahedi and Greg Watkins's film, A Little Stiff 
(1992), a love-starved young man relentlessly pursues and is continually 
shunned by a girl. The pursuit unfolds in angular and maze-like spaces of 
hallways, classrooms, and elevators. 

For Iranian exiles, cage and suitcase have become "phobic partners," 
and confinement to them has taken on the symbolic value of exile. 22 This 
confinement is often gendered, as in the film The Suitors (Ghasem Ebrahi
mian, 1989), where several parallels are drawn between a captured sheep 
being readied for slaughter, a Persian cat confined to an airline carrying 
cage, and the female protagonist caught in the snare of persistent suitors. 
The suitcase is a potent symbol of exilic subjectivity because it contains 
souvenirs from the homeland, denotes travel and living a provisional life, 
and connotes a pervasive sense of being closed in, profound deprivation, 
and diminution of one's possibilities in the world. It became a multi
faceted symbol of national, transnational, and gendered subjectivity for 
Iranians as a result of a tragic and sensational event in the early 1980s 
involving a young Iranian couple. The husband was a permanent u.s. resi
dent, but his wife, who was in Europe, was not. Unsuccessful in obtaining 
a visa for his wife, the desperate husband attempted to smuggle her into 
the United States inside a suitcase. Upon discovering in the San Francisco 
airport that she was asphyxiated and crushed to death, he committed sui
cide. This story became a cause celebre in the exile media, and years later 
it was restaged, albeit with a different ending, in the The Suitors. As the 
suitcase containing the woman is being carried by a conveyer belt in its 
slow and seemingly inevitable journey towards the aircraft, the screen 
goes black. We are inside the suitcase and can hear her troubled breathing 
and her quiet desperation, which builds into a panic. At that point, few 
exiles would fail to grasp the connotations of constriction and diminution 
that exile spawns. Just before being loaded into the cargo bay of the plane, 
the woman unzips the suitcase and steps out. The last shot shows her from 
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above, flagging a cab, heading not toward constriction and claustropho
bic spaces but toward the full immensity of American society, with the 
multiple choices and the uncertainties it offers. 

Amir Naderi's visually stunning film, Manhattan by Numbers, picks up 
where The Suitors leaves off. It deals with the widening uncertainty and 
the deepening homelessness and panic of an unemployed journalist, 
George Murphy, in New York City. Having lost his wife, child, and job 
and having pawned or sold most of his belongings, he has become practi
cally deterritorialized in his own country. To forestall his certain eviction 
from his apartment, he begins a search for a moneyed friend, a journey 
that carries him through a Kafkaesque residential building where none of 
the rooms is numbered or bears any name, and from one end of Manhat
tan to another. 23 The filming strategy inside Murphy's apartment and in 
the streets tends to emphasize the sense that the world is closing in - phys
ically, psychologically, and discursively. Telephoto shots collapse large 
physical places into compressed visual spaces, turning trains into eerily 
undulating caterpillars and high-rises into ominous steel and glass can
yons and craters. Much of Murphy's search is conducted underground, 
where the ever-speeding and overcrowded subway trains create classic 
claustrophobic and agoraphobic conditions. Overground, he travels from 
physically decrepit buildings and neighborhoods of Harlem to the imper
sonal splendor of Wall Street structures. Psychologically, he traverses in 
the opposite direction. As he passes through each overcrowded or desolate 
neighborhood without finding his friend, his desperation surges into 
visible moments of panic, resembling Westphal's description of his 
patients' panic attacks in I87!. The attacks are exacerbated by posters, 
giant video screens, billboards, neon signs, and huge advertisements 
everywhere which create a discursive consumerist claustrophobia, from 
which he finds no escapeY Almost sick with panic, blurred vision, and 
disorientation, Murphy resorts to the safety of a wall as a phobic partner 
- only to have the camera careen across it and ominously turn the corner, 
leaving him behind. To be sure, Manhattan by Numbers is a "city sym
phony" film not only in its deft orchestration of images and sounds but 
also in the way it is propelled forward in movements. However, in its dys
topic vision it differs from almost all the other exuberant and renowned 
exemplars of the genre - from Paul Strand's Mannahatta (1921) to 
Alberto Cavalcanti's Only the Hours (Rien Que les Heures, 1926), from 
Walther Ruttmann's Berlin: Symphony of a Great City (Berlin: Sinfonie 



22 HAMID NAFICY 

der Grosstadt, 1927) to Dziga Vertov's Man with the Movie Camera (Che
lovek s Kinoapparatom, 1929), from Ralph Steiner and Willard Van 
Dyke's The City (1939) to Francis Thompson's N. Y., N. Y. (1958), and 
from Chantal Akerman's News From Home (1976) to Godfrey Reggio's 
Koyaanisqatsi (1982).25 

That claustrophobic spaces, narratives, and aesthetics are informed by 
the conditions of exile and not just by the subject matter or place of pro
duction is evident when similar claustrophobic tendencies are noticed in 
the Iranian transnational films that are not about Iranian topics and are 
not made in the United States. Sohrab Shahid Saless's despairing and pow
erful film, Utopia (1982), made in Germany, takes place in the confining 
spaces of a house of prostitution run by a ruthless male whore-master. 
Although, the life of the female prostitutes inside the house is miserable 
and demeaning, they are bound to it, and when one of them dares to leave 
to experience the outside, she returns disappointed. The security that con
finement represented for her far surpassed the choice that freedom posed. 
Claustrophobia both expresses and for a time constitutes life itself in exile. 
That which encloses is a womb-like haven promising security. Yet, as I 
have tried to show, in transnational cinema the enclosed space more often 
than not is inscribed as a prison, trapping the individual. In a sardonic 
short write-up, Shahid Saless calls cinema a "whore's milieu," one that 
does not do "much for one's potency" (Saless 1988, 56). If Utopia is read 
through this comment, the analogy of transnational filmmakers as whores 
working in a society in which they do not fully belong and from which 
they cannot truly escape becomes more poignant (the option of going back 
is closed to many of them). 

In the unipolar, postmodern world of today, globalized capital, deterri
torialization, fragmentation, and uncertainty are all immanent and immi
nent. Under such circumstances nations and communities everywhere 
seem to be involved in creating an other( s) against whom they can best 
(re)define themselves. The ideologies and practices of a "united Europe," 
"America firstism," Serbian "ethnic cleansing," "Islamic fundamentalism," 
and what we might call "heimatism," following Morley and Robin's for
mulation (Morley and Robin 1990, 1-23), are all instances of not only 
(re)creating actual, material borders but also of drawing of new discursive 
boundaries between the self and its others. Transriationals living in post
industrial societies are constantly redefining themselves against encroach
ing abstraction and semiotic manipulation, which the reduction of all life's 
spheres to sign systems promises. Under such circumstances, space 
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becomes untrustworthy. Place, however, becomes attractive and emplace
ment a viable option. The emphasis on negatively coded phobic spaces in 
transnational cinema is perhaps part of transnationals' attempt to turn the 
abstraction of the space in their lives into the concreteness of the place in 
their representation. It is an attempt to create ontological security and a 
place-bound identity. When in place, the space is mine - even if it is only 
40 m2 • Ironically, ensconced in the safe cocoon of claustrophobic places, 
the liminars are able to shield their massive transformations from outsid
ers. Emplacement, therefore, may act like a chrysalis, hiding both fabu
lous and frightening metamorphoses. 

Capitalism continually reterritorializes its liminars and transnationals 
through strategies of assimilation and cooptation, transforming them into 
ethnic subjects and productive citizens. By barricading themselves, how
ever, these liminars reterritorialize themselves as exiles, as refusniks -
psychically and socially. As a result, they become neither the society's 
others against whom its overarching identity could be formed nor its full 
citizens who could be pressed into servicing its values. Proactive psychic 
denial and social refusal and insistence on inscribing phobic spaces differ 
from passive alienation and production of alienating spaces ascribed to 
modernity. They are part of the transnationals' strategies of haggling with 
and against the hailing efforts of the prevailing capitalist imperium. Ulti
mately, however, refusal and emplacement may reveal themselves to be 
forms of entrapment. It is then that the space of liminal panic described 
here may give way to the space of paranoia - so characteristic of the post
modern science fiction - or of liberation - so promised in third cinema. 
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Notes and References 

I. I thank Melissa Cefkin for her comments on parts of this paper. I also 
appreciate Kathryn Milun's sharing with me her thoughts on agoraphobia and 
modernity. 

2. For the potential cultural richness of internal exile films, see Fusco (1990). 
3. See, for example, the Lazlo Santhas film, Inner Movie, in which Hungarian 

movie lovers recount and display the power of American films over their imagina-
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tion and individual identity. Also, see Naficy (1989, 29-54), which examines the 
self-othering power of Western films for Third World audiences. 

4. Indeed all great authorship is predicated on taking a distance, in essence 
banishment and exile of a sort, from the larger society. The resulting tensions and 
ambivalences produce the complexity and multidimensionality so characteristic 
of great art. In the same way that sexual taboo permits procreation, transnational 
banishment encourages creation. I thank Bill Nichols for this latter insight. 

5. I have incorporated these and other attributes of otherness and alterity to 
formulate a paradigm of exile and transnationality. See Naficy (1993). 

6. In his The Identity Card (1966), the protagonist, an expatriate, loses his 
identity card on returning to his homeland, Iran. Unable to prove who he is, he 
feels imprisoned in a society he does not belong to and cannot leave. 

7. For more on the controversy surrounding this film, see Easton (1989). On 
the impact on Latin American exile films of the politics of the home front, see 
Pick (1989). 

8. The ambivalent and often negative attitude of Iranian exile filmmakers 
towards American foreign policies vis-a.-vis Iran since the 1950S has prevented 
some of them from wanting to identify their films as products of the United 
States. Yet, as filmmakers needing recognition and wide exhibition of their films, 
they have little choice but to do so. 

9. This kind of homelessness, of course, is not limited to Third World films. A 
recent European example is Angieszka Holland's Europa, Europa (Hitlerjunge 
Solomon, 1991), made in Germany. The German Export Film Union refused to 
nominate the film for an Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences foreign 
film Oscar, claiming it was too "international." According to the Union, the film's 
Polish director, French co-financing, and Russian assistance disqualified it as a 
German entry. Critics, however, felt that the Germans were uncomfortable with 
the film's depiction of a young Jew who opportunistically survives in the Hitler 
Youth. For more on the controversy, see Breslau (1992) and McBride (1991). 

10. Good examples of transnational autobiographies are Lost, Lost, Lost, 
The Great Sadness of Zohara (Nina Menkes, 1983), Measures of Distance (Mona 
Hatoum, 1988), Manhattan by Numbers, and Homage by Assassination (Elia 
Suleiman, 1991). 

II. For an English translation of Westphal's original article, see Boyd and 
Crump (1991). 

12. On the arcade (passage) and the allied concept of the strolling spectator 
(flaneur), see Buck-Morss (1990). On the relationship between shopping malls 
and cinema, see Friedberg (1993). 

13. The following scholars have fruitfully elaborated on this topic: David Har
vey (1992), Henri Lefevre (1991), Fredric Jameson (1992), and Edward Soja 
(1989). 
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14. Some feminists have argued that the higher incidence of agoraphobia 
among women and the act of women secluding themselves are both symptoms of 
patriarchy and resistance against its restrictions on women. See Garbowsky 
(1989,133) and Chambless (1982, 3). 

15. In exile literature, we have a number of powerful inscriptions of phobic 
spaces. In Esmail Fassih's Soraya in a Coma the Soraya of the title is an Iranian 
patient who remains in a coma in a Paris hospital throughout the novel. In 
Kafka's Metamorphosis, Gregor Samsa is trapped in the body of a beetle, forced 
to crawl under the couch and hide in the interstitial spaces of an enclosed room. 
In Ariel Dorfman's The Last Song of Manuel Sendero, all the unborn children 
decide not to be born as a protest against the world adults have created. For a 
similar reason, in Gunther Grass's Tin Drum Oscar decides not to grow physi
cally, trapping himself inside his three-year-old body. In Albert Camus's The 
Plague, whole sections of the town are closed off and many people are confined to 
rooms in order to prevent spread of the disease. However, such denials and pho
bic configurations are not all innocent protests; they are also skewed by ideologi
cal and political projects of their authors. Fassih uses the girl in the coma as a 
metaphor to condemn Iranians who after the Islamic revolution went into exile in 
Europe. Kafka denounces the modernist bureaucratization of the unconscious. 
Although the protest of Dorfman's children is against an unnamed country, it is 
clear that the country is to be read as the author's homeland, Chile under Pino
chet. Oscar's protest against Nazism may be read as Grass's warning against the 
reemergence of a reconfigured form of Nazism. Camus's protest may be con
strued as a humanist voice against modernist alienation. However, as Edward 
Said (1990) has noted, the staging of the plague in Algeria (Camus's place of birth 
and rearing) makes the author complicit with French colonialism. 

16. Atilla Dorsay made this remark during a conference on images of the East 
in Western films, Hawaii International Film Festival, December 1992. A similar 
point is made by Basutcu (1992-3, 16-19). 

17. Clandestine filming or filming by proxy is not unknown in the Third 
World. A celebrated example is Miguel Littin's four-hour film Acta General de 
Chile (Chile: A General Record, 1986), shot by five foreign film crews, each enter
ing Chile under the guise of filming innocuous documentaries. Littin himself, as 
the head of one crew, entered Chile incognito as a businessman, and he appears as 
such in the film. 

18. That the closed configuration of space is also not limited to cinema is indi
cated by the confrontational performances of the Turkish-German-American 
choreographer, Mehmet Memo Sander, who calls himself "HIV+ and Queer cho
reographer from Istanbul" (Segal 1992, 52). He constructs relentlessly oppressive 
and claustrophobic physical processes and spaces that test his own and his danc
ers' endurance, even survival skills. In one dance, Sander is confined within a 6-



HAMID N AFICY 

by-8-foot box, where he climbs the walls, eventually emerging on top. In other 
dances, a dancer is found hanging inside a wooden box or squeezed within a 
transparent plastic cube. Sander's use of phobic spaces may be due not only to his 
transnational status but also his activist queer politics. For gays, being inside the 
closet or coming out of the closet always entails and unleashes claustrophobic and 
agoraphobic spatialities and sensibilities. The film Agora (Robert and Donald 
Kinney, 1992), about a gay agoraphobe paralyzed by fear of being found out, rep
resents gayness as agoraphobia. The film also demonstrates that coming out of 
the closet often forces gays and lesbians to hole in in the undesirable interstices of 
society. 

19. The choice of forty meters may be a reference to Islamic practices and to 
Turkish cultural beliefs vis-a-vis women. In some traditions in Turkey, women 
are to remain indoors for forty days after giving birth. 

20. In Passages (1992), directed by Yilmaz Arslan, a Turkish-born filmmaker 
with polio, confinement is also mapped onto the body. However, the actors in 
this powerful semi documentary, which takes place in a German rehabilitation 
center, are confined to incomplete, missing, or mutilated bodies. Their limitation 
is not just metaphorical, but also real. 

21. This film and Guney's Yol demonstrate that external exile is often pre
ceded by a form of internal exile. 

22. For Iranian exiles, the caged bird as a metaphor of imprisonment and exile 
appears in songs, TV programs, and films. That this type of imagery might be 
associated with clinical agoraphobia is indicated by the prevalence of metaphors 
of cage and prison in the poetry of Emily Dickinson, who suffered from 
agoraphobia and was housebound for the last twenty-five years of her life. 

23. The protagonist's search for money can be read as a powerful metaphor 
for all independent filmmaking, but particularly filmmakers of the transnational 
genre (including director Naderi himself), who spent much of their time in such 
searches. 

24. The film Agora insightfully links agoraphobia to fear of not only the pub
lic marketplace but also of consumerism itself. Labels for consumer products 
dominate the public sphere and the screen and colonize the dreams and con
sciousness of the gay male agoraphobe. 

25. In the case of Iranians, too, as with the Turkish exiles, it can be demon
strated that closed spatiality is not limited to transnational cinema or to the con
finement of only straight women. The powerful theatrical performances of Ira
nian-American director Reza Abdoh may be cited. In one recent confrontational, 
in-your-face production, Bogeyman (1993), the audience witnesses through the 
windows of a three-story apartment house violent discussions and activities 
among various gay and other sexually "transgressive" people. Soon, the entire 
front of the building is lifted away to reveal the disturbing interiors of these little 
confining worlds. What comes across strongly is the explosive desire to break out 



PHOBIC SPACES AND LIMINAL PANICS 27 

of the socially predefined spatial, gendered, and sexual categories and roles. The 
lifting of the building's facade can be read as a metaphor for coming out of the 
closet to face and to expose oneself to a hostile homophobic world. 
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Ritual, History, and the 
Films of Zhang Yimou 

DONALD S. SUTTON 

RITUAL, OFTEN DEFINED AS repetitive, formalized activity set off 
from day-to-day life,l seems an unlikely subject for modern film. Widely 
disparaged in the post-Reformation West (Burke 1987), conventional ritu
als appear rarely in American films except as an obstacle to life, liberty, 
and happiness: thus The Godfather (Coppola, 1969) dwells on the secret 
and unsavory rites of the criminal underworld, and The Graduate 
(Nichols, 1967) associates upper middle-class stuffiness with the wedding 
ceremony that its hero splendidly disrupts. 2 The Chinese film director 
Zhang Yimou has, however, returned repeatedly to the subject in a series 
of three historical films, each of which has won international recognition. 
Raise the Red Lantern (1991) is constructed around a repetitive ritual 
event, and both Red Sorghum (1988) and Judou (1990) can be said to cen
ter on rituals. 3 Is the role of ritual in all three films coincidental, I shall ask 
in this paper, or does something about ritual make it particularly effective 
in the historical depiction of China, especially in the peculiar context of 
filmmaking in the contemporary People's Republic? 

Zhang started his career as a member of a group of young post-Cultural 
Revolution filmmakers (now in their early forties) styled the Fifth Genera
tion. In the 1980s it was possible for the first time in thirty years to 
produce films that did not follow the precepts of Mao Zedong's Yan'an 
Forum, which unapologetically put all art in the service of politics (Mao 
1967; Clark 1987), though an "anti-socialist" stance remained inadmissi
ble. The Fifth Generation filmmakers, when doing historical films, faced a 
variety of problems: how to depict the pre-communist society from a criti
cal, humanistic standpoint; how to show that society not in caricature but 
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as convincingly real and resilient; and how in so doing to get past the cen
sor, reach a mass audience, and even win critical acclaim overseas. In 
these films symbolic means, including the depiction of ritual, I shall argue, 
address this combination of problems with notable success. 

Actually the question of ritual is hard to avoid in any attempt to imag
ine Chinese society before the People's Republic. In the sense of Ii, proper 
ritual, a term inseparable from social mores, it lay at the heart of the Con
fucian tradition, which juxtaposed it variously to emotion, to force, and 
to law (Ch'ii 1965; Ebrey 1988). The educated individual was urged in the 
Analects to "Conquer yourself and return to ritual" (Tu 1990, II?). The 
official was trained to find Ii preferable to force, seen as a last resort, and 
to law, which could not pay sufficient heed to the human element (Huang 
1981). Li was voluminously codified; it was supposed to govern the body's 
movements on a variety of occasions and to maintain social distinctions; it 
enabled the social elite's superiority to be upheld; it incorporated non-Chi
nese into the Chinese world order through the tribute system and within 
the Chinese realm could ultimately assimilate them as Chinese. Alongside 
these social rites were those of propitiation and exorcism in which individ
uals, religious specialists, and the emperor himself tried to influence non
human forces for their own benefit and the common good. Percolating 
upwards through selection and standardization, spread downwards by 
education and emulation, many rituals (funerary, for example) had by late 
imperial times acquired the same basic structure in every region, from the 
village to the imperial court (Watson 1988). Rituals were ubiquitous, even 
in such practical social institutions as merchant guilds (usually established 
in conjunction with a temple to their protective god) and regional water 
control confederations (Dean 1993, 15; Duara 1988). Amid wide diver
gences in belief, certain common rituals, it has been argued, were central 
to Chinese cultural identity (Watson 1988). At the same time there was 
considerable variation in form and interpretation. Ritual, it can be said, 
embodied the unity and the diversity of China - Chineseness in all its 
complexity. 

Ritual is likely to be of special interest to any Chinese intellectual look
ing back at the pre-communist period. The Communists had extirpated 
lineages, guilds, and community cults and forced Taoist, shamanist, and 
other religious practices out of public life. To recapture traditional rituals 
in film was difficult and perhaps politically risky, yet having all but van
ished they gained significance as symbols of the past. At the same time the 
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visual and aural appeal of ritual, and its ability to concretize a social situa
tion, could prove to be of special value for filmmakers. The Fifth Genera
tion's propensity for "cultural introspection" in what has become known 
as the "cultural film" (Li 1992) naturally made them see the uses of such 
practices as weddings as emblematic of the old society. Yet filmmakers 
have had two options: leaving ritual events peripheral and decorative, or 
putting them in the foreground and working them into the plot. Specifi
cally, ritual depiction could either offer a picturesque instance of local cul
ture as backdrop to a story set in the countryside, or more ambitiously it 
could seek in some measure to recapture the essence of Chinese pre-com
munist society; it could merely sum up Confucian oppression, or it might 
open a window on family and village life in all its complexity; rituals 
could simply signify peasant conservatism, or they could be shown as a 
means by which people fought to improve their status and access to local 
resources. The films examined below move in each case to the second 
option. In doing this Zhang Yimou has taken advantage of the eloquence 
and persuasiveness that ritual acts can exert within their full social con
text; for what can persuade the participant in a particular setting can also 
persuade the viewer if that setting is reconstructed compellingly. 

By way of contrast it is useful to look at the use of ritual in one of the 
earliest films of the so-called Fifth Generation group, Yellow Earth 
(Huang tudi, 1984), the first post-Cultural Revolution film to win a repu
tation both in China and abroad. It was directed by Chen Kaige,4 and 
Zhang Yimou was the cinematographer (Clark 1987,180-181; Yau 1991). 
Yellow Earth foreshadowed the first three films that Zhang himself 
directed in its adventurous cinematography, in its unconventional work
ing out of a conventional theme, and in its deliberate ambiguity. Like 
them, it is pervaded by a single environment, here the yellow loess earth of 
China's Northwest. 6 Like them, it is historical and feminist, dealing with 
the period from the 1920S to the 1940S in China, and portraying a young 
girl, Cuiqiao, victimized in an arranged marriage. Ritual events in Yellow 
Earth are the only crowd scenes: a village wedding opens the film, and a 
collective rain-praying invocation, juxtaposed to a vigorous drum dance 
by the Communist Eighth Route Army, ends it. We see these events 
through the eyes of the central male character, a member of the Eighth 
Route Army who has been collecting folk songs in the village; although he 
does not pass judgment, the effect is to underline the village's conserva
tism. Wedding and invocation - in which men are the chief participants -
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here stand for the old society, and the drum dance for Chinese commu
nism at Yan'an; they are exploited as a spectacle and a means of summing 
up social values. This is a relatively superficial use of ritual, but song -
which some anthropologists see as a ritualized form of communication 
(Bloch 1989) - plays a central part, for it expresses with more force and 
emotion than the soldier / musicologist's uncommunicative informants can 
in words the hardships of farm life and of arranged marriages and the 
autonomy and perdurance of folk tradition. Much is left unsaid: we don't 
know quite why Cuiqiao drowns in the Yellow River as she flees her mar
riage to join the Eighth Route Army. The viewer has to decide what this 
death means, how to interpret the drum dance and invocation. The ques
tion of whether China can be truly changed seems at the core of the film, 
and it is raised far more effectively by unexplicated ceremony, song, and 
daily life set against a harsh and expressively filmed landscape than by any 
eloquent speech. The fondness for discursive ellipsis and the ambiguity of 
ritual evident in Chen Kaige's Yellow Earth would be characteristic of the 
historical films Zhang Yimou was to make on his own. 

Raise the Red Lantern (Da hong denglong gaogao gua [The great red lan
terns are raised aloft], 1991), set in the 1920S, is about four consorts in a 
rich prerevolutionary household. The poetic title describes the daily event 
that determines their lives. Every evening they stand with a maid at the 
main courtyard to see where the master will spend the night, and a lighted 
red lantern on wheels is ceremoniously placed in front of the wife who has 
been chosen. The story is about the struggles among the wives for this 
honor, which crucially affects their standing in the larger household, their 
chance of giving birth to a male heir, and to some extent their diet and 
material comforts. After the master's choice has been indicated by the 
portable lantern, rows of red lanterns are lit in the fortunate wife's court
yard and house. The sexual implication of raising the lanterns is 
strengthened by the ensuing ritual of the chosen wife's foot massage by an 
old servant, for its tapping sound, almost as a form of foreplay, echoes 
through all parts of the sprawling compound as a humiliating reminder to 
the other wives. The symbolism of the red lanterns works aurally as well 
as visually, clacking metallically as they are put in place, and booming 
hollowly as a manservant blows through a bamboo tube to extinguish 
them in the morning. 

The red lantern is not only the object of legitimate competition, but it is 
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borrowed and reappropriated, inverted and subverted, in counterrituals 
at each of the key points in the plot. Competition for the red lantern is not 
restricted to the wives: a maid, disappointed in her desire for wifely status, 
secretly collects patched lanterns and lights them at night in her room. 
This private symbolic act causes her death. When she is exposed by the 
Fourth Mistress, the film's main character, played by Gong Li, her lan
terns are burned as she is forced to kneel in the snow by the ashes, where 
she collapses. The symbolism is inverted when the Fourth Mistress, who 
has pretended to be pregnant, is herself exposed and disgraced: the lan
terns in her courtyard are kept in place, but shrouded in black covers. 
After the Third Mistress, discovered in flagrante delicto with her doctor, 
is summarily executed by the house retainers, the Fourth Mistress defi
antly lights the lanterns in the dead woman's house as if to redeem her 
name and plays recordings of the opera music she had loved to sing. Full 
of guilt at her shared responsibility for the two deaths, the Fourth Mistress 
loses her mind. Her courtyard is empty of lanterns, and we know it will 
always be so. 

The power of the lanterns is reinforced by the sense of enclosure; this is 
a place from which there is no escape. The film's opening has underlined 
the Fourth Mistress's sense of independence: a college student before her 
father's death forced her into concubinage, she walks ahead of her bridal 
sedan along a country path past trees and grasses. Once in the compound 
- past a stele of one hundred engraved characters for "longevity" - the 
camera never escapes its buildings and narrow courts. We would not 
know the seasons into which the story is divided if it were not announced 
on the screen. Time is circular, just as space is bounded. Not even a 
seasonal flower or plant pot diverts the eye, only the all-important red 
lantern. 

It is surprising to learn that this central symbol is absent from the book 
on which the film is based. Why has Zhang Yimou chosen to build his ver
sion of the story around the lanterns? With them he is able to simplify, as 
the medium of film must, in particular to clarify the myriad personal rela
tions in an old-style household. The husband, rarely present, is never seen 
clearly, and never in bed with any of his wives. The social as distinct from 
personal nature of his power is conveyed by abstracting it into the lantern
raising, the symbolic act that sums up, indeed constitutes, the household's 
micropolitics. Sexuality is communicated indirectly; if it had been openly 
depicted, it might have distracted our attention from the politics of concu-
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binage and would certainly not have passed the PRe's censors. Finally, the 
texture and routine of lives lost are thereby recaptured with surprising 
economy. The viewer begins to grasp how the prerevolutionary society 
could be oppressive for many of its members yet still function. The ritual 
of raising the red lantern suggests that even in "feudal" pre-Liberation 
society people sought meaning and order. The Fourth Mistress masters 
the ritual code perfectly and is able to outwit the other wives for a time; 
her feigned pregnancy is calculated to guarantee the husband's nightly 
attentions so that the pregnancy will become a reality. She fails, but her 
failure is not a demonstration that the rituals of concubinage did not 
work, rather that it did not attend to personal, human needs; in the end a 
Fifth Mistress is simply added alongside her, and the house continues in 
spite of everything. 

Zhang Yimou's invention of the red lantern ritual shows his recognition 
of the usefulness of ritual in portraying societies of the past. The same can 
be said of Red Sorghum (Hong Gaoliang, I988), based on two linked 
stories by Mo Yan, about the unnamed narrator's native Shandong village 
(Mo I993).6 In simplifying these stories for the screen (using a straight
forward narrative instead of the repeated flashbacks of the book) Zhang 
focuses more on the earlier adventures of Grandma as a young bride -
again played by Gong Li - than on the picaresque career of Granddad. He 
reduces the anti-Japanese struggle to the atrocity of a public flaying and 
the villagers' ambush in revenge during which Grandma is killed by a Jap
anese bullet. 7 Several ritual events dominate the film, in particular the 
bride's transportation to her leper husband, which is almost as important 
in the story, for it is the occasion for the meeting of Granddad and 
Grandma (the bride). In this case the traditional ritual is subverted in a 
number of ways: the bride's transportation to the groom is modified by 
the sedan carriers' local custom of bouncing the bride to the point of tears, 
and the party is briefly waylaid by a highwayman. The bride breaks con
vention by looking out of the sedan and seeming to welcome this interrup
tion, as well she might since she is on her way to be married to a leper. A 
second daring gaze, exchanged with the leading sedan carrier after he kills 
the highwayman, establishes the main relationship of the film, that 
between bride and sedan carrier, who become the narrator's grandpar
ents,8 and promptly leads to the (inferred) murder of the leper-husband by 
Granddad. The ritual three-day visit to the natal home, a standard post
marital filial ritual, is also subverted when the bride gives her father the 
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slip and submits to the sedan carrier, who carries her into the sorghum 
field. 9 These astonishing contraventions of ritual propriety establish the 
heroine's character. 

There are other scenes that show Zhang Yimou's appreciation of the 
power of ritualization. As prelude to the rape/seduction (enlarging on a 
single phrase in the book) Granddad rapidly and methodically stamps 
down a great circle of sorghum plants; even as ritual propriety is violated, 
sexual passion is to a degree held in check by ritual. The stamping of the 
sorghum is repeated by the whole village in the very different context of 
the Japanese occupation; though actually part of the construction of a 
road, it is a prelude in the film for the exemplary flaying alive, on Japanese 
orders, of a bandit and of the former chief brewer in the distillery. This is 
another of the ritual events in the book that the film greatly alters and 
elaborates, adding the bandit and identifying the brewer as a reported 
Communist guerrilla. The flaying is made to stand for the villagers' suffer
ing at the hands of the Japanese; we do not see them gunned down, their 
village destroyed, their corpses abandoned and eaten by dogs. While the 
political identification of the brewer is obviously in tune with current 
requirements by the state Film Bureau, the bandit's martyrdom alongside 
him makes the message more ambiguous. It is, however, in tune with Mo 
Yan's indistinguishable merging of bandits with anti-Japanese guerrillas in 
his representation of wartime Shandong. 10 

Several key rituals involve the wine itself. Sorghum wine is used in the 
purification of the leper's quarters, beginning with the ritual spitting in a 
circle around the sleeping lreroine, and culminating in a wild orgy of 
sprayed and splashed wine that serves to inaugurate the new community 
in the distillery under the young widow's supervision. Then there is the 
consecration of the wine to the Wine God. Though absent from the book, 
it is true to its spirit, conveying vividly the multiple significance of the 
wine as the source of the family's wealth, of unbridled masculinity, and 
eventually of the village's resistance to Japanese soldiers. In contrast to the 
bridal rituals, this ritual, consisting of an invocation sung joyfully by the 
men, is supervised by the heroine in what appears to be a rudimentary 
small-scale egalitarian society, in which raw vigor, sexuality, and com
radeship replace patriarchy. The sedan carrier, though a dominant mascu
line symbol, does not become a patriarch. Though his act of urination in 
the wine makes it the best in the region, it is the woman who owns and 
runs the distillery. She also names the wine, and is identified with it 
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through the pun on her name, ]iu'er, Nine, with jiu, wine, and it is she 
who summons the men to be true men and take revenge on the Japanese. 
While Mo Yan conveys all this by verbal exposition and a multiplication 
of incident, Zhang Yimou does it economically in the added ritual of the 
sung invocation. 11 

Zhang's historical films tend to have a single unifying concrete image 
that governs the characters' lives (somewhat like Emile Zola's novels cen
tering on a tavern, a train, a mine), coupled with insistent use of the color 
red. In this case the image is drawn from the first two parts of Mo Yan's 
book, the sorghum field along with the sorghum wine, with its associa
tions of masculinity, fertility, and spilled blood. The film's scenes activate 
this, not so much in words, but by juxtaposing its characters with the set
ting, most powerfully in ritualized ways, such as the precoital stamping of 
the circle in the sorghum and the purification of the leper's quarters with 
the wine after his death. The distinctiveness of the setting creates an all
inclusive and convincing world. The viewer is scarcely surprised by the 
concluding eclipse, which reddens the whole earth (Zhang's fondness for 
the red filter was apparent as early as Yellow Earth), magnifies the tragedy 
of Grandma's death, and gives cosmic implications to the rough people 
and cruel events described. 

As history, Red Sorghum is hard to evaluate. Tony Rayns (1986) has 
described the film as a "vision of the past not as it was but as it might have 
been." It does indeed, along with the book, have elements of the fable. Yet 
much is well attested, such as other cases of Japanese atrocity and revenge 
killing, and the general confusion of bandits and guerrillas in Shandong. 
Even the feminism of Nine, which Mo Yan insists upon in the novel, is not 
implausible. The film's use as history for the present is even harder to eval
uate. The elegy sung fiercely by the boy in memory of his mother (Nine) 
may contain a nostalgic view of the recent past. The last line reads, "If it's 
a nice place, be comfortable, if it's hard beg for money."13 The boy (the 
narrator's father) appears to relinquish the responsibility to care for his 
mother's spirit. Does this separation from the ancestors suggest a sense, in 
the People's Republic of the 1990S, of being cut off from the past? 

I have noted in Raise the Red Lantern a sense of claustrophobia, and at 
least one reviewer has said the same of Red Sorghum (Zhang 1992, 41).14 
It is intensified in ]udou (1990), which takes place in a family dye factory 
with high walls, steep stairs, and a single narrow courtyard where the 
material is suspended over the vats. It is the story of the eponymous Judou 
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(played again by Gong Li), who, trapped in marriage to the impotent and 
sadistic dye-factory proprietor, has an affair with the adopted nephew 
who works for him. The almost mute child of their union, assumed by all 
to be the proprietor's son, grows up rejecting his natural parents. The 
everyday routine of dyeing, supervised by the tyrannical proprietor, per
meates the story. The key symbolic act involves the suspended bolts of 
material and the great dye vats, specifically the accidental unreeling of the 
bolts. This happens when the adopted nephew first spies on Judou, when 
they first make love, when the proprietor is injured and paralyzed in an 
accident, and when the boy watches his official father drown and later 
actually drowns his natural father. The unreeling seems to stand for the 
loosening and violation of social bonds or its unexpected consequences, 
and a haunting musical accompaniment is used to portend disaster. Thus 
in this film it is not ceremonial ritual and its inversion that fixes the social 
setting so much as the routine of manufacture and its inversion - the sus
pension, lowering, and raising of the bolts over the dye vats and the 
abrupt unreeling that signals the key phases of the tragedy. Yet ritual is 
used as in Raise the Red Lantern to underscore the social bonds that hem 
in and smother the wife and her lover much like the wet material coiling 
into the vats. Family authority is present in the ancestral altar before 
which the proprietor prays and offers thanks that the boy acknowledges 
him as his son. When he dies, the Wang family elders order the widow and 
nephew, following custom, to block the coffin forty-nine times during the 
funeral. Besides being physically exhausting and dangerous, this ritual 
activity has a special meaning for the couple, as well as for the viewer who 
knows their secret. It reminds them that the larger family controls their 
fate and will make it impossible for them ever to live openly as man and 
wife. This film, then, also has a ritual at its center. In this case, unlike Red 
Sorghum, the central characters are unable to subvert or replace it to serve 
their interests. They make love one last time in the airless tunnel below the 
factory (again the theme of claustrophobia). The son, now grown into a 
mute and scowling youth, in an Oedipal rage drags them out unconscious 
and murders his natural father. Judou sets fire to the factory and is last 
seen in a frozen shot standing in the flames. 

Each of Zhang Yimou's historical films is about a woman actively using 
her wits and sexuality to survive under Chinese patriarchy, a struggle that 
ultimately fails: even Nine dies resisting the Japanese. The struggle is 
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waged not in words but in images and ritual, or in acts given the weight of 
ritual. As we have seen, ritual is used differently in each film, always more 
ambitiously than in the earlier Yellow Earth. In Red Sorghum rituals are 
shown subverted and invented in the creation of a local society in which 
orthodox traditional male and female roles are transformed. In Judou the 
brief funeral ritual - the forty-nine ritual blockings of the coffin - shows 
the power of the old society in action. In Raise the Red Lantern the old 
order itself is produced in the raising of the lantern, which like rituals 
examined in other societies is an object of competition. 

Notice in each case how important is the setting together with its domi
nant activating symbol: the dye factory with the suspended dye-bolts, the 
concubines' courtyards with the red lanterns, or the sorghum fields with 
the sorghum wine. The characters are almost physically part of the set
ting, especially the expressive but often wordless Gong Li. (Such bonding 
seems to convey a message emphasizing the tyranny of context and envi
ronment over a woman's - indeed any individual's - aspirations.) It is 
partly because of Zhang Yimou's reliance on the stylized visual back
ground of a single time (period) and place that ritualized acts acquire such 
importance in his films. His work reminds us constantly of the eloquence 
of the human body in film - as indeed in ritual itself, where physical 
bodies become a central focus of action, a means of expression, and a met
aphor of society and the cosmos (Bell I992, 98-IOI). 

Ritual proves to be apt in historical reconstruction - or more accu
rately historical re-imagination. In producing "cultural" as distinct from 
purely "entertainment" films (Li I992),15 Zhang Yimou finds in ritual a 
key element in pre-communist Chinese culture to be critically explored. 
Because ritual events condense, ritualized scenes or portrayals of rituals in 
film can criticize with great economy the old order, as distinct from the 
wrongs and evils of particular individuals, and can also depict the effort to 
survive and resist and replace that order. Specifically Zhang is able to 
show how in late traditional China ritual reinforced patriarchal power 
while disguising itself as custom (Judou), served as a forum to express 
rival interests (Raise the Red Lantern), and was invented to galvanize local 
oppositional societies (Red Sorghum). Granted, an interest in ritual does 
not entail a devotion to accurate reconstruction of the past. In all of these 
films rites are either simplified or invented. Weddings and funerals are 
shown piecemeal, robbed of their rich and repetitive symbolism. The rites 
of betrothal and marriage are omitted in all three films, though the bridal 
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sedans in Raise the Red Lantern and Red Sorghum are shown en route. 
Unlike traditional rituals, those I have discussed are not made persuasive 
by their relationship to some pre-existing cosmic order, though it could be 
argued that Red Sorghum virtually creates a cosmos of its own. They are 
not historically accurate: the rousing invocations in Red Sorghum and the 
lantern ceremony in Raise the Red Lantern appear to be entirely fanciful, 
true though they are, as I have noted, to the spirit of the books on which 
they are based. For the sake of artistic effect, the lantern ceremony exag
gerates the humiliation inflicted on a first wife: status in the family was 
likely represented and shifted in myriad ways and with far more subtlety 
(Cao I973-86 [late eighteenth century]; Pruitt I967). But these films are 
not so much recreated social history as part of an ongoing struggle in 
China about who controls history, a struggle that must be carried out indi
rectly, through symbols. Zhang is not concerned to reconstruct particular 
rites with ethnographic accuracy; even if he had been in a position to do 
so, he might have deprived his films of the simplicity and force that have 
brought so much praise. What he has realized as an artist is what students 
of ritual have widely come to accept: rituals do not simply reflect social 
relationships; they can create them, indeed constitute their essence (Geertz 
I98o; Bell I992, I93-I96). 

There is in ritual a fundamental ambiguity that is fully in accord with 
what contemporary film critics like Chen Xihe see as the nature of modern 
as distinct from traditional film in China. Modern film should "construct 
a two-way relationship between screen and audience. The audience, while 
viewing the film, is inspired to actively participate in the creation of mean
ing, and the director seldom frankly and directly reveals information to 
the audience" (Chen I992). As an example, he points to the series of long 
shots at the start of Yellow Earth, in which we contemplate the bridal 
party from afar on its zigzag journey without seeing close-up the bride and 
her tears. Examples have already been given above from Raise the Red 
Lantern, and more could be added from his two other early films.16 By 
way of contrast, one could point to the melodramatic I956 version of Ba 
Jin's almost equally melodramatic Family (Leyda I972, 23I) in which no 
emotion is left unexpressed, and the opportunity for ritual depiction of a 
great family in decline is missed. Ritual can be valuable for its intrinsic 
ambiguity, its unspokenness, its persuasiveness. 

Such ambiguity is extraordinarily useful if one considers the diversity of 
film audiences for a "cultural" film like those I have discussed. Given a cer-
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tain autonomy of perspective, a director like Zhang Yimou has to worry 
about the Film Bureau of the Ministry of Radio, Film and Television, 
which occupies itself with such matters as moral standpoint, sex, and vio
lence and not least with how the Chinese Communist Party is represented. 
At the same time, he wishes to appeal to a mass public (Wang 1989, 92). 
And he aims for the best international standards of films competing at 
Cannes and the other leading festivals. The way he conveys his views 
helps to protect him from official criticism and to appeal to his diverse 
audiences. His films create their own world, their own metaphors and 
symbols; these come alive in the working out of rituals that have to be 
interpreted. If a historical viewpoint can be detected, it may be the double 
message of oppressiveness - of the patriarchal family and lineage, and of 
a stifling and claustrophobic world, a perspective that many Chinese intel
lectuals of Zhang's generation may apply to the present. But there is room 
for varying interpretations by a country peasant, a cultural commissar, 
and a Western film critic. This could never be the case with the aural slo
gans and visual cliches of approved popular film in contemporary China. 

Donald S. Sutton is professor of history at Carnegie Mellon University, Pitts
burgh, Pennsylvania. Author of Provincial Militarism and the Chinese Republic 
(Ann Arbor, 1980), he has published on popular religious expression in historical 
China and contemporary Taiwan. He is a co-editor of the Journal of Ritual 
Studies. 

Notes and References 

I wish to thank Eugene Levy for several useful references and Maria Wilkinson 
for locating some of the films. 

I. For varying definitions of ritual, d. Turner (1967), Moore and Myerhoff 
(1977), Bloch (1989), and Bell (1992). 

2. The potential of ritual is well exploited in some Japanese films, notably 
Itami's comedy The Funeral (1986), where the order of the funeral rites structures 
the entire plot from death to cremation, and Teshigahara's Rikyu (1990), about 
the founder of the tea ceremony and his pupil, the warlord Hideyoshi. 

3. Zhang Yimou has directed other films; their omission from this discussion 
is justified by their rather different nature, which Zhang himself stresses. 
Codename Cougar (1989), about a fictional hijacking from Taiwan to mainland 
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China, was "censored, and ... became just a purely commercial gun chase film, 
and not that good" (Sklar 1993, 28-29). Zhang went on to contrast his recent The 
Story of Qiu Ju (1992), which is set in the present, with his previous films - those 
here discussed - which "are more deliberately designed, more abstract, more 
symbolic." 

4. Chen Kaige was co-winner of the 1993 Cannes Festival Prize with his Fare
well to My Concubine, withdrawn from distribution in China apparently on 
account of its treatment of homosexuality and suicide. New York Times, 4 Sep
tember 1993. 

5. Tony Rayns (1986, 295) noted that everything in Yellow Earth sprang from 
its setting, the site of China's first empire and the anti-Japanese base of the Chi
nese Communist Party, and the land along with the Yellow River that determined 
the villagers' fortunes. 

6. The film is based on "Red Sorghum" and "Sorghum Wine," the first two 
parts of the novel Red Sorghum: A Family Saga in its completed form. See Zhu 
(1993) for a discussion of the novel. 

7. Mo Yan's remaining episodes in what was to become a single epic novel fill 
up the nine years jumped over in a single frame and continue the story in the time 
immediately after ambush of the Japanese, when most villagers were summarily 
executed. There is a great deal on the conflict among the various bandit groups 
and anti-Japanese forces, and discussion of many colorful characters, including 
the lovers of both characters, Second Grandma and Black Eye. 

8. This occupies pages 39-50 of the translation, twelve pages in a 359-page 
book, but six-and-a-half minutes in the film. 

9. This event occupies pages 67-71; the preceding stay in the natal home is 
described later, on pages 86-89. The lack of repercussion after the subsequent 
break with her father is one of the historical implausibilities in the film. In the 
later chapters Mo Yan shows how_Nine prevents the magistrate from intervening 
on her father's side hy claiming to be the magistrate's adopted daughter, a move 
that guarantees his protection. In the interests of brevity and simplicity, this sub
plot is omitted from the film. 

10. There are large differences in interpretation. Mo Yan represented the 
Granddad as a multiple murderer of the Robin Hood sort, a man who combines 
the roles of bandit and patriotic guerrilla. To Zhang he is essentially a sedan car
rier and distiller drawn into a single disastrous anti-Japanese act. 

II. For a stimulating review from a different perspective, see Wang (1989). 
12. Zhu Ling's treatment of the novel as a "fictive, ideal world" (1993, 122) 

seems to go too far. Somewhat more convincingly, Wang Yuejin (1989) uses the 
heroes of the Water Margin novel, and Bakhtin, to place the themes of masculin
ity and femininity in the film within Chinese culture. 

13. The full text of this song, repeated twice, is 
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Mother, Mother go southwest. 
A broad broad road, a long treasure ship. 
Mother go southwest. 
A strong horse and plenty of money. 
Mother, Mother, go southwest. 

DONALD S. SUTTON 

If it's a nice place, be comfortable, if it's hard beg for money. 

The subtitled translation for the last line, "Live with the rich but beg from the 
poor" (ni tian chu anshen, ni kuchu hua qian), is in error. 

14. Zhang finds the atmosphere in the film stifling, beginning with the com
pletely black screen, and sees it as a reference to the crushing repression of Chi
na's "idealistic" traditional culture. "Characters are often seen surrounded by 
thick sorghum, thus creating a feeling of people confined by their environment." 

IS. Red Sorghum is one of Li's prime examples of the "cultural film" in this 
article, written in 1989. Zhang has, however, affirmed his interest in appealing 
simultaneously to a mass audience. 

16. In Yellow Sorghum we never see the leper, and the narrator guesses that 
Granddad murdered him, an act explicitly described in the book. In Judou the 
failed relationship between mother and son is assumed through omission. 
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Configuring the Modern Space: 
Cinematic Representation of 

Beijing and Its Politics 

XIAOBING TANG 

Potentially, the city is in itself the powerful sym
bol of a complex society. If visually well set forth, 
it can also have strong expressive meaning. 

KEVIN LYNCH, The Image of the City 

T HAT THE CITY OF Beijing presents a perfect spatial embodiment of a 
traditional culture caught in the maelstrom of rapid and condensed mod
ernization is readily observable, even to a passing tourist. "Beijing is a 
microcosm of China," so a pocket-size, up-to-date travel book informs its 
reader and the potential traveler. "It combines village and metropolis, 
Western-style modernization and Chinese tradition, new-fashioned pomp 
with old-fashioned modesty. It is a showcase of China's policy for reform 
and opening up to the West" (Cohn 1992, 12). Another contemporary 
guide book on China (from the "Travel Survival Kit" series) gives more in
depth information: "All cities in China are equal, but some are more equal 
than others. Beijing has the best of everything in China bar the weather: 
the best food, the best hotels, the best transport, the best temples. But its 
vast squares and boulevards, its cavernous monoliths and its huge num
bers of tourists are likely to leave you cold. It is a weird city - traces of its 
former character may be found down the back alleys where things are a 
bit more to human scale" (Cummings et al. 1991, 485). 

Indeed, probably no visitor to Beijing would fail to notice the weird, 
sometimes mind-boggling, character of this enormous urban center. It is 
one of the oldest cities in the world, and yet compressed sites or islands of 
its historical past are now barely visible, under the tangible veil of brown-

47 



XIAOBING TANG 

ish smog and against the ragged backdrop of masses of prefabricated, 
international-style apartment buildings or more recent all-glass high rises. 
Its broad and often dishearteningly straight, but increasingly jammed and 
billboarded boulevards, while still stridently reminding you of the scale 
and aspiration of a past collective project and central planning, are contin
ually humanized and made lively by an unstoppable flow of millions of 
bicyclists. If you decide to move across the city, either on foot or by any 
means of transportation, you will soon find yourself experiencing starkly 
different sections and neighborhoods (in terms of the appearance of their 
residents, architectural style, spatial arrangement, and noise level), which, 
as in almost any other large city in the world, exist side by side and form 
silent commentary on one another. 

This weirdness of Beijing stems from the striking simultaneous juxtapo
sition of vastly dissimilar, more likely conflictual, moments of history 
within its spatial construct, each and every historical moment inscribed in 
a given spatial form. This "synchronicity of the nonsynchronous," as 
Ernst Bloch's useful phrase describes it, finds its expression in another 
space-related human experience as well, namely, the great variety of 
means of transportation you will find in the streets of Beijing. To the 
extent that it is a social necessity, transportation now becomes an ideal 
metaphor for the coexistence of various modes of production, and may 
even offer an explanation of the historical condition as well. Amidst the 
flow of bicycles, you can frequently spot human-powered pedicabs carry
ing either a disproportionately large load of vegetables or durable con
sumer goods such as a TV set, sofa, or refrigerator. If such an unmotorized 
method of commuting and transporting is still common and remotely 
points to a once-vibrant vision of alternative modernity, its outmodedness 
is sharply underscored by the noisy and growing (more and more impa
tient as well) volume of motorized traffic running by its side. Buses still 
roar by heavily and serve the basic function of moving large crowds within 
and across the city, but flashy motorcycles now and then are bound to 
deflate the morale of the once-dominant and still state-run system of pub
lic transportation by introducing speed and individuality, while at the 
same time, taxis of all makes dash around catering to foreign tourists as 
well as local customers. Vans and minibuses with a confusing range of 
sizes and colors proudly exhibit an equally dazzling collection of logos 
and company or institution names; imported, domestically or joint-ven
ture-produced cars, themselves forming a wonderful sign system identify-
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ing all social groups, from the nouveaux riches to aging functionaries of 
the political establishment, calmly emit uncontrolled amounts of carbon 
monoxide, to the direct detriment of the bicyclists and, of course, the 
great number of overpowered pedestrians. 

Of this uneven cityscape, we find timely and incisive representations in 
contemporary Chinese cinema, for which the dynamics and social, if libid
inal, energy of the modern city have recently become a much explored 
theme and created a new film genre. The one particular sequence of 
images and sound track I have in mind is the opening collage in the film 
Wanzhu (dir. Mi Jiashan, I988). Two enormous characters for the title of 
the film are projected onto three recreated primitive masks and are accom
panied by a sound track that captures a vocal fragment from some tradi
tional opera or storytelling, shifts to a shrill siren that drowns out the nar
rating voice, and then records some boisterous marketplace where voices 
shouting out titles of popular magazines can be distinguished. But this 
brief temporalized sequence of sound effects is only the preface to an 
explosive juxtaposition of often fragmented but nonetheless spectacular 
images of the city. Through a zoom lens, the spectacle of traffic conges
tion is brought much closer and condensed to underscore a crowded 
urban space; unbalanced and fast-moving shots of glass buildings (unmis
takable signs of contemporaneity), with twisted reflections of other high 
rises and construction cranes, suggest the spatial fragmentation with 
which an awe-stricken observer is forced to become reconciled. Then 
quickly the camera is directed back at the hustling and bustling in the 
streets and presents a series of incomplete, unrelated snapshots of moving 
vehicles, expressionless old ladies, hordes of bicyclists, country girls gath
ering at a labor market, a frowning youth with a punk haircut - all hori
zontal images of an expanding urban metropolis from the perspective of 
an apparently disoriented subject. Over this collage of urban spectacles, 
contemporary Chinese rock and roll music (very much reminiscent of an 
early Bruce Springsteen) is introduced to make direct commentary: 

I once dreamed about life in a modern city, 
But I don't know how to express my present feeling; 
Buildings here are getting taller and taller every day, 
But my days here are not that great. 1 

In fact, the year I988 saw the production of a series of films on the sub
ject of contemporary city life, at least four of them based on novels or 
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novellas by the popular Beijing writer Wang Shuo. 2 These films about the 
city, mostly directed by members of the "Fifth Generation," form a distinct 
genre and indicate a different intellectual concern and cultural criticism 
than in either earlier "Fifth Generation" experiments or, indeed, the tradi
tion of New China cinema. In this genre of city films, a new symbiotic 
relationship is suggested between the experience of discontented youth 
and a vast disorienting urban space which invariably provides a symbolic 
replication of the complexity of contemporary sociopolitical life. Against 
such a spatial complex, youth, while celebrated as a concentrated expres
sion of the cultural dynamics of modernity, is nonetheless frequently 
depicted on the screen as a disillusioning experience of foreclosed mobil
ity, repressed libidinal energy, and entrenched Oedipal obligation. For 
instance, in the film Wanzhu, we see how three young men struggle, with
out much success, to run their own service company, whose daily opera
tion and customers bring to surface the frustrations and crises deeply 
embedded in contemporary society. A significant development in the film 
is that once the story line begins and we are going through the nitty-gritty 
part of the company's business, the city no longer appears as a spectacle at 
which an individual subject can or wishes to marvel. Instead, the urban 
landscape recedes, as it were, into the distance and turns into simultane
ously an untranscendable historical condition and an experiential immedi
acy that smothers any coherent perception. Put differently, the city 
becomes both an all-encompassing cultural construct and an inescapable 
natural environment, one reinforcing another. By the end of the film, 
there is a persistent refusal to present the city as promising a possible per
ceptual totalization: contrary to the opening collage, the final slow-rolling 
shot of people lining up to seek help at the revamped service company 
conveys a reconciliation, on the part of a besieged, if also fragmented, 
subject, with ordinariness as well as situatedness. The city by now irre
trievably recedes into the distance and becomes a grandiose myth no 
longer relevant to the daily life of its inhabitants. It is now a labyrinthine 
complex without a coherent pattern, or what Kevin Lynch once called 
"legibility" and "image ability" of the cityscape. 

However, this film genre, with its critical message about "the estranging 
city and a paralyzed subject" (Peng 1990, 41) did not reach its thematic 
and cinematic perfection until 1989 when Xie Fei's Black Snow (Benming 
nian) was completed. It may appear coincidental that an outstanding 
member of the "Fourth Generation" (here the term refers to the group of 
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Chinese filmmakers who were systematically trained in the 1950S and 
1960s and reached their professional maturity in the late 1970S) had to 
come in to realize potentials of the new genre, but Black Snow can well be 
regarded as a masterpiece by Xie Fei. Already a director of critical renown 
(Our Wide Fields [Women de tianye] , 1983; The Girl from Hunan 
[Xiangnu Xiaoxiao] , 1986),3 Xie Fei in this film not only redirects his own 
philosophical thinking, but also introduces a new intellectual tension into 
the city film genre. As the film critic Peng Wen observes, while city films 
by the younger generation express a hidden desire to identify with and 
participate in the new urban culture, "in Black Snow, 'the city' is obviously 
presented as an estranging and hostile space, to cope with which the film
maker recommends resistance and disengagement" (Peng 1990, 42). Still, 
there is enough continuity to read Xie Fei's intervention as a furthering of 
the general interest in the city. It is mostly a thematic continuity, a more 
and more self-conscious examination of an emergent urban culture. 
"From Wanzhu to Black Snow," as another film critic. remarks, "Chinese 
cinema has reached a universal subject matter in world cinema, namely, 
the experience of anomie and disorientation in a commodity society, also 
known as the age of market economy" (Wei 1990, 51). In this light, Black 
Snow deserves a closer examination, especially from the perspective of 
how the city now figures in the everyday experience of unfulfilled youth. 4 

DEPTH AND SOCIAL CRITICISM 

While examining films about Rome by De Sica in postwar Italy, Pierre 
Sorlin sees the filmmaker as someone who experimented with two differ
ent groups of images of the city. In the "neorealist" cinema of the 1950S, 
filmmakers "were aware of the blossoming of urban areas and tried to 
express, cinematically, the complex relationships between old town cen
ters and new outskirts. After 1965 or so other cinematographers were no 
longer able to tell, or see what towns were and created a blurred image of 
cities" (Sorlin 1991, 135). This blurred vision of cities, according to Sorlin, 
was first articulated in De Sica's The Roof(1956), in which "the strong sys
tem which associated the center and outskirts, presented as complemen
tary entities, vanished, and the picture of towns began to lose focus" 
(Sorlin 1991,126-127). Subsequently, images of open and formless shanty
towns came in to diffuse the neorealist effort, through cinematic projec
tion, to make sense of an expanding urban landscape and resulted in "an 
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imaginary representation of an outer-world" (Sorlin 1991, 129). This filmic 
blurring of cities, as we suggested above, also characterizes much of con
temporary Chinese cinema about life in an urban complex, in particular 
films that use as a backdrop the city of Beijing. In Black Snow, such a blur
ring vision dominates the entire film and clearly constitutes an important 
element of the narrative. The question we now face is: if, as Sorlin 
reminds us, the shifting of focus after neorealist cinema in Europe regis
tered a new perception of the city, a historical moment in which "fiim 
makers ceased to view cities as potential works of art" (Sorlin 1991, 136), 
by identifying a similar blurring in Black Snow, can we then reconstruct a 
historical and cultural context so as to explain such a similarity and justify 
the comparison? I will try to accomplish this here by first looking carefully 
at Black Snow and then analyzing a different, probably "neorealist" con
temporary film, Good Morning, Beijing (Beijing nizao, 1990) by Zhang 
Nuanxin (Sha Ou, 1981; Sacrificed Youth [Qingchunji] , 1986). 

The dramatic tracking shot at the beginning of Black Snow immediately 
sets the chromatic tone and visual structure of the film and establishes 
itself as an exemplary moment in this film genre. First hearing a passing 
train and then solitary but heavy footsteps, we realize that we are in a 
dimly lit subway station and following someone, presumably towards the 
exit. Then the credits begin to roll, and the camera films to the rhythm of 
someone walking. Soon we see stairways leading to the ground and a 
street scene. The person in front of us and at the center of the screen, in 
the light of the exit, shoulders a stuffed knapsack and wears a bulky coat. 
Yet the looming open space is hardly inspiring because the narrow strip of 
a wintry sky is an impenetrable grey and a few ghostly bystanders all 
appear to be uniformly blue or of a nondescript monochrome. As the man 
(we can assume that by now, judging from his build and the gender-spe
cific hat he is wearing) is about to fully emerge from the subway, the cam
era quickly shifts, and we see him again, from a slightly downward angle, 
in some narrow and tortuous lane, which is hopelessly cut short by 
another train hissing by at the top of the screen. It is a virtual shantytown, 
void of any human presence at the moment. Then the man walks through 
a gate, and the camera is noticeably lowered so that the lane becomes even 
more oppressive and suffocating. There are still no human beings in sight, 
and the overcrowded space is dominated by an official radio voice 
announcing first some prohibitive policy and then a train disaster. The 
impersonal voice fades away as we turn around a corner, and an old man's 
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sickly cough together with a baby's impatient cry becomes more irrepress
ible, punctuated only by the sound of flowing tap water. After yet another 
unexpected turn, the fragment of some softened pop rock floats over list
lessly, and when we are sufficiently lost in this directionless space, the man 
is suddenly stopped by a fence and the camera also comes to a standstill. 

But he quickly pushes open the fence and walks up to a lifeless shanty. 
While he struggles with his key in the lock and eventually has to break 
through the door, oddly enough, a compassionate female voice, probably 
also from some radio next door, replaces the news broadcast and narrates 
some distant event or reflective mood in the elegant style of the traditional 
art of storytelling (pingshu). In fact, this quite formulaic but mysteriously 
soothing voice will be the predominant background sound, as if supplying 
some sort of slightly sorrowful historical commentary on the present con
dition, during the sequence in which the man enters the room, bumps into 
a few objects not in their right place, examines the disorderly surround
ings, and finally takes off his hat and gloves. Only at this moment do we 
get our first frontal view of him, a sturdy young man in his mid twenties. 
Apparently he knows this place, for very soon he finds himself a cigarette 
buried in a drawer, and while searching for matches, he also catches sight 
of a framed picture. He picks up the frame, gazes into it, and blows hard 
at the dust gathered on it. At this moment, the alarmed voice of an old 
lady comes from off the screen: "Who is it? Is it Quanzi?" 

Li Huiquan is the name of the young man and the hero of the film. He 
has just returned home after spending about a year in prison during which 
time his mother has died. Now he finds himself back in a desolate room, 
all alone, jobless, and facing the task of starting his life anew. Based on a 
psychological novel by Liu Heng, the plot of the film is about how hard 
and eventually impossible it is for Li Huiquan the ex-convict to assimilate 
himself back into society and lead a normal life. Unable to get a job at the 
factory where his mother used to work and which is now officially 
declared bankrupt, Li Huiquan decides to rely on himself and sets up a 
stall at a street market to sell shoes and clothes. After a slow start, his 
business grows steadily, and in the meanwhile he gets to know Zhao 
Yaqiu, an aspiring singer performing part time in a bar. It is also at the bar 
that he meets Cui Yongli, a shrewd self-made broker who profits from 
clandestine and apparently illegal business deals. While Cui Yongli sup
plies quantities of hot fashion goods (mostly lingerie), Zhao Yaqiu, whom 
Li Huiquan occasionally escorts home after her work, seems to restore in 
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him, with her charming innocence, a sense of being respected and even 
needed, and subsequently she becomes the object of his libidinal desire. 
Yet he cannot bring himself to express his tender feelings toward the trust
ing young girl and instead resorts to masturbation at night. At the same 
time, partly thanks to Cui Yongli's brokering, Zhao Yaqiu becomes quite 
successful and gets increasingly indifferent to the young man she once 
obviously admired. Then one night, Li Huiquan's former accomplice and 
prison mate Chazi descends from the skylight window, hungry as a wolf 
after being on the run for about two weeks. Chazi's sudden return devas
tatingly reminds Huiquan of his own solitary existence, which makes hol
low his advice that Chazi turn himself in. Finally, the fact that Chazi, 
ruthlessly disavowed by his own family, has to run away from him and for 
his life, together with the knowledge that Zhao Yaqiu has become her 
agent's mistress, crushes Li Huiquan's fragile world. He beats up Cui 
Yongli badly and in a desperate last effort presents the now glamorous 
Zhao Yaqiu with a gold necklace. His offer is politely turned down, and 
after aimlessly roaming into a park at night, Li Huiquan is robbed and 
then fatally stabbed by two teenagers. In the last shot of the film, we are 
given a prolonged look downward at his bent body lying among waste 
paper and garbage on the floor of a deserted open-air theater, which, 
according to director Xie Fei, constitutes his authorial comment on the 
vacuity of a purposeless existence (Xie 1990b, 23-24). 

The accidental death at the end certainly appears to attach an anticli
mactic conclusion to the narrative. Yet it symbolically brings to its com
pletion the film's critical reflection on the limits and anxieties of city life. A 
full circle of hermeneutical meaning is thus achieved both in terms of nar
rative and cinematography. As Peng Wen remarks, the unfolding of the 
story adopts the pattern of a classical linear narrative and from Li 
Huiquan's return (new life) to his death there is a "complete closure" (Peng 
1990,43). This narrative closure is reinforced by a visual as well as audi
tory imagery that recalls the beginning at the very end. Here there is again 
a prolonged and uninterrupted tracking shot of the young man, his back 
turned to us and his footsteps echoing hollowly. The movement of the 
camera suggests unsteady steps, while the muffled and unreal background 
noise and laughter of a dispersing theater crowd do not divert our atten
tion from the dying hero. The image of the public and the public space 
itself both become fuzzy and blurred. He finally collapses in the empty 
theater. Through such structural symmetry, this last moment of arriving 
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at his death and his return in the beginning powerfully complement each 
other, the result being a disturbing transgression of given categories about 
city life. If at the beginning Li Huiquan's coming home can be viewed as 
returning to an interior hopelessly under surveillance (suggested by the 
harsh radio voice), the ending, however, represents a final disconnection 
between the public and the private, the environment and its perception by 
the individual. Only at the moment of his random death, in a deserted 
public space, does Li Huiquan voicelessly and yet in vain express his 
individuality and with desperation expose the underlying current of 
loneliness. 

Both critics and the filmmaker himself have remarked on the strong ten
dency of intellectualizing, obviously in the humanist tradition, throughout 
Black Snow. 5 The whole style of the film, from its predominant melan
choly greyish-blue color to the virtual absence of external music, reflects 
the meditative commentary of a sympathetic intellectual. I wish to argue, 
however, that it is this philosophical interest in the existential condition of 
an individual in the modern city that leads to the blurring of the city itself. 
The concerned gaze that the film directs upon the subject and his immedi
ate environment is so intense that the rest of the city has to be kept at a dis
tance and as incomprehensible background, so to speak. In other words, 
for the anxiety of the individual subject to be experienced as such, the con
nection between him and the city must be revealed as nonexistent and his 
anguish as one of being incapable of identifying himself with the environ
ment from which he cannot escape. "But let the mishap of disorientation 
once occur," Kevin Lynch writes when emphasizing the importance of 
keeping the city an image able environment, "and the sense of anxiety and 
even terror that accompanies it reveals to us how closely it is linked to our 
sense of balance and well-being" (Lynch I960, 4). 

At this point we may provisionally identify a modernist aesthetics of 
depth in the film Black Snow. Such an aesthetics is usually articulated with 
a self-conscious, if not ideological, exploration of favorite high modernist 
themes of interiority, anxiety, experiential authenticity, and frustrated 
desire. This "inward turn" that we will discuss in relation to Li Huiquan's 
experience, however, does not carry the same "politicality" or Utopian 
desire that Fredric Jameson sees underlying the alleged subjectivism in the 
classics of Western modernism. "Modernism's introspective probing of the 
deeper impulses of consciousness, and even of the unconscious itself," pro
poses Jameson, "was always accompanied by a Utopian sense of the 
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impending transformation or transfiguration of the 'self in question" 
(Jameson 1991, 312). The anxiety that Xie Fei portrays in his film, while 
clearly echoing a modernist introspective probing, is generated less by a 
blocked Utopian excitement about transforming the self or society than by 
a profound uncertainty over the very content of such a transformation. It 
is a post-Utopian anxiety in that the interiority explored here resides not 
so much in some meaningful transitional linkage between tradition and 
modernity as in a non-space rejected by and excluded from both the past 
and the future. In the interior space identified with Li Huiquan, while 
memory or nostalgia offers hardly any comfort, the future is disclaimed 
with equal dismay. It is the grim reality of a cage-like present that renders 
anxiety an inescapable experience. 

Once again, let us return to the opening shot to further examine the aes
thetics of depth in the film as a whole. One reading of that seemingly end
less walk along a tortuous lane in a shantytown is that it suggests the diffi
cult path through which to arrive at the present. It is a metaphor of living 
through twisted history itself. "If that grey experience of walking belongs 
to history," the literary critic Chen Xiaoming comments, "then the shabby 
house as the 'present tense' of the narrative is joined with the 'now' of the 
character. This small house therefore becomes the starting point for Li 
Huiquan's self-renewal; it also indicates the end of past history. As a 
closed space of existence for an individual and a 'present' that must sepa
rate itself from its own history, this house has to resist the outside world as 
much as society" (Chen 199°,1°3). Indeed, what Li Huiquan does here is 
walk away from the city, from any form of collectivity, and into his own 
interior space. As he moves into the depths of the shantytown, the camera 
begins to descend from an encompassing view of the site down to a close 
tracking shot of the hero. Very soon, we are brought so close to the person 
walking in front of us that we can no longer have the initial, if momen
tary, coherent perception of the environs. Our understanding of the situa
tion becomes firmly meshed with Li Huiquan's vision, which quickly turns 
out to be a partial and unmediated one. 6 What I want to suggest, there
fore, is that instead of symbolizing a historical determination, the shanty
town and Li Huiquan's tread therein in fact express an almost impatient 
desire to leave behind the inescapable present condition. While the sorry 
images of a shabby and overcrowded shantytown evoke poverty as poign
ant critique of a failed social project, the current situation as failure is ulti
mately presented, by means of camera angle and a rich sound track, as a 
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deadend entrapment. The only way out seems to be Li Huiquan's home or 
his private space, but this much-needed interior room holds for the young 
man a memory both too painful and too broken to be of any redemptive 
value for the present. 

This spatial tension, in which depth is embraced out of despair, gives 
rise to an existential anxiety and at the same time endows the latter with 
the content of social criticism. It also generates two groups of related vis
ual imagery in the film: on the one hand the city, when it appears as such, 
is reduced to fleeting images of empty streets, noisy traffic, dimly lit back 
alleys, and pale and warmthless street lights. All these irrepressibly sug
gest Li Huiquan's unease with and even fear of the public dimension of the 
city. On the other hand, the interior into which the individual subject now 
retreats is continually interrupted and revealed to be vulnerable. Within 
the same second group, we can further distinguish two clusters of images. 
One will be those mid-range shots of Li Huiquan in his home. Here the 
camera always remains at the same height as the hero and through a zoom 
lens, as the director Xie Fei later reminds us, the character enjoys much 
better clarity than the surroundings so as to heighten a psychological iso
lation (Xie 1990b, 26). Also, invariably there is an intrusive top light 
which, just like the neighbor's loud radio and TV, sharply reinforces both 
a sense of anti-sociality and of voyeuristic surveillance (see Liu 1990). The 
other cluster of representations of the interior occurs in the bar (another 
favorite sign of modern city life that I will comment on below) where 
close-ups of a pensive Li Huiquan, usually in the dark but sometimes 
under a direct top light, are frequently crosscut with luminous and 
intensely colorful images of the singer Zhao Yaqiu. The interiority experi
enced in this situation is more of an emotional nature and is contrasted to 
the fluidity and vacuity of popular music as pliable form. The visual prox
imity of a desiring subject to the object of desire actually underlines the 
unbridgeable gap in between and forms a disturbing imagery of an emo
tional and communicational blockage. Another profound irony is that 
commodified art now supplies the expression and appropriates the con
tent of the subject's inmost memory and desire. 

If Li Huiquan's ultimate despair is partly attributable to his inability or 
unwillingness to accept the cruel fact that Zhao Yaqiu is after all a popular 
performer who has to prostitute style for marketability, truthfulness for a 
universally appropriable exteriority, his own political identity, or rather a 
blatant lack thereof, constitutes his tragic character. An ex-convict for the 
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crime of aggravated assault and now owner of a fashion stall, Li Huiquan 
finds himself an automatic misfit in a society where a highly moralistic 
political culture still dominates while economic activity outside the public 
sector inevitably smacks of (or rather thrives on) amorality and even ille
gality (as embodied by the broker Cui Yongli in the film). One defining 
feature of the dominant political culture is its refusal to recognize as such 
the complexity of everyday life, in particular its quotidian ordinariness 
and mundane needs and passions. Because the crime he committed and 
the punishment he consequently received appear to be so utterly "petty" in 
the sense that neither can be explained away by some political misfortune 
or injustice and thereby rehabilitated, Li Huiquan is at once identified as a 
dismissable outsider and invisible member of society. His explosive anger 
at Chazi's parents, who disown their criminal son so as to be accepted by 
society at large, directly articulates his frustrated protest against a tight
knit and dehumanizing social fabric. A stunning representation of Li 
Huiquan's social invisibility comes at the end when he, in that fateful eve
ning park, drags his wounded body through a complacently indifferent 
crowd. By now a thematic connection is established between Li Huiquan's 
ambiguous political identity, or the difficulty of narrating his life story, 
and the blurring or illegibility of the city on which we commented above. 
The unapproachable city, from which Li Huiquan wishes desperately to 
disengage himself, becomes the gigantic symbol of a social failure. 

URBAN RELATIONSHIPS RECONNECTED 

The historical significance of Black Snow in contemporary Chinese cin
ema lies in the fact that, better and more focally than other films of the 
same genre, it presents the city as a social issue and makes visible the deep 
anxiety it simultaneously generates and suppresses. Private interior space 
is masterfully shown to be both a necessary shelter and inescapable 
entrapment, while realistic images of stark poverty and disrepair quietly 
depict a demoralized collective imagination. Psychological depth, together 
with libidinal frustration, of the individual is sympathetically explored 
and turned into a metaphor for the anxious, embattled subject of a pecu
liar historical moment: before a repressive political order ceases to 
demand homogeneity from members of society, a vibrant market econ
omy sets in to instill anonymity and indifference. If the political reality is 
embodied in the gloomy urban landscape (predominantly the oppressive 
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shantytown), new and rampant commercialism finds its perfect figuration 
in the attractive but heartless singer Zhao Yaqiu. The final death of the 
hero, therefore, while suggesting a strong social criticism, also drives 
home the impossibility of dissipating individual anxiety through any over
arching myth or rationalization. 

To further understand the politics of such a post-Utopian anxiety, we 
now turn to a strikingly different filmic representation of Beijing and con
temporary life in that city. Here, in contrast to a blurred image of the city, 
we see a continual mapping of the sprawling cityscape; instead of an aes
thetics of depth as social criticism, we find a persistent temporalization of 
space, linking different parts of the city through narratable, individual 
experiences. In her preproduction exposition of the theme of the film, 
director Zhang Nuanxin made it clear that Good Morning, Beijing would 
pursue an "expressive, documentary" style to truthfully reflect the flow of 
daily life, with a sense of humor and light comedy. The sound track would 
be mostly live recording, and the color a shade of grey but pleasantly har
monious. Set in contemporary Beijing awash in the "great wave of market 
economy," this film would follow everyday events in the life of a group of 
young people, but in reality mirror the contemporary social theme of 
"reform and opening up." It should also convey a refreshing broad
mindedness - "everyone's pursuit has its rationality and every attitude to 
life should be given its due understanding." The director decided to use the 
title Good Morning, Beijing "because this film [would] present a snapshot 
of millions of Beijing citizens, depicting the life of those ordinary people 
quietly working in the most basic strata of our society" (Zhang Nuanxin 
1990 ,53-54). 

This preproduction statement, however, should not limit our reading of 
the film too much because it was a document primarily for the purpose of 
getting the film its official approval and funding (in post-1989 China). Still 
it does strike the keynote for this public-oriented representation of life in 
Beijing. The plot of Good Morning, Beijing is a rather complex one. It 
centers on a young woman named Ai Hong, who works as a bus conduc
tor, and her consequential relationships with three young men: first her 
co-worker Wang Lang, then bus driver Zou Yongqiang, and finally the 
currently unemployed, but quite new-fashioned and sensitive Keke, with 
whom she eventually gets married and starts their own private business. 
While Ai Hong's departure from Wang Lang is relatively easy to explain, 
because the latter does not have a definable character of his own, her 
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break with Zou Yongqiang, a caring, honest young man who somehow 
lacks the courage to imagine a different life for her and himself, causes 
much soul-searching. Her liaisons with and movement among these three 
very different young people are quite allegorical acts. They repeat, as one 
critic suggests, a classic narrative format in which the female character 
either symbolizes, by her departure, negation of an outmoded or objec
tionable way of life or represents, through her acquiescence or symbolic 
return, affirmation of a certain value system or accepted ideology.7 In 
such a narrative tradition women are made to express rather than create 
value. The value system to which Ai Hong subscribes in the end is there
fore a new value system associated with the market, which specifically 
posits as desirable qualities energy, independence, and adventurousness. 
In the film, Keke, who at first pretends to be an overseas Chinese and 
wears a Harvard T-shirt, impersonates such a new spirit, and his enthusi
asm and modern lifestyle will help him win Ai Hong away from a timid 
and much inhibited Zou Yongqiang. 

Indeed the economy of passion in Good Morning, Beijing makes it a 
narrative that explicitly participates in an ongoing and large-scale cultural 
revolution through which habits, mentalities, and social structures will all 
be systematically transformed so as to legitimate the market as an impor
tant organizing principle of society. It is also a narrative about social dis
content and its mitigation through the introduction of desire. 8 Desire 
becomes a positive social value in the film not only in that it expresses a 
putatively collective vision of a different Lebenswelt, but also, perhaps 
more crucially, because it sets free energies and imaginations of individu
als. The engendering of this emancipatory desire is narrated and at the 
same time explained in Ai Hong's departure from Zou Yongqiang and her 
subsequent fascination with Keke, who appears to move in a more mobile 
space with unmistakable signs of modernity (taxi, night club, Western
style grocery store, and sociability). (The social content of such desire can 
be gauged from the fact that although this can be read as a conventional 
triangle love story, "love" is never pronounced as of major significance in 
the unfolding of the plot. On the contrary, Ai Hong's affair and eventual 
marriage with Keke, in a rather odd twist, are auxiliary means for her to 
discover and assert her own new identity.) As a direct opposite to Keke, 
Zou Yongqiang belongs to a conformist world in which filial duty and 
respect for his superior combine to demand from him gratitude and at the 
same time provide him with a sense of security. He lives with his parents in 
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an overcrowded Beijing courtyard where his mother has to continually cut 
short his only expression of individuality (playing the traditional Chinese 
violin and later on the guitar) out of consideration for the neighbors. 
Unlike Keke, he shops in a featureless department store, and he expresses 
his affection for Ai Hong by buying her a practical skirt whereas Keke 
enchants her with a Walkman and a tape of American rock and roll. 

Thus these two rivals for Ai Hong's attention are highly symbolic fig
ures, each representing a different social reality and cultural logic. Yet the 
residual and the emergent conditions of existence, if we so wish to under
stand the symbolism here, are engaged in a rhetoric of compromise and 
tolerance. The ideological emphasis placed on compromise renders unten
able a facile dichotomy of tradition versus modernity that seems to suggest 
itself here as an interpretative framework. On the contrary, this rhetoric 
of compromise enables the film to sympathetically portray Zou Yong
qiang's frustration, the grave social-historical (dis)content of which is now 
effectively displaced as momentary personal misfortune. As director 
Zhang Nuanxin (I990, 54) puts it, even though he cannot, primarily emo
tionally, identify with the dominant Zeitgeist of the market, Zou Yong
qiang maintains his decency and worthiness and continues to work and 
contribute to society. At the same time, Keke is also transformed in the 
process, from a conspicuous consumer of urban culture back into a pro
ductive member of society. The concluding sequence of the film brings 
together all major characters in a dramatic moment when Ai Hong, now 
an apparently successful self-employed businesswoman, and her husband 
Keke get onto the bus which Zou Yongqiang still drives and on which 
Wang Lang still works as a conductor. After a brief and polite exchange of 
greetings, Zou Yongqiang turns around and starts the bus. Slowly the 
camera pulls back to show all four very different young people aboard the 
same bus peacefully moving along a sunny street in Beijing. 

This comforting moment of rapprochement, so we are told by a subtitle 
on the screen, arrives one year after the main action of the film. As impor
tant as the central message about the ineluctable coexistence of different 
modes of production in this rich final image is the element of time. Time 
here signifies change, progress, and a healing process as well. Time also 
becomes identified with the future, or rather with some Utopian projec
tions from the present. Actually, even at the very beginning of the film, 
where we are shown Ai Hong still in bed one early morning, time as a 
major factor is introduced emphatically when the ticking alarm clock goes 
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off. It is time for the young bus conductor to go to work, and the whole 
interior space is thus redefined and forced open by a universal clock time. 
Unlike Black Snow, where time is locked into a depressing present, Good 
Morning, Beijing is a film about the multiple and contradictory temporal 
experiences in the space of the enormous city. Spatial structures, loca
tions, and relations now acquire a temporal, social significance to the 
extent that we can speak of a socially produced "spatiality" which, accord
ing to Edward Soja, "like society itself, exists in both substantial forms 
(concrete spatialities) and as a set of relations between individuals and 
groups, an 'embodiment' and medium of social life itself' (Soja 1989,120). 
Through the narrative of the film the uneven and multidimensional spatial 
relations are mapped and reconnected, and the city of Beijing becomes a 
fascinating collection of images of various social realities. 

So at the beginning of the narrative, we are already witnessing a neces
sary transition from the confined interior space (where Ai Hong and her 
invalid grandpa lead an uneventful, quietly deprived, life) to her work
place, the headquarters of the bus company. (Quite appropriately, while 
still in that private space at a predawn hour we are shown a sturdy cage 
with an impatient bird chirping in it.) From this moment on, the young 
bus conductor is firmly identified as the protagonist of the film, and her 
movement across the city will be part of her story and destiny. What is of 
particular interest in the opening sequence is a stark "crudeness" of the 
interior space - crude surface as well as crude conditions of existence. In 
this space we realize that life has to be reduced to its bare necessities and 
that all daily objects and utensils must exist indiscriminately side by side. 
It is an enclosed space kept flat and public by the absence of any refine
ment or the possibility of privacy. It becomes a most efficient extension of 
the work place because "home" now stands less for separation from work 
than for direct reproduction of labor. When at home, Ai Hong, as we see 
later, also assumes the duty of taking care of her grandpa. She readies coal 
for heating, fixes the pipe with the help of Zou Yongqiang, and in the 
same room where her grandpa lies in bed year around, she prepares por
ridge for him and washes her hands in a basin next to the window. The 
same embarrassing experience of scarcity is even more pointedly repre
sented at Zou Yongqiang's home, where in his parents' makeshift bed
room, the whole family eats supper and watches TV while the father has 
his feet steeped in a basin of warm water. At the end of dinner the son's 
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duty is to take the basin, walk through a dark hallway, and drain the 
water into a public sink located in the courtyard. 

In isolation, such images of impoverishment and severely constrained 
conditions of existence would not necessarily mean social criticism or cul
tural commentary. On the contrary, scarce and overcrowded domestic 
space would only appear "natural" enough, since some public places to 
which the camera brings us (such as the bus company headquarters, the 
police station, and the hospital) have no less coarse and perfunctory sur
faces and structures. A Third World condition - here the term is used 
strictly to refer to generalized inadequate living conditions and a pre
industrial, underdeveloped social-economic infrastructure - can hardly 
be grasped as such unless defamiliarized by images of or references to a 
different, more advanced stage of modernization. In Good Morning, Bei
jing, as we will see momentarily, the Third World-ness of the city is can
didly acknowledged, together with its explicitly anticipated negation. It is 
extremely significant, however, that the Third World condition the film 
presents her~ carries with it not so much mere self-loathing (would that be 
politically incorrect?) or self-glorification (would that be politically cor
rect?) as an almost restless Utopian desire for self-transformation. In this 
sense, the film as a Third World production is also largely for a Third 
World audience, insofar as an undesirable present condition of existence is 
both represented as an immediate collective reality and historicized as 
some fast-vanishing vestige of a better future. 9 

Consequently, the series of images that reveals an impoverished every
day life as such acquires its historical content when it is juxtaposed with a 
different sequence, a different set of spatialities. We may even argue that 
history, or a historical understanding of contemporary Beijing, becomes 
accessible precisely when this juxtaposition of different spatialities is 
employed as a strategy of characterizing an incomplete, in-progress 
present condition. One way to describe this spatial coexistence or simulta.: 
neity could be the architectural notion of "a collage city," where "disparate 
objects [are] held together by various means" to form a composite pres
ence. 10 In the film, the city of Beijing does become fragmented into a col
lage of various sites, rhythms, and intensities, but the characters', in par
ticular Ai Hong's, movement through the city reconnects all these 
obviously disparate moments. Thus there is still the possibility of narrat
ing one's story in the city, of presenting a spatial experience in temporal 
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terms. As an apt symbol of collective practice, the moving bus, where 
quite a lot of the action takes place, provides an ideal vehicle for linking 
up different parts and functions of Beijing. From here we see images of 
Beijing as a political center (Tiananmen Square), a rapidly modernizing 
metropolis (all-glass high rises), and an overpopulated Third World city 
(business district and shopping streets). In this spatial organization of 
public life, curiously enough, there is also a striking absence of old Bei
jing, of a historic city that once instituted a drastically different spatiality. 

It is, however, Ai Hong's experiences, as an individual subject who 
strives to change her own historical situation, that endow the city with 
narratability and a time-space coherence. We first see her get up early in 
the morning, run through the empty lane of the neighborhood, and hop 
onto Wang Lang's bicycle to go to work. Working on the bus is a demand
ing job, but she gets to meet and observe people. (In a way, the bus 
becomes a substitute of modern city streets, bound to be occupied by what 
Benjamin [1969, 165] once called an "amorphous crowd of passers-by.") 
One day her friend Ziyun comes onto the bus and proudly tells her that 
she now works as a typist for a joint-venture company. At her invitation, 
Ai Hong decides to pay her friend a visit and subsequently finds herself 
inside a business office on the sixteenth floor of a guarded building. This 
is one of those standardized (polyester carpet, air-conditioning, and low 
ceiling), new international-style offices, equipped with wordprocessors, 
contemporary furniture, and a coffee-maker. The most astonishing fea
ture of this space, when we remember Ai Hong's home as well as her 
workplace, are the smooth white walls and shiny objects. The glass coffee 
table quietly reflects, the sofa extends a comfortably curvacious line, and 
the steel sink gives forth a hygienic silver glare. This is a totally alien inte
rior space for Ai Hong, and she appears to be quite intimidated at first. 
The polished surface not only outlines a new form of labor no longer asso
ciated with bodily discomfort or endurance, but also suggests a simplifica
tion of social relationship to that of an impersonal "cash nexus." Rather 
fittingly, in this seemingly depthless space, Ziyun calmly illustrates, with 
her own experience, to her awestricken friend some fundamental aspects 
of modern urban life: contingency and mobility. 11 

If this modern office space, which can also be taken as an instance of 
the postmodern "relief" that a smooth object world may promote (see 
Jameson 1991, 313-315), has a shattering effect on Ai Hong because it 
exposes as "premodern" or "yet-to-be-modernized" the crudeness of her 
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own world, it also initiates a readjustment of her relation to the city. Her 
eyes are suddenly opened, as it were, and she is able to experience and per
ceive the city as an enormous time-space structure that energetically 
produces a wide range of social realities and personal identities as well. In 
the following sequences, we see Ai Hong enjoy Korean food at a fancy res
taurant with Zou Yongqiang and a friend of his; we see her wander into 
an upper-grade grocery store and find herself followed by an admirer who 
introduces himself as Keke. Soon they go to a night club at which Keke 
performs passionately and dedicates a song to her. At the end of that eve
ning, he takes her home in a taxi. Finally, as a high point of their romantic 
affair and also to divert Ai Hong from her work, Keke suggests that they 
leave the city and go on a vacation. This series of concrete and very often 
discontinuous spatialities demands that Ai Hong constantly map and 
remap the city in order to achieve a coherent perception of both herself 
and her environment. Indeed, instead of being incapacitated by this new 
spatial multiplication, Ai Hong insists on keeping the city a legible space 
by heroically redesigning herself and rewriting her own story. Her narra
tive therefore presupposes the possibility of becoming, or an "annihilation 
of space by time," which David Harvey characterizes as the driving 
impulse of heroic modernism (Harvey I989 , 273; d. 279-283). In this 
light, the brief trip Ai Hong and Keke make to some historical site (now a 
popular tourist attraction) away from Beijing becomes a significant move. 
It reintroduces historical time as the untranscendable horizon of experi
ence and localizes, albeit in its absence, the city as a totality with reach
able limits. 

Our reading therefore suggests that the time-space structure underlying 
the narrative of Good Morning, Beijing remains resolutely accessible to 
representation, in spite of all apparent conflicts and disjunctures. Ai 
Hong's story can be read as a narrative of the birth of urban individualism 
and self-consciousness, and her spatial movement in the city at once 
reveals and reconnects the complexity of social structures and relations, 
whether public or private, emergent or residual. Not surprisingly, the cin
ematic images we witness here are eventually controlled and organized by 
the subject, rather than the other way around. Unlike in postmodern cin
ema, where representation, according to David Harvey's persuasive analy
sis, runs into crisis because of a pervasive "time-space compression" 
engendered by a late capitalism of flexible accumulation (Harvey I989, 
322), Good Morning, Beijing, as a visual representation, is still fascinated 
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by the seemingly infinite possibilities and frontiers promised by a modern
izing metropolis. If one dominant theme of postmodern cinema, as Har
vey shows through his readings of Blade Runner and Wings of Desire 
(respectively about Los Angeles and Berlin), is an impossible conflict 
"between people living on different time scales, and seeing and experienc
ing the world very differently as a result" (Harvey 1989, 313), what we find 
in this particular Chinese film under discussion is rather a "neorealist" 
arranging of urban relations and a Utopian resolution of conflicts arising 
from life in the city. It is a film that refuses to let images of the city blur its 
organizational logic and multiple functions, and refuses to allow the city 
to disappear as a cognitive totality. 

Finally, I wish to conclude by bringing together and comparing the dif
ferent political visions in Black Snow and Good Morning, Beijing. In both 
films there is a pivotal scene in a lively night club. In the first one, as I 
pointed out above, Li Huiquan as a member of the audience is painstak
ingly separated from the solo singer, both visually and emotionally. But 
when Ai Hong and Keke go to a bar with live music, Keke joins the band 
and asks to participate. He sings and dedicates to Ai Hong a popular song 
by rock star Cui jian, which Ai Hong will also learn to sing, even though 
she appears to be at a loss when hearing the song for the first time. The 
interpretation I now would like to propose, if only too schematically, is 
that these two different moments express two approaches to the city that 
are at odds with each other. If we characterize the politics of Black Snow 
as refusal and disengagement by means of a modernist aesthetics of depth, 
the rhetoric of compromise in Good Morning, Beijing necessarily valor
izes cultural and political participation, which in turn articulates the legiti
mating ideology of a growing market economy. In other words, whereas 
the market economy arrives to present an open city to Ai Hong and her 
contemporaries, some deep (well-nigh instinctive) suspicion of the market 
triggers Li Huiquan's anxious, and to a large extent forced, retreat to 
interiority. 

Xiaobing Tang, assistant professor of Chinese in the Department of Oriental Lan
guages and Literatures at the University of Colorado, Boulder, received his Ph.D. 
in literature from Duke University in 1991. His publications include a co-edited 
volume (with Liu Kang) titled Politics, Ideology, and Literary Discourse in Mod
ern China (Duke University Press, 1993). 
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Notes and References 

I. The lyrics go on like this: 

With a friend I always kill some time in a bar, 
While the tape player repeats all the hit songs. 
You think one way and you talk one way, 
Because everyone wears a toy-like mask. 
What should I say? 

2. Hence 1988 has been dubbed "the year of Wang Shuo" in Chinese cinema. 
These four films, all by filmmakers of the "Fifth Generation," are: Wanzhu, 
Lunhui (dir. Huang Jianxin) , Da chuanqi (dir. Ye Daying), and Yiban shi haishui, 
yiban shi huoyan (dir. Xia Gang). Two other films of the same genre and year are 
Yaogun qingnian (dir. Tian Zhuangzhuang, The Horse Thief, 1986) and Feng
kuang de daijia (dir. Zhou Xiaowen). In 1987, at least two films by directors of 
the same generation were also about the contemporary cityscape: Ge kafei jiadian 
tang (dir. Sun Zhou) and Taiyang yu (dir. Zhang Zeming). 

3. Most recently, Xie Fei's 1992 film Xiangnu hun won the Gold Bear Prize at 
the 1993 Berlin Film Festival. 

4. In a 1984 essay, Xie Fei emphasized the importance of representing daily 
life. Commenting on Raizman's A Personal Life (1983), Xie Fei wrote: "No signifi
cant events, heated dramatic conflicts, and unusual techniques are used. On the 
contrary, it vividly depicts a variety of characters, touches profound social 
problems and philosophies, and is obviously a contemporary product" (Xie 

1990a, 79)· 
5. See, for instance, Chen (1990, I05). While describing the difference between 

Black Snow and his other earlier films, Xie Fei emphasizes his philosophical 
beliefs. "Surely there was some change in my conception, but in my artistic crea
tion, I as always held dear my ideals, and stayed with my value judgement as far 
as the true, the good, and the beautiful versus the false, the evil, and the ugly in 
our life experiences are concerned" (Xie 1990b, 20). 

6. The "inward turn" or psychologization of experience that I relate here with 
the aesthetics of depth can also be observed in the original novel, which opens 
with Li Huiquan's return to his home and a wintry present. Here is Howard 
Goldblatt's translation of the first sentences: "A fat white guy was squatting in the 
yard. Li Huiquan, his knapsack slung over his shoulder, noticed the frosty grin as 
soon as he walked through the gate, so he walked over and wiped it off. Chunks 
of coal for eyes, a chili-pepper nose, a wastebasket hat - the same stuff he used as 
a kid" (Liu 1993, 3). 

7. Zhang Wei (I990, 55-56). One needs to note here that this reading is heavily 
influenced by Laura Mulvey's critical analysis of classic Hollywood narrative 
cinema. 
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8. It is interesting to note here that in its subtitled English version, the film is 
given a much more suggestive title, Budding Desire. 

9. There is another group of films in contemporary Chinese cinema whose 
"Third World-ness" is constructed, as Rey Chow suggested (in her talk "Images, 
Surfaces, and the Production of Value: Remarks on Contemporary Chinese Cin
ema" given at the University of Colorado at Boulder on March 12, 1993), largely 
in its consumption in a First World cultural environment. Recent films by Zhang 
Yimou (Ju Dou, 1990; Raise the Red Lantern, 1992) seem to be favorite samples 
of this group. 

10. Rowe and Koetter (1978, 139-140). I would like to point out that Colin 
Rowe and Fred Koetter's vision of a "collage city" expresses a typical postmodern
ist sensibility and ideology. "Collage city" is offered as a solution to the anxiety 
generated by both Utopia and tradition: "because collage is a method deriving its 
virtue from its irony, because it seems to be a technique for using things and 
simultaneously disbelieving in them, it is also a strategy which can allow utopia to 
be dealt with as image, to be dealt with in fragments without our having to accept 
it in toto, which is further to suggest that collage could even be a strategy which, 
by supporting the utopian illusion of changelessness and finality, might even fuel 
a reality of change, motion, action and history" (p. 149). 

II. At one point Ziyun tells Ai Hong that even though her salary is quite hand
some, she has no job security; then, when asked about her boyfriend, she replies 
that they split up because "it was too demanding for both." 
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Forest of Bliss: 
Film and Anthropology 

AKOS OSTOR 

FOREST OF BLISS (Anandavana) is an epithet of Banaras, the ancient 
religious center of India. Benares is an English corruption of Varal)aSI, 
Varuna and Asi being the names of the two rivers that define the northern 
and southern boundaries of the city. Among other names is Kashi, the 
Luminous One, the City of Light. A lesser-known name is Mahashma
shana, the Great Cremation Ground, where the devout achieve liberation 
from the ever-recurring cycle of rebirth. To die in Kashi is the wish of mil
lions of Hindus, fulfilled for those who are cremated at one of the two 
great cremation grounds, the Manikarnika and the Harishchandra ghats 
(a ghat being a pass, landing ground, or steps leading to a river.) 

Forest of Bliss is a film devoid of words and commentary, one that 
attains the level of an interpretive film of ideas. It is not a documentary 
record of life in Benares, yet its images are all authentic. It is not ethno
graphic in the strict sense of the term, yet it is true to the study of Indian 
civilization and Benares society and culture. It is a radiant film, in that it 
presents visually the genius as well as the central fact of Benares. It relies 
on actual sounds in combination with images, and yet succeeds in giving a 
personal interpretation that says as much about the specifics of Benares as 
about the universality of human experience. While it does not pretend to 
ethnographic completeness, several anthropologists were involved in its 
making, including Robert Gardner, the film's director; B. N. Saraswati, a 
great ethnographer of Benares; and myself. 

The film is structured between two sunrises, yet the filming took about 
ten weeks and the research is still not finished. There are three characters, 
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but the film is not about them, and they do not express ritual meaning. 
The film is authentic in every detail, yet it does not document anyone 
social process in full. It evokes the ethos and mood of being there. The 
characters are the priest of Ganga Devi (the Goddess of the Ganges River), 
a healer and prophet, and a ritualist of the cremation ground, the king of 
the Dom attendants at Manikarnika Ghat. It is a structural film in that the 
different parts make sense in relation to the whole. It is not a straight
forward, lineal narrative, even in visual terms, since the unfolding of 
the film is broken by skilled and detailed editing which forms a cyclical 
pattern. 

The parts of the film do not make much sense in themselves, although 
there are several long sequences in real time. The themes and narratives of 
these parts combine with each other, threading in and out of each other, 
together adapting to a large and complete whole. While the film does not 
document or instruct, it can be viewed profitably with the aim of learning 
something about Benares and India, about ritual, and about ways of being 
human. The different parts of the film are about events and ideas, but 
these are not merely separate bits and pieces of Benares life. They contrib
ute to a central theme, not just a visual essay or information about 
Benares, rather an exploration of the central fact of Benares: death, libera
tion, and regeneration of life. The reconciliation of these seeming oppo
sites is the genius of Benares, and this fact emerges not from a single story, 
but from many indirect references and allusions. Many stories are told 
about the rituals of death, the ways of facing and dealing with death, but 
there is equal emphasis on the celebration of life, of survival, of renewal 
and regeneration. The river is at the center of attention, a river of life, a 
river of people, a river of narrow streets and gullies in the old town. It is 
the life of the river as much as the death and regeneration of people 
around the shores. There are the stories of the temples and ritual cycles, 
the people and the priests who participate in these rituals, the boats and 
the boatmen, and the people of Benares who mark their lives with a seem
ingly incessant cycle of ritual activity. 

The film emphasizes the objects, gestures, and movements relating to 
stories and people, making full use of wood, boats, marigolds, kites, ves
sels, flowers, and numerous other items of ritual and everyday life which, 
in the flow and the structure of the film, become metaphors for the lives 
and ideas about the life; death, and worship of the people of Benares. 
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BEFORE FILMING 

Robert Gardner had anthropology and Indology as well as his own experi
ence to draw on while shaping the film. Anthropologists were involved in 
every minute of the filming. Gardner and I had been planning to make 
films and discussed the possibilities of anthropological filmmaking for 
many years before we collaborated on a series of films about Bengali ritu
als called Pleasing God. These films were shot in 1982 and 1983. I met Bai
dyanath Saraswati twice in Benares during those years. We talked at 
length about the possibility of working together on a film in Benares. At 
that point we envisioned a film about renunciation and Sadhus, ascetics 
who live in retreats around Benares. While Saraswati and I were going to 
do the anthropological work, Gardner was going to do the filming. Since 
a singular voice in the film was crucial to Gardner, we agreed that his was 
the final responsibility for the film while we were to make as many sugges
tions for the filming as we pleased. 

As it turned out, Saraswati could not be present throughout the filming, 
but his ideas and his help had a fundamental impact on the film itself. 
Saraswati had experience with films before, having participated in the 
making of several documentary and educational films about pilgrimages, 
ascetics, and death rituals in Benares. These films were made by Myra 
Binford and Michael Camerini for the South Asia Center of the University 
of Wisconsin, and although they accomplished what they set out to do 
very well, they were different from what we had in mind, our aim not 
being one of instruction. Saraswati agreed to work with me without hesi
tation since our ideas and anthropological practice seemed to complement 
each other. In 1982 and again in 1983 when Gardner joined us in Benares, 
prior to the filming of Sons of Shiva in Bengal, we had spent many hours 
and days visiting possible sites of filming and discussing ideas and issues 
that could be treated cinematically. 

We looked at the possibility of weaving the themes of death and libera
tion together with ideas of renunciation, which seemed to be complemen
tary, the ascetics being liberated souls, dead to society, dead to the world. 
This theme gathered force as our work progressed, and in the end, the 
ideas about holy men and renunciation had paled by comparison. The 
more Saraswati and I worked together the more we realized that we 
understood each other, and we resolved not only to complete the film, but 
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to embark on other joint work and writing. Saraswati, with his intense, 
internal engagement with Indian civilization, and I, with my attempts to 
write an anthropology built on indigenous concepts yet retaining the voice 
of an outsider, seemed to fit together in an overall approach to Benares, 
starting with death and regeneration and branching out to other practices 
and ideologies, in the light of the differences between Indian and other 
societies. 

In 1983, we were still hoping to make a film about holy men, so when I 
returned in July 1984 to begin field work for the film, I spent a lot of time 
in the various akharas (centers for spiritual practice) of Shaiva and the 
ashramas of Vaishnava, holy men. However, many considerations led us 
away from this topic. When Bob Gardner arrived in December and saw 
the work so far, it became clear that the holy men were not a promising 
subject for this film. Bob showed less and less interest in renunciation, 
which he came to judge to be too abstract and interior, too indirect a 
notion to be expressed visually. Also, several ashramas proved to be very 
difficult to film, Shaiva ones especially. Individual ascetics were somewhat 
erratic in their responses, swinging from fascination with filmmaking to 
flat rejection. Gardner now felt that the subject lacked "visual integrity" in 
Benares. Earlier he had hoped to make such a film in the Himalayas, 
where a single person could have been followed without the distractions 
of city life. 

When we resolved to make a film about renunciation, death, and liber
ation, in 1983, Gardner and I had just finished the filming of Sons of Shiva 
and with Allen Moore started the editing on all three of the Bengal films. 
We also applied for permissions and grants to return to India and start 
filming in 1984. These processes are fraught with delays and frustration 
and take a year or eighteen months to be completed. The confusion was 
more than usual; it is hard enough to do research let alone filming in 
India, which involves a complicated, official procedure of permits and 
approvals. Nevertheless, we overcame many obstacles and were awarded 
funds in 1984 by the American Institute of Indian Studies and the Indo
U.S. Subcommission on Culture. I started the field work in July, but for 
many unforeseen reasons filming could not begin until December. Filming 
proved to be a long and arduous process, made more difficult by the sheer 
physical complications of the locality, minor but chronic illnesses, prob
lems of collaboration, and logistics. 
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FILMING IN BENARES 

Numerous disagreements and arguments thoughout the time in Benares 
made our lives difficult, but unlike other efforts in the collaboration of 
anthropologists and filmmakers, ours was able to overcome most prob
lems since prior and continuing ties of friendship were strong enough to 
withstand the pressures and vicissitudes of working in the field. Field 
work is usually a difficult process for all human relations, a lonely, yet 
intense and trying time even when alone, more disturbing and distressing 
when working with others. Many a professional and personal relationship 
has ended or has been reaffirmed in the course of field work. 

Our discussions involved everything from the running of the household 
to the specifics of filmmaking, but mostly we discussed questions of mean
ing: what it is that we see; what are the purpose and core of ritual; what 
are the changes, decline, or regeneration of tradition; what is the impact 
of development and modernization on tradition; what is the role of ritual 
in this frantic and noisy, overcrowded city where the din of everyday life 
seems to drown out every possibility of contemplation? What are we to 
include from the enormous array of life, and what are we to exclude? 
How are we to sugget the continuing and powerful notions of the sastras 
(sacred scriptures)? How far do we include the problems of overcrowding, 
pollution, noise, confusion, and the mutilation of rituals that takes place 
in the constant and destructive changes that overtake sacred traditions? 

I rented a six-room flat in a new building near the Durga temple. At 
times there were eight to ten of us there; at other times I was alone. But the 
cold season during which the filming took place, while more pleasant in 
terms of temperature, brought pollution and intense respiratory problems 
to some of our group, so that the physical difficulties became quite hard to 
overcome. 

Saraswati formulated our role as anthropologists to provide Gardner 
with the best interpretations and possibilities of filming, while leaving him 
free to think visually. We both knew that since he was the cinematog
rapher, Benares had to be comprehended and expressed through his eyes, 
mind, and hands. Having worked with Gardner on the Bengal films, I felt 
free to press my ideas, often vigorously, about what the film should 
include and exclude, not just in minute detail, but more broadly in philo
sophical and ideological terms. Our different visions have resulted in rich 
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discussion and argument, which, even when they involved sharp disagree
ment, ended up benefitting both of us and the film. I had learned a lot in 
the course of these discussions and used it to probe my own ideas as well 
as Gardner's and Saraswati's, Benares reality as well as the possibilities 
and limits of filmmaking. It was indeed an intense and rewarding time. 
We never stopped talking, and the intensity of our encounter with Benares 
and with each other contributed to the intensity of the film. 

While our work started off as a long-term project of which Benares was 
to be only one part, for Gardner Forest of Bliss proved to be the final 
product of our joint involvement. Although a completed volume of discus
sions between Gardner and myself about the film is still to appear, there 
are many reasons for Bob's reluctance. Forest of Bliss turned out to be 
much more than another film in the Pleasing God series. Hence he may be 
justified in feeling that Forest of Bliss is about as far as he can extend the 
genre of nonfiction film and that any new work in India will have to con
tend with the achievements of this film. Also, the hardship of working in 
India was such that he may be wary of repeating the experience. My own 
involvement with India has been longer and more extensive, perhaps 
deeper in its encounter with particular people and localities, so for me this 
film is not the end of the cycle. 

We were not clear about what kind of film we would make in Benares, 
but we had many ideas and probed these separately and together. We had 
ideas about renunciation, death, and liberation; we had ideas about rit
ual; and we read many books. We read Saraswati's internal, anthropologi
cal probings of Benares tradition, the outside, social-anthropological 
accounts of Jonathan Parry, Diana Eck's book about the history of reli
gion, and Mina Koushik's essay and dissertation on death rituals. We had 
also, by December I984, several months of intensive work behind us by 
Saraswati and myself. Although Saraswati was away much of the time, we 
did link up on several occasions and made the most of our time together. 
These discussions served to guide my encounter with Benares. Bai
dyanath's absence was felt less than would have otherwise been the case, 
due to the excellent work by his associates at the N. K. Bose Memorial 
Foundation. R. L. Maurya and Omprakash Sharma were my constant 
companions in research and their experience with field work made it a 
delight and an experience for me to be with them. 

Yet Benares presented such enormous complexity and so many stum-
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bling blocks for filming that it appeared to be quite impractical to encom
pass all its aspects in a great symphony of the city. It soon became clear 
that none of the strands, none of the rhythms themselves would be the sole 
focus of the film, and that either we would have to make a series of films 
or make a film that came upon these themes indirectly through meta
phors, which Gardner is so adept at creating. So I went ahead and worked 
on several themes and expected that they would be woven into a long film 
about the sacred, about life, death, and regeneration, about liberation and 
renunciation. 

Amidst the work we were faced with several other interruptions: 
Gardner and I made separate applications for permission to film, and 
although mine was approved, his was delayed. Official circles found it 
hard to accept that the same project could be pursued by two different 
people (with separate sources of funding) collaborating on film and 
anthropology. So I found myself going up to Delhi to argue the case and 
check on what was happening several times between June and December. I 
journeyed to Calcutta, as well, where Lina Fruzzetti, my wife, was doing 
her research and our children were going to school. More unexpected was 
my mother's illness in Australia, which required my urgent departure. In 
order to return to India, I had to fly from Melbourne to the United States 
and only then to Bombay and Calcutta. All this made the attempt to film 
quite difficult. The upshot was that of six months, I could spend only 
about half the time in Benares, learning Hindi, doing field work. The 
great advantage was the collaboration with Saraswati and his associates, 
which allowed me to bypass the usual stages of field work and begin in the 
middle rather than at the beginning. A great deal of work was accom
plished in a short time. 

CHOICES, ALTERNATIVES 

The day before Gardner arrived in Delhi our official troubles were cleared 
up, and Baidyanath and I summed up the work so far in the following 
manner. In thinking about a film and an accompanying book about 
Benares, we should concentrate on several streams or rhythms of human 
experience in the city. First, the death rituals and the sacred and nonsacred 
dimensions surrounding the process of dying and the liberation of the 
soul. Here the people and objects involved, such as funeral pyres, wood, 
sacred fire, localities in which the rituals take place, processions to the 
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burning ground, cremation ground attendants, ritualists and priests, and 
the details of the rituals themselves would be the core concern. 

Second, the river and the ghats, the steps and the landing grounds lead
ing to the river, and the life around these localities form a compelling part 
of Benares experience. Life on the river has a rhythm, not just in the sea
sons and festivals following each other, but the times of day from morning 
to night with the distinct patterns of activity, appearance, and use of 
space. 

Third, the different fields (kshetra) of the sacred in Benares, the cycle of 
activity and rhythm of ritual in the daily and seasonal life of three Shiva 
temples along the river. In the north is the field of Omkareshwar; 
Viswanath in the center is perhaps the most renowned and most popular 
temple of Shiva in India; and Kedarnath is in the south. Temples, festivals, 
and associated shrines and activity are devoted to the intense celebration 
of these divinities, all different Shivas, all partaking of the overlordship of 
the great Lord of Benares. 

Fourth, the world of ascetics and monasteries. The cycle of activity 
involved in renunciation and the inner life of the renouncer seemed to be 
difficult to film and was already the most in doubt as a subject for filming. 
Nevertheless we did a great deal of work on renunciation as a central 
aspect of life in Benares. Although the number of ascetics is declining, the 
impact of these men and women on the city is quite out of proportion 
to their number because they represent one of the great facts of Indian 
civilization. 

Finally, there is the rhythm of pilgrimage, a distinct and important cycle 
of activities in Benares. Pilgrimages to various temples, pilgrimages 
around the sacred precincts of Benares, from the smallest compass to the 
largest, from the locality of a temple to the Panchkroshi circumambula
tion of the entire sacred field of the city extending in a half circle around 
the river, some forty to fifty kilometers. The people of the city make pil
grimages to particular temples at particular times for the specific feasts of 
divinities, or undertake visits to specific shrines and deities, a beneficial 
and auspicious activity. 

Millions of pilgrims from all over India visit the sacred fields of the city, 
bathe in the Ganges, worship at temples, and make offerings to the divini
ties. Pilgrims partake of the cycle of liberation and regeneration by per
forming the death rituals of departed relatives and ancestors, either in 
terms of annual death rituals or ancestral offerings which can be made 
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anytime or by bringing and cremating a corpse at one of the two great cre
mation grounds, thus accomplishing the transit of the soul from ghost to 
ancestor in Benares. 

When Bob finally arrived we presented these ideas to him as potential 
subjects for the film. We plunged into discussions and filming straight 
away. Gardner was interested in the cycle of death and liberation, which 
quickly became the strongest possibility out of five we presented. This 
indeed was the project that Saraswati also favored. He felt that the Sad
dhus (ascetics) were problematic to work with, and he could not envision 
the film, given the difficulties involved, while he could see very clearly the 
theme of death and liberation. Saraswati and I preferred to follow the 
details of death rituals: gestures, objects, actions, and meanings. We did 
film a lot of ritual at my request, which Bob was gracious enough to heed. 
Much of this material did not end up in the film, except for the scenes in 
the Muktibhavan, at the Manikarnika Ghat, and in the temples. The 
enormous range and detail, the sheer length of the rituals provided too 
much visual detail for verbal explication, and Bob felt that the film could 
not handle the ritual minutiae, which would be better dealt with in a 
research or educational film. The whole film would have ended up being 
commentary over close-ups of ritual activity. Some rituals appeared to 

Bob too restrictive in scope and gesture to utilize film to its best advan
tage, so while being interested in the ideas, he argued that visual expres
sion of detail was problematic. So a different way had to be found to get 
across the ideas of death and regeneration as the key to the meaning of 
Benares. 

The ritual cycles of the various temples were equally difficult: while the 
smaller-scale rituals such as individual worship could be handled quite 
well, the seasonal festivals were too vast. Rituals enter the film, however, 
through the three major characters whose actions are followed through
out the film. In addition, large sections of the film deal with rituals at 
Manikarnika Ghat, Muktibhavan, the edge of the river (the launching of a 
boat, for example), the Durga temple, the house of the healer, Mithai Lal, 
the daily worship of Ragul Pandit, and the various activities of the Dom 
Raja at the cremation ground. Many ideas of the field work were realized 
in the film, but rather than mirroring reality, Bob found an indirect, meta
phorical, and evocative way. Metaphors are indeed the hallmark of 
Gardner's filmmaking and are the reason why anthropologists often reject 
his films. Those who look for the actual in terms of simple representation 
fail to realize that film is never a mere recording of reality. 
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FOREST OF BLISS 

Forest of Bliss is quite clear about its intentions from the very beginning. 
The introductory sequence before the title comes on tells the viewer what 
to expect and makes clear that this film will not be a newsreel or a report
ing of events. The mood and direction are quite clear; this is going to be a 
film of ideas, of interpretation, which, while dealing with actuality, is 
structured through the vision of the filmmaker. For all that, there are 
assemblages of lengthy real-time filming in Forest of Bliss. Yet even these 
may have sudden, brief reminders or suggestions of parallel or contradic
tory images edited into them - mere flashes taken from a different place 
and time. There is the long walk of Mithai Lal from his house to the river, 
his morning rites, bath, worship of the sun, and walk back to the house 
while he offers water and flowers to the images of the gods. The film 
returns to Mithai Lal's activities in long sequences when he worships the 
Goddess at his shrine in his home or when he pours clarified butter into 
the sacrificial fire at the Durga temple. The longer sequences of uninter
rupted filming concern mostly the three characters, Mithai Lal the healer, 
principally, but also Ragul Pandit, whose morning worship at the river 
and at the shrine of the Goddess Ganges is faithfully followed at the begin
ning and at the end of the film. Finally there are long sequences involving 
the Dom Raja, the King of the Burning Ground, who is so rich with possi
bilities in his brooding and baleful presence at the ghat. 

Much detail is presented through the three characters, and those who 
are interested may follow the viewing with discussion and analysis. But 
apart from this, details are not singled out and not called to attention. The 
film can be viewed without becoming conscious of the many visual items 
and symbols that crowd into every frame, since the primary motion is car
ried by three arresting characters and daily recurring rituals. Benares real
ity and ideology are presented in this manner, and the film returns, in 
cycles, to the same activities. Mithai Lal's devotions and worship at home, 
his healing rituals creating a bond between ritualist, sufferer, and the God
dess, his divination with fire and pottery sherds, and his thanksgiving ritu
als at the Durga temple, where he pours clarified butter into the fire in the 
Homa ritual. Ragul Pandit performs a complete sequence of worship in 
his temple. He recites the names of Vishnu, worships the river, distributes 
sacred food to worshipers. 

The longer sequences at the Mukti Bhavan are also full of detail, faith
ful to the actuality, such as the continuous recitation of devotional songs 
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(kirton and bhajan). At the House of Liberation, the journey of the chan
ters to the rooms of the dying and the dispensing of Ganges water in the 
framework of worship every few hours, the preparation of a corpse, and a 
death procession are filmed as we have come upon them. The same is true 
of the long scenes at the river: morning, dusk, and night, to which the film 
returns time and time again. The shorter stories woven into these repeat
ing and cyclical scenes also bear witness to an anthropological under
standing. The stories of the boats, marigolds, wood, kites, and dogs are 
all authentic aspects of Benares that take on specific meaning in the way 
they are positioned within the larger whole of the film. 

Gardner took the arenas of action, symbolism, and ideology in Benares 
and transformed a bewildering array of subjects into a spare framework, 
infusing them, alongside their indigenous, local meanings, with meanings 
from his own personal experience and anthropological, human under
standing. Rituals are not reported on; they are presented in segments to 
recall the whole. They are not reordered either; no ending gesture is put at 
the beginning of the same sequence, rather the detail and the part regain 
their integrity in the whole. In this approach the spirit of the ritual is hon
ored, not the accounting for each detail of action. The meaning of death 
and regeneration and the healing power of ritual are established, not a 
step-by-step exposition of ritual. The power of ritual is in the center of 
concern, organizing and informing the world of the living. This is what 
sustains people in the cycle of life and death. Especially in the activities 
surrounding death, ritual allows people to transcend the immediacy of 
experience, lifts individuals out of the here and now, the concerns of 
everyday life, and puts them in touch with eternal verities. There is a nota
ble absence of emotional display, itself a feature of Benares culture. It is 
the form of the ritual that sustains people, not a public emotional expres
sion, which is disapproved. 

Film can suggest ideas by the way it is shot - exposure, camera angle, 
tone, color, mood, and poetic structure. A central question in a film like 
this is the coming together of Indian civilizational ideas and realities, 
anthropology, and Gardner's own personal experience. Gardner has since 
stated that for him the film has taken on a meaning beyond the local 
ideologies of Benares. While the uninhabited, "other" shore of the river 
has an indigenous significance, for Gardner it assumed universal, cosmo
logical proportions which he tried to incorporate indirectly into the struc
ture of the film. He was aware of ethnographic meanings, but he has 
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infused these with cross-cultural, Western, and personal meanings as well. 
Personal, but not idiosyncratic, since he himself is an anthropologist and 
explores cultural meanings. He is on record saying that his interest is more 
in the universals of how we are human than in the specific exposition of 
these ways. In a sense everything is personal in film, as it is in anthropol
ogy. The personal may be arrived at by "interrogating the world," another 
phrase of his in relation to the purpose of anthropological filming, or by 
an exploration of one's own psyche. In this case, Gardner's personalism is 
aimed outside of himself, at the encounter between self and the world, 
rather than an exploration of his purely internal experience. For him the 
primacy is still with the discovery of the world rather than a mere reflec
tion of it in his own interests. 

Hence, the film is also a meditation on Gardner's involvement with var
ious cultures, including his own New England religion and ethics. For 
him, the "other shore" took on the cosmological significance of Western 
tradition: river, boats and dogs, had as many Greco-Roman and Judeo
Christian parallels as Indian. All this may not be apparent to the viewer, 
and those involved in the making of the film may press their own interpre
tations too far. Nevertheless, these reflections call attention to a signifi
cant problem: how far do the intentions of the makers (not just the direc
tor and producers) carry the interpretation of the film, and at what point 
does the work become independent of its creators? It is, of course, some
thing beyond or despite the intentions of its makers, yet the latter have a 
role in the understanding and interpreting of the work. 

I see as much Indian truth in Forest of Bliss as Western, and this is per
haps a mark of the film's greatness. It is in the best anthropological tradi
tion that a work should reveal a dialectic between cultures as well as indi
vidual and culture, between the crafting of a work and what the film tries 
to make sense of. Since cinema is a visual medium, it is particularly good 
at dealing with motion and metaphor. In Forest of Bliss even flowers, 
kites, and birds become metaphorical in their positioning through editing, 
and the purposeful cutting of images brings about new meanings and asso
ciations out of previous ones. When different shots, even very short ones, 
are placed together, then each one in the series will change. For me the 
most fascinating thing about this film is the way it brings cinema and 
anthropology together through the creative mind and visual craftsman
ship of the filmmaker. It draws on the work of many persons, but ulti
mately it is the responsibility of one. But all anthropology is this way. The 
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best monographs are also personal mediations between individual and 
cultures, self and others. 

RAGUL PANDIT, THE PRIEST 

Ragul Pandit rises at 3:30 A.M. Having drunk tea and attended to calls of 
nature, he heads for the river at Dasaswamedh Ghat. He takes a bath at 
the brahma muhurta, the moment of brahma, the most auspicious time of 
the day for the ritual of purification. Not just a cleansing bath, the rite 
includes worship of deities and ancestors. The Ganges, sun, and other 
gods are invoked and offered water to the accompaniment of sacred man
tras. The ancestors are named and worshiped with oblations. The body, 
the senses, and the surroundings are purified by numerous dips in the 
Ganges. 

Ragulji's assistant performs Ganges arati at the edge of the river. Fire 
and light are waved, precious and honorific items are offered to the god
dess in worship and respect. Ragulji recites the mantras of worship and 
pours water while the arati is being offered. He takes a jar of Ganges 
water to the temple for the daily services of the Goddess. Dressing in pure 
white ritual clothing, Ragulji worships the Goddess in her anthropomor
phic image. He offers water, flowers, and naibedda (cold uncooked food, 
especially fruits and sweets). The ritual has a synchronic and diachronic 
structure, proceeding from invocations, purifications, offerings, and an 
invitation to the gods to come and accept the worship to the sacrifice of a 
ripe coconut and the distribution of sacred food to worshipers. At each 
step the ritualist activates and draws upon a whole series of symbols and 
relationships involving objects, values, qualities, mantras, and gestures. 
Hindu worship rests on the offerer becoming a god, through yogic action, 
so that he may encounter and celebrate the gods. Worshipers participate 
in the energy and power thus created through their own intentions, purifi
cations, and recitations. Pajiis are offered on one's own and others' behalf, 
and they benefit the named offerers even if these are absent. 

Ragul Pandit decorates and worships the gods (the act of sringar) of his 
temple first, then the other deities he himself installed around the ghat. He 
returns to the temple of the Ganges for meditation and the chanting of 
mantras, such as pouring oblations of water on the salagram stone, an 
image of Vishnu. He then switches on his record player and loudspeakers 
to broadcast devotional songs to the devout. He refuses to play film or 



Figure 1. Ragul Pandit worships at Ganga Devi temple in Benares, India . Photo by Chris
topher James, courtesy Film Study Center, Harvard University. 
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other popular music. At noon he offers cooked food to the Goddess in the 
midst of further celebration. Having rested during the early afternoon, he 
sweeps the temple and the shrines. The late afternoon finds him singing 
kirton (devotional songs) and worshiping the Goddess. Similar activities 
take place up and down the ghats at dusk, contributing to the serenity of 
the evening at the edge of the river. The bustle of the morning gives way to 
meditation, singing, or religious discourse. Then it is time again for the 
evening arati of the Goddess. 

Ragul Pandit led a wild life in his youth. Becoming one of the most 
respected men of the busy and crowded Dasaswamedh Ghat was not the 
result of a sudden conversion. The practice of puja led him from occa
sional worship to a transformed life. He looks after a large complex sur
rounding the Ganges temple: a wrestling akhara, a shrine for making 
offerings to the souls of the dead, numerous shrines of gods and god
desses. He seeks and rescues ancient images of deities and installs them for 
worship. This way, he says, ancient works of art and devotion live again 
and avoid the fate of being sold abroad as antiques. 

He is also the head of the Karmakandis' Association - the group of 
Brahman ritualists who specialize in the performance of life-cycle and 
other rituals for local people and pilgrims at the ghats. He has an interest 
in several ghatia platforms at Dashashwamedh Ghat. He is sought by 
many for advice and counsel, comfort and reassurance, ritual and sacred 
knowledge. People come to his perch above the temple just to listen to his 
discourse on dharma (sacred duty and order) and the shastras (sacred 
texts). 

Ragulji says that attachment is the main human problem, and the roots 
of attachment are hearing, seeing, thinking. If one can arrest these, one 
may realize the true nature of things: to see without seeing, to hear with
out hearing, to know without thinking. The work of the yogi is to accom
plish these. We all seem to know who we are: the I, the mind, and the self. 
We talk about being well or ill, yet while all of these are ours, we are none 
of these things. We try to free ourselves from self, mind, body, pleasure, 
and pain because in the yogic state none of these things is really there. We 
have to do so much work in our daily lives and yet only by getting beyond 
all this can we reach God. I do so much work from morning to night, he 
adds with a smile, that I don't have time to love God. 

For Ragulji everything we need to understand is right in front of us, 
under the sun. From the three qualities - sattva (truth), raja (power), 
tama (inertia) - issue the five tattvas (elements) and the twenty-five pra-
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kritis, which constitute everything around us. But all things return to mitti 
(earth). Kashi is the body, and the temples, places of pilgrimage, ghats are 
parts of that body. On our own bodies the place of Kashi is the forehead; 
between the rivers of the brows (Asi and Varuna) sits Shiva surrounded by 
Parvati and Ganesh, and we meditate on that point between the brows. 

We puzzle about the world, the gods, ourselves. What is real? If we 
don't think, we can still live our lives working and worshiping. Yet what is 
the world all about? What is Viswanath? A god? Where? Pour water on 
him? Why? What is worship? Viswa is the world, nath is the Lord - jiva, 
life itself, is our own life. And what is that but iitman? Atman is immortal 
and that is Shiva. We represent Viswanath as Siva-Sakti, but what are a 
temple and an image? Just a circle with a spout and a liizga inside it, and 
above these glitters the great temple. But the central meaning is that the 
One (iitman) is surrounded by the variety of Prakriti, all that exists - birth 
and death, growth, change, and decay. 

When you live in Kashi, Ragulji says, you search and probe. There is a 
saying: Kashi dhunde (you find out in Kashi), Prayag munde (you shave in 
Prayag), Gaya pi1;uje (you make offerings to the ancestors in Gaya) -
meaning that one purifies oneself at the confluence of the three holy rivers, 
one makes offerings to the ancestors in Gaya, but one seeks and finds in 
Benares. 

Ragulji is not a romantic who lives in the nostalgia of a vanished past. 
He professes that one cannot arrest change, but some things will never 
change. The eternal religion, sanatan dharma, will endure and triumph. 
Ragulji shares this belief with most Benarasis. The outward focus may 
change, and rituals may be modernized, even abandoned. But, he says, 
the Goddess will always be worshiped, and coconuts, flowers, vermilion, 
and sandalwood will always be offered to the Ganges. The ancestors will 
always be celebrated in the sraddha rites, even if the objects given will 
number less and less. One of the most sought-after kamarkandis of the 
ghats puts it this way: if only one man is left practicing sanatan dharma in 
Kashi, the sacred cosmic order will be maintained and the cycle will con
tinue. 

MIT HAl LAL, THE HEALER 

Mithai Lal is a healer and diviner. He is a worshiper of the Goddess Kali 
and sees beyond the range of ordinary mortals. His powers are acknowl
edged to be great, but his claims are matter of fact, without boasting or 
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false modesty. It is all the doing of my Goddess, the lila (divine play) of 
Kali, he says. 

Mithai Lal lives in an old house on one of the narrow lanes Benares is 
famous for. A dark, dank passage leads to a small open courtyard with a 
tiny patch of sky above the four stories. A well is in the corner; water glis
tens on the stone pavement. The healer's room is pitch dark. A small oil 
lamp reveals the shrine of the Goddess, covering an entire wall. Images, 
pictures, withered and fresh garlands cling to the wall in a profuse, color
ful array. Here Mithai Lal worships, receives clients, issues prophesies, 
and heals the afflicted. Mostly he has a good time. His raucous laughter 
rings out over the gloomy dwelling. The light, the gods, and the man 
warm the visitor with a glow of well being and reassurance. But Mithai 
Lal can switch from benevolent chuckle to screaming outrage: it is all the 
play of the Goddess. When he worships he is benign and gentle; when he 
heals he is intense and strict. He chants and grabs the forehead of man, 
woman, or child firmly, his power and energy verily pounding into the 
afflicted. 

Mithai Lal has set up seven temples of the Goddess at Ram Ghat, 
installing stray, ancient images and reestablishing their worship. He wor
ships these deities regularly, just as he honors the images lining the way to 

his daily bath in the Ganges. He does nothing special beyond worship, he 
declares; he merely pours ghee (clarified butter) into the sacrificial fire 
(homa) for the glory of the Goddess. He makes offerings and calls Mother 
Kali; the rest is up to the Goddess. His father was a powerful healer who 
used to put his trident into the fire till it was red and smite the sufferers to 

drive out ghosts and bad spirits. Mithai Lal can do such things too, but 
only by offering ghee. The Mother does the healing. People come with all 
kinds of wants. He notes their wishes and offers ghee on their behalf at the 
Durga temple, then receives them at his house for sessions of healing. 
Once their prayers are fulfilled, many people return to the temple for fur
ther, grateful offerings. 

Mithai Lal visits those too sick to come to him. Many come to his house 
to gain the boon of a child in a barren marriage. Others are ill and in pain, 
and yet others have businesses or jobs in which they are not doing well. 
Some want restitution in a dispute; others are looking for missing rela
tives. A youth wonders when his mother will return from a trip to 
Calcutta. Mithai Lal is the master of the mood: he questions quietly and 
gently; he commands and reprimands imperiously; he makes decisions 
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Figure 2. Mithai Lal: Healer at Durga temple. Photo by Christopher James, courtesy Film 
Study Center, Harvard University. 

with authority. He chants, rocking from side to side, and yells at his 
patients to give him their feet. He looks at the sole, then bends to touch it 
with his forehead. He takes the forehead between thumb and forefinger, 
presses hard, and chants, calling the Goddess (Ma! Ma! - Mother!). He 
lights camphor on his palm and waves it around the patient and the gods 
in the shrine. He breaks a clay cup into pieces and places the flaming cam
phor next to the sherds. He selects a fragment and touches it to the others. 
Some stick, some don't. He keeps up a constant flow of chanting, calling 
the Goddess, asking many questions of his client in divination. He then 
delivers his answer. 

He tells the sick they will get better, but they should keep offering ghee 
to the Goddess. Business will pick up if the worship continues. Quarrels, 
personal troubles, and some sicknesses are caused by other people and 
ghosts, but he will not give specific names because that will only cause fur
ther conflict. He questions, offers advice, cajoles, and orders. When peo-
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pIe cry, he yells at them to stop; my Goddess is disturbed! Sometimes he 
refuses to give an answer; when he does, it is with such assurance and 
finality that no one probes further. He is in turn reflective and angry, but 
always reassuring. It is his takat (powers) pitted against affliction that the 
Goddess will affirm. He admits that in some instances he used these 
powers to punish those who tried to cause him harm - his takat cannot be 
challenged. 

There is a lot of mirth in Mithai Lal's worship room. He banters and 
jokes with his charges. He teases and makes light of adversity. He 
addresses the Goddess loudly and comments on her doings in between the 
chants of divination. He startles people, hurls things at them, then roars 
with laughter till everyone joins in. Many people return time and time 
again. Most report progress in their quest and beg the healer to intercede 
with the Goddess some more. For Mithai Lal, it is all a play of Kali. 

DOM RAJA, THE KING OF THE BURNING GROUND 

Doms are a low-caste community of cremation-ground attendants with 
hereditary rights in the two great funerary ghats: Harishchandra and 
Manikarnika. They are found all over North India, but in Benares they 
are a select, privileged group. About sixty families share the rights to rit
ual and economy attendant on some aspects of death ceremonies. The 
intricate system is supervised by the Dom Raja, the king of the Doms. The 
title is in earnest, not in mockery, and the current holder lives up to it in all 
his baleful, brooding presence. He is the only king in Benares, the real 
king having been exiled by the gods to live outside the sacred precincts, 
down the river in Ramgarh. 

The Dom Raja's house towers above the Ganges, its twin tigers guard
ing the parapets. His room is dominated by a vast bed where the Dom 
Raja reclines and receives visitors. He has been ill for some time. The 
walls are painted with murals from the life of Rama, an incarnation of 
Vishnu. Numerous other rooms surround this central one, including a 
wrestling akhara, where the training implements and weapons of the Dom 
Raja's father are preserved. The signs of royalty are fewer these days, but 
there are still numerous attendants and some reputed wealth. These very 
things may have caused all the trouble, a relative confides. Indeed one has 
to search the features of the Raja long to discover the handsome athletic 
figure of the photograph, displayed on the walls of the wrestling ring, 
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taken about fifteen or so years ago. Too much of Benares good life, too 
much trust and generosity, and too rapid modernization in Benares have 
brought illness, declining fortune, lawsuits, and an embattled public life 
to the Raja. So say his friends and well-wishers. His detractors claim that 
a dissolute lifestyle, ignorance, and an exploitive, greedy view of his tradi
tional rights have delivered just what was coming to him. 

The Dom Raja has not enjoyed a good press in the last few years. 
Although his office is hallowed by myth and legend - according to the 
Mahabharata, King Harishchandra was sold to the Dom Raja's ancestor 
to become a cremation-ground attendant in Kashi - he has been por
trayed as an impediment to progress, a polluter of the river, a ruthless 
exploiter of the bereaved, preying on his impoverished, confused, gullible, 
and superstitious countrymen. Articles appeared in Indian and foreign 
newspapers and journals, including the New York Times. Were this not 
enough, the tax collectors of the Indian government are breathing down 
his neck, and he has continuing feuds with municipal and state govern
ment officials. No wonder the Dom Raja is not very happy with the 
media. He distrusts interviews: smiling people come and talk and talk, he 
says, and then twist his words to fit an already prepared, damning profile. 

But he is interested in our film. He is intrigued by our request to follow 
a day in his life and make that a part of a film about the sacred in Benares. 
He asks us not to film him making notes in his account books and not to 
question him about earnings and expenses. On different days we film the 
morning worship in his temple, the run of his day, drinking a cup of tea, 
dressing up and getting ready to go out, arriving at Manikarnika ghat to 
take up his customary seat near the sacred fire, directing the activities of 
his twenty-two attendants, entering into a brief if loud argument with a 
mourner, eating the specially prepared food of his diet, acknowledging the 
greetings of funeral processions, being attended to by a pharmacist. He 
accepts our unobtrusive filming, never once complaining or making a spe
cific request. Yet he directs us and shapes his own portrait in the film. 

The Dom Raja did not get to see Forest of Bliss, but I think he would 
have approved of his position in it. Many will find it an unattractive, even 
repulsive persona. Certainly it is the image of a coarse and hard, perhaps 
vulgar man. But there is a strange dignity about him, to which the film is a 
successful and convincing witness. Maybe the Dom Raja would have pre
ferred this to the caricatures in the popular press. He died soon after we 
returned from Benares. 



Figure 3. The Dom Raja, Benares, India . Photo by Ned Johnston, courtesy Film Study 
Center, Harvard University. 
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The Dom Raja is a royal figure, attended by retainers and courtiers. 
The women of his house serve and look after him, and his friends enter
tain him. His favorite birds surround him with song; his fighting rams, 
buffalos, and cows share his house. The forest of bamboo tiktis (funeral 
litters) of the burning ground stand at attention in his yard, waiting to be 
sold. 

The Dom Raja journeys to the ghat on his appointed days and rules his 
tiny, cosmic realm. A mourner disagrees with the Raja's ways and the 
Doms argue. The Raja himself joins in only when his rights are chal
lenged. You have no duties here, only at the other ghat, accuses the 
mourner. Yes, I do, retorts the Raja. Harischandra sold himself here, so 
get your fire and wood somewhere else and leave this place! When every
body jumps in, a compromise is worked out: the mourners can stay, pay 
less, and still get their fire. 

Mourners come and take coals from the sacred fire. With the sacred 
kusa grass, supplied by the Doms, they ignite the pyre that will set the 
departed loved one free. The Dom Raja sits framed by the portals of the 
sacred fire; small birds peck and chirp around him. He gazes out over the 
Ganges, pensive yet watchful. 

MUKTI BHAVAN, THE HOUSE OF LIBERATION 

The spacious bungalow is set back from the street, a mere Benares gully, 
dose to the busiest intersection of the city. Surrounded by uncrowded 
space, one can hardly hear the bustle and din of Godolia crossing. Above 
the iron gate is written: Kashi Labh Mukti Bhavan (The Attainment of 
Kashi Liberation House). This is a place where people come to die: sur
rounded by relatives they await the boon of death in Benares. The head of 
the house, Maharaj (king), receives the visitor in the front room: opposite 
is the recital room where every morning there is chanting from the sacred 
texts. The corridor leads to a stone courtyard, water glistening off the pol
ished stone surfaces. A small worship room with the images of Vishnu, 
Krishna, and other gods opens from the corridor. Here, three or four men 
sit reciting devotional songs (kirton and bhajan), praising god's names 
with drums and cymbals. The singing is constant and can be heard 
throughout the house. The dying are surrounded by the words of God. 
Every three hours a small procession winds its way around the building: 
one man carries a small altar (singhason) with an image of Vishnu and an 
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oil lamp in one hand and a jug of Ganges water in the other. A second man 
plays the gong, and a third blows the conch shell. The rooms are situated 
off a corridor running around the courtyard on the three floors. Arati is 
offered to the dying, the lamp and image being circled slowly around the 
head and body in worship. Ganges water is poured, a tulsi leaf is placed 
on the lips, and the name of God is spoken into the ears ("Sita Ram, take 
the name of God, Sita Ram"). 

The Bhavan was set up by a wealthy family of industrialists (the Dal
mias of Delhi) as a charitable trust to assist those who want to die in 
Benares but cannot afford the costs of staying at a commercial establish
ment. Here the poor may stay free of charge. Some are provided even the 
costs of cremation. The Bhavan can help with all the arrangements, 
acquiring the wood and other ritual items and officiating at the ghat itself. 
This is a service of considerable value since many comers are strangers to 
Benares and cannot find their way around the required places and prac
tices. There are nine rooms, six being taken at the moment. Several rela
tives stay with the dying in each room; they cook, eat, and sleep here. The 
Bhavan does not provide their expenses. Nor does it accept people on 
medication. "Shiva is the doctor here," says Maharaj with a smile. "Those 
who come are all weak and elderly, dying of age," he continues. "The 
Bhavan does not take people with infectious diseases and leprosy, or those 
in great pain. Only those come who want to die in Benares in tranquility." 

Mostly villagers from western Uttar Pradesh and Bihar come here: one 
old man used to help bring people from his village, now it is his wife's turn 
(he is ninety-two, she is ninety-five). He is happy, even radiant; soon she 
will be set free. 

Eight people work for the Bhavan. They sing in shifts throughout the 
day, help with the rituals, carry the litter to the ghat, and may stay till the 
corpse is consumed by fire. They are given meals, a place to stay, and 
some money. They are all volunteers from villages and may stay here a 
few months till they go on to other work. 

Inside it is cool and dark, a place of quiet and dignity. People may stay 
for a few days, a week, or even longer if necessary, should the Maharaj 
agree. Most stay three or four days, but some get well enough to go home 
and return several times over. The house is a peaceful place, reassuring 
and soothing to the visitor. I come, even after we finish filming, and sit 
with the Maharaj and the men of the house, listening to the kirton, letting 
the early morning sun warm our bodies as we sit outside the entrance hall. 
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MANIKARNIKA GHAT, THE BURNING GROUND 

When the time comes, kinsmen place the dying person on the ground. The 
Earth accepts the return of her children. The feet point south toward the 
realm of Yama, god of death. The soul (atman) does not depart immedi
ately after it leaves the body. It stays nearby and demands attention. The 
corpse has to be burned soon; the dangers for the soul and the survivors 
are greatest in the liminal period after death. The body is washed, shaved, 
and wrapped in cloth. A white shroud is placed on married men and 
widows, red on married women, yellow or green on old men. Bridal attire 
is worn by unmarried women. Incense is burned, gong and cymbals play, 
and hymns are sung as the corpse is circumambulated in worship. Flowers 
and garlands are offered, and the litter (tikti) is carried out with the feet 
first. The procession makes its way quickly to the burning ground, repeat
ing Rama Nama Satya He (Rama's - God's - name is Truth) all along the 
way. Several pi1;u;las (funerary cakes, literally "bodies") are offered at sev
eral places. These are made of wheat or barley and satisfy the ghosts who 
hang about various places, especially the cremation ground, and endanger 
the soul and body. Lamentations are permitted only before the body is 
burned; after the cremation, a visible expression of grief inhibits the 
progress of the soul on its way to become an ancestor. Many a casual visi
tor to Benares attributes the absence of wailing and crying to Eastern 
equanimity in the face of death. How wrong! How false! Acceptance is 
not indifference or lack of attachment. 

Antyeshti are the final rites. At the ghat the mourners take a bath, and 
the men are shaved by the barber. The chief mourner, usually the eldest 
son, carries out the final rites. A Brahman priest may attend. The Doms, a 
low caste of cremation-ground attendants, are the keepers of the sacred 
fire, but there is no scriptural authority for this practice. Brahmans often 
take the fire from their household hearth. But in Benares the fire from the 
Dom Raja (the King of the Doms, the King of the Burning Ground) is held 
to assist the soul in its quest for liberation. A small payment suffices for a 
glowing coal from the fire and a bundle of the sacred kusa grass to light 
the funeral pyre. In practice, larger amounts are sometimes demanded by 
the Doms. We witness such an argument between the Dom Raja and a 
mourner about the rights of the former. The mourner knows his sacred 
texts and history. But the Dom Raja can be a formidable presence, espe
cially to those who do not know the sacred tradition and show little reso-
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lution in the face of the Raja's onslaught. Many mourners are dazed and 
bewildered at the ghat - more so if they come from the villages outside 
Benares - and the Dom Raja is not above exploiting his position. 

The sound of splitting logs grows louder as one approaches Mani
karnika Ghat from the gullies of the old town. It comes from the shops 
above the ghat where merchants sell wood for the funeral pyres. An adult 
corpse requires nine maunds of wood to be burned completely. Two 
mounds of heavy logs go into the bottom of the pyre. Split logs are placed 
above, the pyre being constructed to burn evenly and long. The wood is 
brought by boats from Raj Ghat at the northern end of the city. 

The gully running down to the ghat from the chouk (rectangular) 
bazaar is lined with shops selling funerary items: shroud, earthenware jar, 
oil seeds, sandalwood, bamboo litter. In a tiny building sits a clerk of the 
municipality with a big book in which deaths are registered. A crossing 
gully is Kichori Lane, where mourners consume fried cakes after the cre
mation. This is a strong Benares tradition: images of the good life are 
never far in this robust city. 

The two Shiva temples at the river's edge belong to nine Brahman fami
lies of life-cycle ritualists (Karmakandis). To the chief among them 
belongs the image of the Goddess Manikarnika. The image is worshiped 
publicly once a year when she is placed into the well named after her. 
Shiva presented his consort with an earring, which she dropped into this 
well, acquiring a new manifestation, the Goddess of the Earring, as ~esult. 
When the waters of the well reach up to her breast during the two-day fes
tival, she is worshiped and returned to her temple. 

There are sumptuous processions with layers of rich cloths on the bier 
and numerous kin, and there are very poor ones attended only by the men 
of the Mukti Bhavan. Well-to-do trading castes bring gongs, drums, and 
cymbals, but the Doms and other low castes turn on a feast of bands, sing
ing, and dancing. When someone dies after a long, good life there may be 
merrymaking on the way and joy at the prospects of the lucky soul. 

To the Doms belong the shroud, the litter, and personal items of the 
deceased. For a fee they help with the wood, the pyre, and the burning. 
The unused wood and the charcoal are also theirs. It takes at least three 
hours for the fire to do its work. The Doms observe an elaborate system of 
sharing time at the ghats, keenly supervised by their king. The Dom Raja 
himself alternates at the ghat with this brother. This is a hereditary 
scheme, and the sixty-odd Dom families who share the privilege are orga-
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nized to maintain the tradition. The other major burning ground is the 
Harishchandra, a few miles to the south, where a similar system obtains 
among Doms. Priesthood is also a hereditary office, but families may let 
out their rights to other priests for a fee. Both ghats have temples and 
shrines with intricate layers of interest or sharing rather than ownership in 
the strict sense of the term. 

The corpse is taken down to the river, bathed and offered Ganges water 
by kinspeople. The Goddess Ganges takes her children in her lap on the 
start of their journey beyond this world. She embraces them one last time 
on their return. Pitu;las are offered to the ghosts of the burning ground and 
the last rites begin. Some families come with their own lineage priests and 
perform elaborate rituals, chant Vedic mantras, and make the prescribed 
offerings. Others engage a priest at the ghat or perform a perfunctory ser
vice themselves. Pressures of time, crowding at the ghat, and the increas
ing cost of worship have taken their toll on the traditions surrounding 
even the last solemn rites. But some things will not and cannot change. 
Mourners bathe and shave; the chief mourner dresses in white, takes the 
sacred fire on a bundle of sacred kusa grass, and circumambulates the 
funeral pyre three times in an anticlockwise direction; the fire is touched 
to the head and feet of the corpse each time and is lit from the feet. Half
way through the burning the chief mourner breaks the skull, finally releas
ing the soul (kopalkriya). When the body is completely burned the chief 
mourner takes the earthenware jar filled with water and with his back to 
the fire throws it over his shoulder, breaking it to smithereens. After the 
cremation the male mourners go to the Scindia Ghat (the next ghat to the 
north) and offer oil seed, water, and flowers to the Ganges in a final cut
ting of the departed soul's ties to the living. 

DEATH AND REGENERATION 

Ritual surrounds death and sustains the departed as well as the survivor in 
its reach. The process of dying brings an effort to help the journey of the 
soul and ease the transition for the kinsmen left behind. The dying person 
is directed toward Yamapuri, the land of Yama, God of Death, and a coin 
or a piece of gold is put in his mouth to assure his passage. The rite of giv
ing a cow (gaidan) may be performed to help the soul in crossing the tur
bulent and dark Baitarini River, a place of fear. At death the soul becomes 
preta, ghost, and a series of rituals ensures the transformation of ghost 
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into ancestor (pitri). These rituals last ten to thirty days, depending on the 
caste of the departed. Brahmans have ten-day rites, Sudras (non-twice
born castes) have thirty, but these days most castes follow the thirteen-day 
rule for non-Brahmans. The final death rites are called sraddha, and their 
performance marks the end of pollution for the group of close agnatic rel
atives. There are considerable variations in the performance of sraddha, 
ranging from the simplest rites without the presence of funeral priests to 
the most orthodox Brahman rites involving numerous offerings and reci
tations. There are also many local and family customs, all of which are 
allotted a legitimate place by the sacred texts. 

The many levels of performance depend on the particular tradition fol
lowed and the knowledge of the participants, so there may be wide differ
ences among the observed rituals. Nevertheless, the central ideas and per
formances are shared by all sraddhas. These are the period of pollution, 
the necessity of purifications, and the constitution of a body (phu;ia) for 
the soul in its transformation from ghost to ancestor. 

Water and oil seeds are offered to the preta every day during the period 
of pollution. The water is poured into two earthenware jars hanging from 
a peepal tree. Brahmans observe the sraddha on the tenth day after the 
cremation. There are further offerings on the eleventh and twelfth days. 
The special order of funeral Brahmans (Mahabrahman) have a significant 
role in these rites. The major ritual of the tenth or thirteenth day takes 
place at the edge of the river and marks a decisive stage in the journey of 
the soul. In the sraddha the body that was burned is reconstituted through 
the ten indriya (organs) and ten pi1:ujas (bodies). Ideally, one pi1;u;ia a day is 
made so that on the tenth day the body is complete. Nowadays all ten 
pi1;u;ias are made on the tenth day. Pi1;lr;las are balls of barley flower, water, 
and oil seeds (rice if offered daily). The eleventh and twelfth days' pi1;lr;las 
are made of cooked rice. As in all rituals, the intent of worship (sankalpa, 
resolution) is chanted straight after the initial purifications: all action 
flows from this declaration. Sankalpa states the nature and extent of the 
rites to follow; once this is affirmed, no one can deviate from it. 

Once the pi1;lr;las are offered they are immersed in the Ganges. Water 
and earth are brahman; pi1;lr;la goes back to brahman. Only brahman is 
immortal; everything else passes and eventually merges into brahman. 
Water receives the pi1;lr;la as it does the ashes of cremation. Through water 
the soul is carried to mukti, liberation. 
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The eleventh day is Mahabrahman Bidai: offerings to the funeral 
priests. These also take place at the ghat since the gift is still polluting and 
can be received only by the Mahabrahman. The gifts are objects used in 
everyday life: furniture, clothing, kitchen implements, personal items, and 
uncooked food. The one big phu.la of rice is cooked by the Mahabrahman 
and offered by the Kamarkandi. The twelfth day marks the end of pollu
tion: the offerings and gifts are now pure so they can be consecrated in the 
home. If the departed was a woman, a Braham's wife is dressed in a new 
sari and given items of personal use. She has to go away satisfied so that 
the soul may join the ancestral spirits. The major ritual is sapi1Jc)akaran, 
the accomplishment of the soul's new, transformed status. Twelve pi1Jc)as 
are offered for the next twelve months, so a whole year is traversed to 
reach the final ritual performed one year after the cremation. The crucial 
moment of the sacred performance comes when a long, large pi1Jc)a is cut 
into three parts and placed inside three round pi1Jc)as. The three new pi~ 
c)as are bathed, offered flowers, water, and other items, and immersed in 
the Ganges. The soul has completed its journey and joined the seven gen
erations of ancestors. 

In offering the pi1Jc)as, mantras complement the gestures; the chants 
mention the part of the body of the ancestor the pi1Jc)a stands for. In the 
sapi1Jc)akaran the ancestors of seven generations are named together with 
their descent group (gotra). Each day's pi1Jc)a offerings are accompanied 
by gifts to the ritualists, Mahabrahmans at the ghat (because death pollu
tion is still attached to the gift) and the pure Brahman Kamarkandis at the 
house. In the sacred performance the offerings made to the pi1Jc)as are the 
same one would make to a deity or person in puja worship (seat, sandal
wood, light, incense, food). The ritual elaboration seems unlimited, hence 
the many local and lineage variations. But there is another factor: mod
ernization and the implied decline of tradition. In most cases nowadays 
the first anniversary rite is performed on the twelfth day after cremation 
and the 365 daily offerings of water and the twelve monthly pi1Jc)a offer
ings are given all at once. Three hundred sixty-five small clay trays are laid 
out at the ghat in a beautiful pattern, the pi1Jc)as lying on their own beds 
with many offerings surrounding them, while they are bathed, clothed, 
and fed. The esthetics, harmony, and lawfulness of worship are inescap
able, and in the small scale a much larger universe is encompassed. The 
ten pi1Jc)as of the tenth day stand for the ten months it takes to create a 
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person as well as the ten days of pollution. In the great ritual of saphuja
karan the ancestors are asked to merge the deceased with all departed 
agnatic relatives. 

BOATS, WOOD, AND MARIGOLDS 

Wood and sand are hauled to the ghats through an elaborate contract sys
tem. Laborers and boatmen are engaged by a contractor who wins the bid 
from the municipality for a given period of time. He pays a fixed sum per 
boatload but negotiates the price separately with suppliers and buyers. 
The collection of taxes is itself contracted out for a flat fee by the munici
pality; anyone setting foot on the uninhabited shore of the river has to pay 
a landing fee, which is collected by the contractors. 

The large sailboats (mahalia) carry sand and other cargo: the smaller 
boats used to carry people are donghi. The wood comes from forests out
side Benares, some fifty kilometers away. The forests are supervised by 
government officials, and the ubiquitous contract system determines their 
exploitation. Wood is taken by train or track to Raj Ghat, and other con
tractors deliver it to the shops at the burning ghats. Three or four truck
loads of wood arrive at Raj Ghat every day. The sacred kusa grass arrives 
by boat from villages up to fifty kilometers away. The Doms supply the 
grass but not the wood. Contrary to popular belief, the Dom Raja has no 
monopoly on the wood; in fact, none of the wood shops at the ghats is 
owned by Doms. 

Doms may be contracted by the mourners to officiate at the cremation 
rites, in which case they may be asked to look after everything from secur
ing the necessary ritual items to the complete burning of the corpse. Prices 
for these services are negotiated by the parties involved. But the Doms 
have to buy the wood and other articles from the merchants at the ghats. 
These shopkeepers are not Doms. 

The boatmen who ferry people up and down the ghats and across the 
river differ from those who haul wood, sand, and other goods. Boatmen 
are tied to ghats in an elaborate, hereditary system called pari. Today they 
have an association with an elected head, and decisions regarding custom
ary practice, disputes, and matters affecting the boatmen's livelihood are 
decided by the association. The boatmen call themselves Gangaputra, 
sons of the Ganges, an appellation also claimed by the ritualists of the 
ghats (ghatias). 
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Boatmen are also ritualists. The annual worship of the sun takes place 
at Lolarkakund (the well of the sun, one of the most ancient ritual sites in 
Benares) during the lunar month of Bhadra (August/September). Child
less women and married couples take a bath and make offerings at the 
well, hoping for the boon of children. The day after the festival the offer
ings, saris, bangles, rings, and other female ornaments are cleaned out 
and shared by the boatmen. Boatmen also officiate at rituals such as the 
dedication of infants to the Goddess Ganges: when the Goddess grants the 
boon of a child to a previously barren woman, the baby may be offered to 
the Goddess. The mother places the child into the river, and a boatman 
has to catch and return the infant. 

Boatmen worship the Goddess Ganges first of all, but they also believe 
in the many spirits who may dwell in their boats. These spirits can be mis
chievous and destructive, but their powers may be turned to the boat
man's advantage. Worshiping the spirit, keeping it supplied with country 
liquor and other offerings brings good fortune to the boatman. Boats are 
expensive; new ones may cost up to ten thousand rupees. Many old, 
decaying boats are rebuilt these days at half that cost. So long as the keel is 
in good shape the boat can be renewed in a matter of weeks. A carpenter 
would work on several boats at once, the repairs taking place at the ghats, 
with the boat propped up on the steps at the river's edge. The new boat is 
worshiped and launched, the craftsman himself offering flowers, tumeric, 
vermillion, liquor, and light to the locality, the tools, and the boat itself. 
He places his handprint of tumeric on the tools and the boat in the ancient 
gesture of witness (panja). 

All along the river there are large bamboo shades with wooden plat
forms underneath them; these are the places of the ghiitiiis, men of the 
ghats who perform a number of sacred and nonsacred ritual functions. 
They assist pilgrims and bathers with smaller rituals, reciting mantras 
(often) in broken Sanskrit and directing the offering of flowers and water. 
But mostly they provide services: combs, mirrors, sandalwood, and ver
million marks after the purificatory bath, items and implements of wor
ship. They are given a small sum from a few pennies to one or two annas 
(one-quarter to one-half rupee). They also look after the bather's clothing 
and possessions; pilgrims especially value this service. 

Ghiitiiis also participate in a complex system of pari organization. The 
ninety-odd places along the river they use belong to a number of Brahman 
families: originally nine, now the layers of interest in these ritual spaces 
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have come to involve more than a hundred families renting to more than 
three hundred users. The ghatias are also Brahmans but not specialized 
purohits (priest). Still, increasingly, they perform pujas as one of the many 
changes overtaking the ghats, a part of modernization and development. 
They may perform brief worship (puja) of the Goddess Ganga and the 
Lord Ganesh (God of Wisdom and Prosperity), who is the first to be 
invoked in any sacred ritual. They also make offerings to Shiva and Kali 
and perform lineage worship (nam-gotra puja; invoking the descent group 
and family name) on behalf of individual worshipers. 

Sitting at the ghats all morning, ghatias witness the flux of Benares life. 
Their views form a part of a unique Benares ideology. One of them says he 
has seen everything at the river's edge. Men are like mirrors; you see a way 
of life in the appearance of a man. If you live like a god, you are a god; 
doing the daily worship you actually live your dharma (sacred duty). 

Ghatias do not work alone; their helpers bring pilgrims and share some 
of the proceeds. The elaborate and labor-intensive layers of interest and 
involvement touch every aspect of life in Benares. At higher levels of hier
archy are other ritual specialists, such as the pandas, with their pilgrimage 
records of villagers going back many generations, the funeral priests 
(Mahabrahmans), and Brahmanic life-cycle specialists (Kamarkandis). 

Bamboo is brought to the Lahotia district of Benares from villages up to 
thirty kilometers away. Several workshops cluster here; they fashion bam
boo into items of sacred and everyday use. The litter used to carry corpses 
is called tikti, a ladder of six steps. The shop owners engage craftsmen to 
work for them, paying sixty paisa per step. The finished tikti is sold for 
eighteen rupees. The shops also supply ladders of various heights and 
materials for scaffolding. They sell bamboo singly or in bulk. Bamboo is 
moved by lorries from the villages, but cow carts are also used since the 
police do not allow longer pieces on trucks. No such restrictions apply to 
hand and bicycle carts or cow carts. Like the bazaar scheme elsewhere in 
India, work processes and items of trade tend to cluster into the same 
locality. Bamboo shops are together here, just as brass utensils, 
handlooms, or machine parts are found in particular sections of the city. 

We visited several forests outside Benares. These are not the mighty 
creatures conjured up by the word; jungle really means scrub or wild 
growth of no particular dimension. The more lofty bon, forests, have long 
ago disappeared. The foresters show us attempts to contain the erosion in 
the hills to the east; the growth is sparse and the demands on wood keep 
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increasing. The forests now being exploited are all secondary or tertiary 
growth. The tallest trees are not higher than twenty to thirty feet, and they 
are uniformly thin. Forestry officers mark the trees to be cut. Contractors 
bid on a quantity of wood at regular auctions. The officers supervise the 
cutting and hauling of wood. They also try to prevent poaching by villag
ers. The government employs men from the forest-dwelling castes, such as 
the Mushahar, but it has its own regular labor force as well. Laborers earn 
between fifteen and twenty rupees a day. Roads into the forest are blocked 
at intervals by barricades and check points. The wood is collected in 
depots where the auctions also take place. 

Flowers and garlands are sold in a particular section of the central mar
ket, the great and famous Chouk Bazaar of Benares. The bazaar domi
nates the old town and extends into the maze of gullies surrounding the 
central artery between Godolia and Kabir Chaura Road. The municipality 
collects a tax from all sellers. The contract system obtains in the flower 
trade as well, but there are more cultivator-sellers here than in the markets 
of other products. Some contractors buy from the bazaar and supply gar
lands throughout the town. Smaller vendors and hawkers also come here, 
and they sell their wares at their habitual places. 

Flowers come from the villages around Sarnath, some fifteen kilometers 
outside Benares. Fields of flowers surround the great and ancient ruins of 
the Buddhist sacred complex. Many new temples have been built here 
recently by Thai, Japanese, and Sri Lankan Buddhist institutions. But the 
flowers go mostly to Hindu deities, cultivated by Hindu gardeners. 

Villagers belong mostly to the Malakar (Flower Seller) caste. The vari
ous biradaris (named segments of a caste, people descended from an 
ancestor in the male line) live in particular localities, mahattas, that clus
ter loosely into villages. The fields belonging to a biradari are also scat
tered. Fields may be let out to caste brothers or other castes for growing 
and harvesting flowers. Fields of flowers are interspersed with plots grow
ing mustard, potatoes, sugar cane, beets, and vegetables. Flowers, mostly 
marigolds, are threaded into garlands by members of the household, 
elderly men, and women and children. The gardens are watered from 
deep wells of one hundred feet or more. They are flooded every two weeks 
and then harvested at blossom time, though ripe flowers are plucked every 
day. Buds keep appearing, and marigold bushes keep flowering for weeks. 
When they shrivel and dry they become fuel. Flowers are rotated with 
other crops so that some gardens of a biradari are continuously producing 
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flowers. The great bazaar of Benares is not far, and flowers can be taken 
in bundles on bicycles - there is no need for agents and businessmen. 

Flowers are in constant motion; they are cultivated and cut, made into 
garlands, and taken to the market. Buyers bring them to the temples and 
shops so that during the day a garland may journey from field to deity. 
The most favored by the gods are gada (marigold), bala (a kind of jas
mine), and rat ki rani (Queen of the Night). 

By WAY OF CONCLUSION 

I was with Baidyanath Saraswati one day, early in the filming, during one 
of his short visits to Benares. We sat on the balcony of his small flat near 
Dasaswamedh Ghat. Baidyanath was proofreading the latest issue of the 
journal he was editing. I kept interrupting him, distracted, trying to find a 
core to our endeavor. I picked out a book from a pile on the bench nearby. 
It was Erich Zaehner's translation of Hindu Scriptures. I opened it at a 
passage from the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad. I read on, moved and reas
sured. I spoke the words aloud to Baidyanath, and for us the film had 
become clear. Later that evening I read the three verses to Bob Gardner 
and Ned Johnston. During the rest of my time in Benares and beyond the 
phrases kept returning, in cycles yet to end. 

Woman is a fire, Gautama: the phallus is her fuel; the hairs are her 
smoke; the vulva is her flame; when a man penetrates her, that is the coal; 
the ecstasy is her sparks. 

In this very fire the gods offer semen; from the oblation man (purusa) 
comes to be. He lives out his alloted span. And when he dies he is carried off 
to the [funeral] pyre. His fire becomes [real] fire, his fuel [real], fuel; his 
smoke [real] smoke, his flame [real] flame, his coal [real] coal, sparks [real] 
sparks. In this very fire the gods offer up man. From this oblation a [new] 
man arises bright in color. 

Those who know this ... merge into the flame. From the flame [they 
pass on] into the day, from the day into the bright half of the [full] moon, 
and from [that] to the world of the gods, from the world of the gods to the 
sun, from the sun to the realm of lighting. [Then] a Person who is [all] mind 
draws near to these realms of lighting and leads them on to the Brahman 
worlds. In those Brahman worlds they live for long ages. For them there is 
no return. 
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But those who win for themselves many a world by sacrifice, the giving 
of alms and self mortification merge into the smoke. From the smoke [they 
pass on] into the night, from the night into the waning half of the moon, 
from that into half year in which the sun moves southwards, from that to 
the world of the ancestors, from that to the moon. When they reach the 
moon, they turn into food, and the gods eat them up even as [they eat] King 
Soma (the moon) with cries "Wax! Wane!" When this [experience] passes 
away, they pass into space, from space into the wind, from wind into the 
rain, from rain into the earth. When they reach the earth they turn into 
food. Then they are offered up again in the fire of a man, and after that in 
the fire of a woman, and they are born only to face the worlds again: so they 
are caught up in the cycle again and again. (Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, 
Book VI, ii, 13-15) 

Akos Ostor teaches in the Department of Anthropology and in the Film Studies 
Program at Wesleyan University, Middletown, Connecticut. 
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"Mine Is the Cinema of Strong 
Survivors": An Interview with 

Gautam Ghose 

MANAS RAY 

G AUTAM GHOSE'S RELATIONSHIP with cinema began in 1973, the 
year his first documentary, New Earth, won an award at the Oberhallsen 
short film festival. A year later he followed it up with Hungry Autumn, an 
award-winner at Leipzig. In 1979 he broke into feature films with Ma 
Bhoomi in Telegu (the official language of Andhra Pradesh), which 
highlighted the Naxalite uprising of Telangana and was judged the best 
Telegu film of 1980. 

Since then, there has been a steady flow of cinematic essays from this 
brilliant director (and actor) whose works almost without exception have 
fetched national and international awards. Dhakal, which detailed the 
exploitation of tribals, earned him a Golden Lotus in India and the 
Human Rights Award at Strasbourg. His path-breaking Paar procured for 
Naseeruddin Shah the best actor's prize at Venice and the Unesco Solidar
ity award for the film. Antarjali Jatra bagged the Grand Prix at the 
Tashkent Film Festival and national award for best Bengali film. Padma 
Nadir Maihi, a co-production with Bangladesh, won him once again the 
Golden Lotus in India as well as the Unesco award at Cannes. In the post
Ray generation of Bengali cinema, the focus is certainly now on Gautam 
Ghose. 

Following is the text of a discussion with Ghose on the his recent film, 
Patang, and the changing media ecology of India. The immediate context 
of the discussion is the 25th International Film Festival of India held in 
Calcutta January 8-20, 1994. 
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MR Let's begin with the title of your latest film, Patang (Kites) . While the 
kites work out patterns in the sky, you explore a different set of patterns at 
the ground level. I remember Maugham's story by the same name where 
the kites are at once an obsession for the protagonist, an escape route , and 
also the cause of his doom. Why did you name your film, Patang? 

GG You see, my protagonist, Somra, is somewhat like a kite. He wants 
to soar up, he drifts, he falls, runs precariously close to getting trampled 
but somehow manages to escape. He feels sore about his mother's rela
tionship with the local mafia leader, Mathura, a petty criminal aiming big. 
Somra wants to snatch her away from the clutches of Mathura but is him
self hooked to the don in a way from which there seems no escape. His 
obsession for kite-flying is a metaphor for the kind of life allowed to him, 
his daredevil acts, and also his hopeless entanglement. In a way, he, like 
his mother, is a strong survivor. My films have always dealt with such sur
vivors, people who somehow manage to survive. 

Figure 1. Patang (Kites, 1993). Photo by Ranjan Ghosh. 
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MR You end the film with mother / son reconciliation, the son at least 
temporarily free from the dragnet of crime. Mere kite-flying, such social 
optimism? 

GG No. A shade of irony and cymcism marks this section. Though 
Mathura is eliminated, his place would soon be filled. Such is the system. 
Actually, while I project strong survivors in my films, I almost unfailingly 
cast them as products of the system. And in this individual vis-a.-vis system 
dynamics, the landscape plays an important cinematic function. 

MR Your films over the years - Ma Bhumi, Dakhal, Paar, Antarjali 
jatra, Padma Nadir Majhi, Patang - dwell in different time zones while 
they all focus on the universal theme of exploitation of humans by humans 
and very intensely so. 

GG The different time zones allow me to offer a more comprehensive 
picture to the scenario of exploitation - different angles or different his
torical processes at work. The modes are different and, along with them, 
different psychologies. But I am not interested in the past from a merely 
historicist standpoint. My evocation of the past is primarily to strike a 
responsive chord in my audience. And since today's India is a combination 
of many time zones, its relevance is enormous. 

MR You use landscape as an integral part of your plots. Agrarian scenes 
in Dakhal, water in Paar, Antarjali jatra, and Padma Nadir Majhi, and 
here in Patang the rugged terrains of Manpur/Goya. What do such pri
mordial sites of nature add to your films? Someone suggested even nature 
is history. 

GG Nature in my films is presented at two levels. First, as a repository of 
mankind's struggles; that is, nature as a site to work on - in other words, 
nature as history. Second, as an appropriate and active backdrop for the 
strong survivors. The primodiality that you refer to relates to this second 
level. Here nature is elemental and timeless, and my camera seeks to cap
ture its mute fury. Both these levels are related to time or better, a certain 
experience of time. We live in time, it is cardinal to our experience, but we 
can't touch it. Viewers don't experience time as a separate entity. And that 
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Figure 2. Antarjali fatra. Photo by Ranjan Ghosh. 

is what we try to do in cinema. Nature acts as a kind of space, allowing 
that flow of time. However, I carefully avoid portraying nature as a source 
of mystery. 

Mystification is not my path. For me, nature is both historical and 
timeless, one woven into the other. Together, it opens out a space which I 
like to exploit for the kinds of human drama I am interested in. 

MR In Padma Nadir Majhi, one gets the impression that you weave an 
element of destiny and even mystery. 

GG Among the fishing folk, an element of destiny is very strong. Today 
you might haul a big catch, tomorrow you might land up with nothing. 
This uncertainty is common all over the world, irrespective of the level of 
technology. In the river Padma, trailers are of no use for catching Hilsa -
the fish somehow manages to escape. This is an enigma; you might like to 
call it a mystery even. But this mystery is evoked not for its own sake. It's 
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Figure 3. Padma Nadir Majhi (Boatman of the River Padma, 1992). 

there very much in reality. It also offers me an opportunity to make a 
political point. 

MR For more reasons than one, your film Patang brings to mind Salaam 
Bombay! - again a virulent social critique. Apart from the common pres
ence of Sofique Syed as Krishna in Salaam Bombay and Somra in your 
film, they have another, thematically more important link. In both films, 
the female protagonist has a rather complex relationship with the local 
don which centers on the sexual but is not only that. The treatment, how
ever, is different. While Mira Nair has more time and is explicit, you seem 
to be quite reticent. This is largely true for the film as a whole, save that 
small episode about Jitni's husband which verges on the melodramatic. 

GG I agree the episode may look somewhat melodramatic, but it was a 
conscious, strategic decision. I felt the need to provide some background 
to Jitni, the female protagonist. I thought her desires, confusions, and suf
ferings - in short, her survival - need some anchorage, some moorings 
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for the audience. At the same time, I did not want to spend too much time 
on it. It was to be precise, dense, and audible. Consequently, the emo
tionallevel goes up by a few measures and rather sharply. 

Mira Nair's is a powerful film, well executed. I am not interested in a 
large canvas in this film. My priority is analyzing a cluster of relations as 
they evolve centering on petty crime and corruption in a small railway 
town. Jitni and Mathura's relationship is one of the many that I put under 
the microscope. I had to carefully maintain the balance and avoid any tilt
ing. Overall, emotionally, I preferred a low-keyed approach. The color 
scheme is mellow too, especially when you compare it to some of my 
earlier films, say Dakhal. 

MR At places, your frames are dimly lit and the texture is grainy. 

GG Precisely. It's a way of homogenizing the cloistered indoors, the rug
ged terrain outside, and the mood of the film. 

MR In short, for creating the right atmosphere, which is again amply 
aided by excellent use of local idiom. 

GG Here I have to thank my co-scriptwriter, Ain Rashid Khan, and my 
producer, Sanjay Sahay, on whose story the film is based. Also, my own 
experience with Bihar came in handy here. I have been going there since 
childhood. That helped. 

MR Talking about local idiom, whenever you reach out to Bihar the rail
ways play an important role. I remember the beginning of Paar. In Patang, 
the railway is present throughout as an active background. This may just 
be a coincidence, but I mention this since in the prognosis of Marx, to 
whom you are intellectually drawn, the railways would help write India in 
European terms. Nothing could be further from reality, and Bihar seems a 
perfect refutation of such chronopolitical wisdom. Maybe history is no 
train ride but, as someone suggested, pulling the emergency brake? 

GG Yes, pulling the emergency brake, of course. In fact, when I started 
making films in the seventies, this was the dominant political ethos among 
a section of the youth. In the two decades that followed, the political sce
nario has become much more muddled. Violence and vulgarity as well as 



AN INTERVIEW WITH GAUTAM GHOSE III 

suffering are increasing every day. And so is the prevailing confusion. The 
media environment is changing daily, as is the audience's relation with the 
media, especially the visual media. Hence, there cannot be any golden rule 
for alternative filmmaking. It is a matter of context-specific strategies. 
You have to pull the right emergency brake at the right time and in the 
right way. After all, you must make your audience listen, short of which 
you have lost the game. 

Bihar is a place reeking with corruption. It is one of the saddest victims 
of colonial and postcolonial plunder carried out by local agents of power 
through economic and extra-economic means. While working on Paar, I 
was shocked by the sheer number of people who wait at the railway plat
forms, people displaced from land and home, desperate to hold on to 
something - no matter what it is - for survival. 

In my recent film, the railway gets a more prominent place. It is not a 
tapestry, an inactive background. On the contrary, it is a prime mover, 
setting the stage for the drama to be enacted. I treat it in the same way I 
treat nature - both specific and elemental, historical and timeless. Actu
ally, the railways as a mechanism for colonial siphoning off of resources 
and displacement of local populations from their natural habitats remain 
to be properly exploited by Indian cinema. At the same time, in the age of 
electronics and nuclear technology, the railways - with their long history 
in India - have acquired a little "out of the recent past" character that 
Walter Benjamin talks of, potent for the regeneration of political 
fantasies. 

MR In your film, the honest police commissioner - the only honest guy 
around - happens to be a Muslim. Is this your statement regarding com
munalization of politics? The interesting thing is that his Muslim identity 
does not cause any extra stir in the film. 

GG To expose the shams of communal politics, one needs to be as clear 
as possible, without any scope for ambiguity. And there is no reason why 
Rabbani's communal identity should cause any extra stir, since this is how 
we have lived for generations, Hindus and Muslims together. 

You must remember, the story came from real-life events, though things 
like the kite-flying episode were added later for aesthetic reasons. Once an 
aesthetic platform, the events of real life functioned as an anchorage, 
allowing me to investigate the network of relations I was interested in. My 
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characters, while refusing to be types, are also cogs in the wheel, the jug
gernaut called the system. Even Rabbani maintains his double standards. 
Driven by the ideals of his profession, he wants to do something noble, to 
prove his salt. R. D. Singh, the petty police official who is otherwise cor
rupt, finding Mathura within firing range, shoots at him. He actually kills 
two birds with the same stone. By eliminating the gang leader, he sure 
enough will earn the trust of the higher officials while he knows better 
than anyone else that there is always another Mathura waiting in the 
wings, a Mathura to be grist for his mills. Here let me point out that even 
though Patang is thematically about corruption and crime, I never fore
ground violence, allow it center-stage. In a way, you can take this film as 
my statement against the use of violence in cinema, which is playing havoc 
at the popular level. 

MR I like the way you use quotations. In Paar, for instance, you pay 
homage to Lang's M with a sequence about smashing of eyeglasses. In 
Patang, too, the bit about zoetrope and the one with barking dogs are 
your homage to Ray and Ghatak, one presumes? 

GG Yes. In a way the hundred years of cinema is like one rich archive, 
full of masterly moments that should not be allowed to slip away from 
popular memory - moments unparalleled in sheer aesthetics, and all 
carrying histories of their own. Quotations, thus, have a special role 
in today's cinema. Whenever you quote, you fuse things together, create 
a new context, thus extending the diegetic, your narrative universe, 
that is. 

The point is to work on them, contemporize them. The one from Ray 
allows me to underline the overwhelming impact of Hindi films while 
Ghatak's, apart from adding an element of the lampoon, reemphasizes the 
same point, since the sequence ends with Jitni's picture in a local news
paper and the excitement it causes in her immediate surroundings. 

MR And the often-used song "We Shall Overcome." I remember its use in 
Bhuddhadev Das Gupta's Grihajuddha, a film you acted in. 

GG Again, it's matter of zooming into the present with all the load of his
tory. With this song, I aimed to add a few extra layers. The corrupts sing 
it in chorus; the police commissioner, Rabbani, most unexpectedly, sings 
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it with the child, who earlier sang for us a few popular film scores. The 
groups are at a distance from each other, and you must have noticed the 
kind of lights I use. Cut to this is the scene of the arriving goods train 
where Somra is set up to perform his last daring bid and die. 

MR In the just-concluded International Film Festival of India (IFFI), yours 
is a voice of dissent, pointing out its waning significance and lost cause. 

GG Indeed. However, one also has to remember that organizing interna
tional festivals like the one recently concluded is a big organizational feat. 
This is especially because of the element of tourism built into the structure 
of the IFFI - I mean, the arrangement of alternating festivals between 
Delhi and other major cities of India. One needs to appreciate the extra 
work such an arrangement demands of the organizers. 

This time the package was fairly good, offering a broad range of choice 
to people of different walks of life. I think the IFFI is only to gain if its offi
cials are allowed to stay on for longer tenures to get the hang of organizing 
festivals and not be shunted in and out from one government department 
to another. 

MR You, along with quite a few other prominent filmmakers and critics, 
seem to view the electronic media as pitted against the cinema. Must it be 
so? In some countries - Germany, for instance - serious cinema survives 
mainly due to the patronage of television. 

GG Yes, the New German Cinema Phase II depends largely on the public 
broadcasting system of that country for finance. But while this is true, it 
does not negate another, more fundamental, process caused by the elec
tronic media, and that is the migration of audience in hordes from big the
aters to the privacy of their living rooms. With the sole exception of 
France, where theater-going is a long-entrenched cultural tradition, TV 

and video played havoc with the cinema. In India, too, the familiar pat
terns are rapidly setting in. Panegyrics like the coming of age of Indian 
television could well mean writing obituaries for Indian cinema. 

Reports from Europe, however, indicate that of late people, perhaps 
bored with the small screen and the familiarity of home ambience, are 
going back to the theaters again. Let's hope the same will prove true in 
India. 
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Figure 4. Cautam Chose. 

MR In the West, too, television policy is at a crossroads with dominant 
paradigms in crisis. I mean, the one that stresses social education (spec
trum as a public resource) as well as the one that hopes to attain cultural 
democracy through market mechanisms. My fear is that , in our country, 
we might end up with the worst of both. 
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GG I cannot agree more. At the moment, Indian television is going 
through a period of transition - from a wholly state-nurtured system to 
what looks like a carnivalesque environment. Unfortunately, media policy 
in our country is still quite ad hoc, left to a motley crowd dominated by 
bureaucrats who, again, are made to hop from one department to 
another. It is high time we recognize the importance of concerted, com
mitted research in this field. We must work towards at least one compre
hensive enrichment channel. Here again the language of entertainment 
will become crucial. 

MR Is electronic aesthetics always anaesthetic? 

GG I am afraid, yes. I tend to take a dim view of the so-called medium
specific talents of television. Not for nothing has TV been called the idiot 
box. The increase in number of channels will mean more cheap films, 
replenished soaps, and a plethora of information. We can do without any 
of these. 

Sociologically, the general problems of television are to take more acute 
shape in India with its very low literacy level and barely any media educa
tion. Television's promise of democracy is fake. It devours any sense of the 
past and leaves us with no utopias to struggle for. The typical television 
viewer is a one-dimensional being. 

MR If the world cinema section of the recent festival is any indication, 
European cinema is coming out of the so-called politics of form and back 
to its narrative moorings, with a lot of difference though. At the same 
time, major filmmakers like Kieslowski and Iosselliani seem to be engaged 
in an aesthetic mediation of pan-European cultural nationalism. Do you 
find that worrying? 

GG The sixties and seventies, in retrospect, look like a different time 
zone. Enthused by the prospect of attacking Papa Kino, filmmakers car
ried out a variety of formal experiments, all seeking to radicalize cinema
audience equations. These headstrong experiments added a lot in terms of 
making cinema self-reflexive but by the same token also made cinema 
intellectually obscure, thus further aggravating its isolation. The attempt 
is now to be more catholic in aim and presentation, to come out of that 
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isolation. Hence you find a number of films dealing with the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, privileging a notion of aesthetics largely neg
lected in the politics of form. I am quite appreciative of this new turn. 

Regarding the question of European integration, since it is very much in 
the cards, it is only appropriate that major filmmakers like Kieslowski, 
losselliani, and others fix their gaze on the issue. As long as the question 
of nationalism offers a broad enough canvas for a variety of cultural inter
ventions, I am not worried. 

MR If one is allowed to generalize somewhat, whenever national cinema 
acquires the characteristic of a movement, it develops a style of its own -
or better, a paradigm of styles. New German Cinema, for instance, as a 
whole attempts to "mourn," that is, work through the unmastered past of 
the nation. And this it does by fragmenting history (as memory), narra
tive, and subjectivity. Magical realism of Latin American Cinema offers a 
broad canvas and almost unlimited scope for formal and thematic experi
ments, bending tradition and modernity. Is Indian cinema yet to discover 
such an aesthetic platform? Is it necessary to have one? 

GG Both yes and no. The various regional centers of Indian cinema have 
something in common due to our common colonial experience and post
colonial confusions. At the same time, it is almost impossible to have any
thing like a pan-Indian platform, to create something like the Nouvelle 
Vogue or the movement spearheaded by Kluge here. This is due to the 
enormous variations regionally, linguistically, culturally, or what have 
you. In fact, instead of getting worried, I tend to regard it as a distinction, 
constituting the texture of our contemporary life. The similarities and dif
ferences do not fuse into a dialectical synthesis. Rather, their creative ten
sions open new vistas for the cinema. 

MR There is nothing new to suggest that cinema draws its fodder from 
the cultural context in which it is situated. Fernando Solanas, the famed 
Argentinian director, refers to the episodic, rambling discourse of Latin 
American life as the basic principle of his narrative structure. Our Salman 
Rushdie talks of Arabian nights, flying carpets, tent cinemas - elements 
from his childhood that go into the making of his postcolonial, postmod
ern narration. In this context, a major component of Bengali cultural life, 
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adda, seems quite important to me. Maybe it can provide a few protocols 
to the narrative scheme of our cinema - its antiteleological modes, its 
ability to juxtapose many points of view together. Have you thought 
about this? 

GG Talking about adda, the instance that immediately comes to mind is 
not of a filmmaker but of a writer. And he is Kamal Kumar Mazumdar. 
Kamalda was a scholar, a terribly good one whose access to French and 
German literature was unquestioned. But he was also a person whose 
familiarity with Bengali cultural life, its mores and idiom, was superb. As 
a census official, he had to travel extensively to remote places. And this 
suited him perfectly well, since he was a chronicler in the truest sense, a 
person who took adda seriously. Above all, he was an experimenter, will
ing to undergo all the pains and had all the honesty it demanded - some
thing that is sadly missing among artistes of my generation. We are all too 
prone to pointing out the financial constraints that work on us, which is 
an undeniable fact. It is true that we rarely get enough time to do research 
for our films. But let me confess, somehow, somewhere the right spirit is 
missing, the honesty to grapple with the different layers of our crisis. I am 
yet to make my own film. I am toying with the idea of making a film along 
the lines of Hutum Pachar Naksha. There the adda style might provide me 
fresh departures. 

Getting back to your point about a pan-Indian platform, once you 
accept that there is no dialectical fusion, the search for Indianness might 
have some meaning. This is at the level of signs and symbols and the way 
they are deployed in a changing context. Some people in the West realize 
this about India. We living here in the midst of all those signs seem to miss 
the whole semiosis at work. Ray tried this very early on. Ghatak's search 
was unabiding. But a movement didn't take shape from their works. This 
is unfortunate. Here let me register my unease with a variety of film schol
arship in our country, one that privileges formula films of Bombay as the 
Indian cinema. I find resonances of such sentiments in France as well. I 
agree that chastising such films as mere ideological venders, as poisoned 
candies may occlude understanding of the reception dynamics. But neither 
are they collective repositories of our culture. The Indianness of Bolly
wood [i.e., the parodic name for Bombay's filmdom] is largely cosmetic. 
A whole network of commerce is at work. 
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MR Why haven't you made your own film? Is proper reception the main 
constraint? 

GG Well, not exactly. I cannot say that the Bengali audience is hostile to 
innovations. However, there seem to be certain expectation-types at 
work. For instance, Ray's Kanchanjanga, a film I adore, did not find an 
appreciative audience either here or in the West. The West thought that 
there is precious little of Ray in it. A film like Kanchanjanga should be 
made by Antonioni, not Ray. Europe wanted to see more in the line of the 
Apu Trilogy, Devi, Charulata. Anything different, they considered, was 
jumping the rails. Strangely enough, Calcutta's response was largely simi
lar and Kanchanjanga was a cropper at the box office. 

In Ray's scheme, however, there was no room for cynicism. His very 
next film, Abhijan, is a straight narrative film out of a very strong, thrill
ing story line of Tarashankar Bandopadhyay. This is a kind of struggle for 
all filmmakers. After all, you are making your own film but in a different 
way. And the idea of what constitutes your own film changes with time. 
There are always new urgencies, new departures. 

MR You make societal concerns the hallmark of your practice. How do 
you visualize your role within the institution in which you work? While 
watching your film, Patang, the gentleman sitting next to me did not seem 
your likely audience (allowing prejudice its place). This is from what he 
talked about, the way he talked, his safari suit, and the rest. He nonethe
less enjoyed your film considerably, especially your exposure of corrup
tion. While no one demands that you sidle through your audience, do you 
think critique can have a pleasure of it own? 

GG If certain elements can make people react, it's fine. I am sure many of 
those who enjoy my films could be part of the same corruption I seek to 
expose. But I'm also sure, that exposure is important. Why not? Cinema 
cannot change society; it can only act as a catalyst for change. Society 
changes due to pressure of movements; it changes at the level of practice, 
at the level of the mundane. And of these, cinema is only one element. I 
see my task as putting elements together, to help people react. I am not a 
spiritual police. 

MR What is your next project? 
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GG It is based on the true story of Major Hari Ahluwalia, an instance of 
human endurance. Ahluwalia climbed Mount Everest in 1965. Soon he 
was sent to war with Pakistan, where he suffered a serious spine injury. 
He became almost paraplegic. For a person who climbed Everest, it was a 
shattering experience. When at the peak of Everest, he had asked himself, 
what next? Now bedridden, he began a different climb - an internal 
climb - an even more difficult one. 

The film is a co-production with Italy. In my script, there will be a dif
ferent narrative. The mountain will always be there in the background. 
With my crew, I might not be able to show the actual climbing of Mount 
Everest. Here I plan to take advantage of the language of cinema. The 
spirit of the mountains will lead the way to internal climbing, my real 
theme. From river to rugged terrain to mountain - everywhere the saga of 
survival, surviving in the most difficult of ways. 

At the moment, however, I am working on another project - a very dif
ferent one from what I have done before. I am making a nine- or ten-part 
television docu-serial on the ancient silk route of Central Asia, sponsored 
partly by the Indian public network, Doordarshan. 

This work I am doing as part of the Central Asia Cultural Expedition 
(CACE), a team consisting of nearly twenty people of different back
grounds and expertise. It is the first of its kind in the region and plans to 
cover approximately ten thousand kilometers and traverse the ancient 
"Silk and Jade Route." The expedition starts at Turkmenistan, continues 
through Uzbekistan and Kirghistan, and enters China, Incidentally, we 
have about half a dozen Chinese members working with us. In China, we 
pass through Yarkand, Kashgar (Kashi), Urumqi, Turfan, Tunghuang 
(the Pearl of the Silk Route), Gulmo (the Golden Gate to the Silk Route), 
Lhasa, via the North Route of Everest, and then terminate at New Delhi 
after passing through Kathmandu. We are leaving in the third week of 
May and intend to be in the site for nearly eight weeks. 

I don't want to make this film in the mold of a travelogue. There are 
infrastructural and time constraints. Plus the idea that beneath the linear 
succession of landscapes of cultures and languages, there is a stable, 
almost indestructible, system at work does not appeal me. Quite often 
such attempts look wallpaperish, a catalogue or simply too scholastic, at 
best a fussy humanism of "discoveries in depth." The old caravan route is 
so vast a terrain that it is almost impossible to make a holistic film cover
ing all its myriad aspects. Instead, I shall be looking for threads or trails 
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through which I can bring back some of the lost linkages, even disconti
nuities. 

For ages, Central Asia was a sealed territory under the Chinese. From 
the eighteenth century onwards till early this century, a tension developed 
between the Russians and the British on the question of control of Central 
Asia. Scholars and pundits were sent as spies for a variety of purposes, 
importantly mapping of locations. For those who went there, however, 
the driving force was not so much any pragmatic purpose. These were 
people who almost as a rule were under a romantic spell - the romanti
cism of working in an unknown territory, in the twilight zone of history. 

Today there is no adventure left in that sense. The possibility of making 
a thrilling discovery in the caves of Tunghuang is ruled out. The caravan 
route is a well-charted fact now with a fairly well-equipped road base. Yet 
the dream has not left us completely. It is again a matter of internal search. 
Why did for centuries human beings take such enormous pains to explore 
these inhospitable terrains? What facets of this complex civilization did 
Western rationalism unveil? What was left unspoken? What was the sys
tem of checks and readjustments, the underlying tendencies that quietly 
gather force and sponsor movements at various levels? Mighty questions 
tend to slip into mighty answers. My strategy will be to privilege little sto
ries of a civilization long sheltered from the gaze of the knowledge appa
ratus. This I plan to generate from among the individual members of the 
expedition team. For instance, the geologists working with us are inter
ested in the question of continental drift and the formation of the Hima
layas. In their imagination, the Himalayas become a metaphor, the epi
center of the earth that gave rise to two vast civilizations on its two sides. 
The Himalayas become a wall of a different kind. Similarly, there is 
another member in our team whose ancestors were caravan traders or still 
another one whose great grandfather was deployed in Tibet to map cer
tain territories for the Raj. He went there and did the job by counting 
rosary beads in the guise of a monk. There is a Buddhist monk from Eng
land whose encounter with Holstein's account of the oldest printed books 
in the caves of Tunghuang was a turning point in his life. In all these sto
ries I shall try to criss-cross the metaphors, East and West, defining them 
beyond their traditional scope. In a way it is an expedition into memory 
or, better, memories, into wish-images and ruins. I am already feeling 
quite excited. 
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