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The Exquisite Sadness of Life: Random Thoughts on Xie Fei’s Films 

 

Shaoyi Sun 

 

As I was re-watching the films of Xie Fei made in the past two decades, two openings 

came to my mind: a hand-held camera in Black Snow (Ben ming nian, 1990) tracking the 

walking steps of a Beijing youngster through a subway tunnel in the dark, and a panning 

shot in A Girl from Hunan (Xiang nu xiao xiao, 1986) smoothly revealing the undulating 

landscape of Hunan, a province in Central China. The former is slightly edgy and restless, 

and the latter is exquisitely quiet and lyrical. The two films also differ greatly in subject 

matter: one follows the after-prison life of a Beijing youth and records the sound bites of 

the big city at the juncture of an earthshaking rebellion (the 1989 student movement), and 

the other tells the story of a child bride and her futile struggle with predetermined fate in 

a mountainous village far removed from the hustle and bustle of the big city. These two 

openings, when juxtaposed together, are certainly of an unequivocal demonstration of the 

director’s versatility, but as we review the entire oeuvre of Xie Fei, it becomes clear that 

lyricism and a gentle sense of life’s sorrowfulness speak more truth about this largely 

undervalued cinematic master. 

 

Born in 1942 in Yan’an, cradle of the Chinese communist party, Xie Fei was not as lucky 

as his immediate students collectively labeled the “Fifth Generation.” His aspiration to be 

a filmmaker after graduating from the famed Beijing Film Academy in 1965 was abruptly 

interrupted by the Cultural Revolution. When he made his real debut Our Fields (Wo 

men de tian ye) in 1983, therefore, Xie was already in his forties. It is certainly true that 

Xie was greatly influenced by the general intellectual environment of the mid-1980s that 

called for an in-depth exploration of the root cause of the Cultural Revolution, a “cultural 

fever” movement (as it was later dubbed) that contributed a great deal to the rise of the 

fifth generation, but Xie’s reflection on Chinese tradition and culture was much more 

nuanced and sophisticated. While the leading fifth generation filmmakers, who are ten 

years younger than Xie, made their loudly sounded rebellious voices heard in such works 

as The Yellow Earth (Chen Kaige, 1984), One and Eight (Zhang Junzhao, 1983), and Red 

Sorghum (Zhang Yimou, 1987), Xie Fei, arguably the leading voice of the “Fourth 

Generation” of Chinese filmmakers, sounded more subdued and toned-down with the 

making of A Girl from Hunan. In style, A Girl from Hunan uses a more conventional 

language to tell the story, devoid of the shaky camerawork as in the filming of the 

drumming sequence in The Yellow Earth as well as of the strong symbolism of color in 

Red Sorghum. In contents, Xie’s film is based on a story by Shen Congwen, a veteran 

Chinese writer whose works are famed for their subtle instead of outright critique of old 

ways of Chinese life. The “subdued” nature of Xie’s filmmaking can be explained from 

different angles, but age difference certainly plays an important part. 

 

Sophistication and maturity require time and patience to appreciate. Despite the fact that 

A Girl from Hunan appears less rebellious and energetic compared to The Yellow Earth 

and Red Sorghum, it is at least equally effective and powerful in leading Chinese cinema 

out of the dark shadow of the Cultural Revolution and into the world film community. 

Beneath the tranquil surface of a pastoral lifestyle lies the filmmaker’s passionate voice 
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that speaks against a culture that victimizes the girl and also turns the victimized into a 

victimizer. The cruel nature of the local “clan rules” is quietly revealed in the scenes 

where an “unchaste” widow is stripped to the skin and marched as a spectacle before 

being drowned, where the child bride Xiaoxiao swallows a handful of incense ash in 

hopes of getting rid of her illegitimate baby, and where the water-powered grindstone 

seems to be pounding Xiaoxiao’s hope into shatters. What makes Xie Fei’s critique of the 

child bride tradition unique lies not in his outright call for a change, but in the fact that 

Xiaoxiao, a few years after her own son was born, continues this tradition by taking a 

child bride home. History repeats itself as we watch Xiaoxiao, in high spirit, getting 

ready for her little son’s wedding ceremony. 

 

A Girl from Hunan sets the tone in both style and subject matter for Xie Fei’s later works. 

With the exception of Black Snow, Xie Fei’s films are all set in the periphery of China, 

and all of them are concerned with the fate of women. While the beautiful landscape of 

Tibet, Mongolia, Hunan, and the lake-surrounded village propels Xie to shoot his scenes 

in a more measured pace and to move his camera in a more tranquil and smooth manner, 

thus making his films exquisitely poetic, it cannot be denied that, underneath the pastoral 

scenery, the recurring theme of human beings’ futile struggle with fate runs through all 

his films.  

 

In Women from the Lake of Scented Souls (Xiang hun nu, 1993), a Golden Bear winner, 

fate, or more precisely women’s fate, once again plays a central role. Siqin Gaowa plays 

a no-nonsense woman sesame oil maker who is very much in control of both private and 

public domains of the household. While the success of the oil-making business, which 

also involves a single businesswoman from Japan, presents the viewer a strong female 

figure in contemporary China, the sesame woman nevertheless has her “soft” spots. Her 

husband, a lazy and abusive drunk, maintains his power over her body and oftentimes 

forces his way into her. She also keeps a clandestine affair with a truck driver, who 

proves to be equally undependable when the moment comes. What pains her most is her 

epileptic son, and the film is centered on the sesame woman’s well-executed plan to find 

a love match for her son and the tragic result it brings to a local girl. 

 

Throughout the film, one question remains unsettled: why does the sesame woman, who 

confesses one time that she was sold when little and wanted to throw herself into the lake 

(the very lake out of which the home-grown sesame oil is made) when forced to marry, 

have little remorse in flexing her newly gained economic muscle and force the poor girl 

to repeat what she has endured? Is that due to the sesame woman’s selfishness? Is that 

because the director wants to make a statement about the growing gap between rich and 

poor in the reform period? Or, to paraphrase a lyric in the film, is it due to the fact that “a 

girl can’t escape the cruel fate”? Probably being unsettling is exactly what the director is 

striving for. Xie’s nuanced observation of human nature has its full display in Women 

from the Lake of Scented Souls. He refuses to depict the sesame woman in an easily 

discernible black-and-white manner. Here we can probably see the close relation between 

A Girl from Hunan and Women from the Lake of Scented Souls: Xiaoxiao can be viewed 

as a mirror image of the sesame woman. Whereas Xiaoxiao’s forced marriage and her 

sexual encounter with Hua Gou (the man who gets Xiaoxiao pregnant and runs away 
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from her) allude to the youthful days of the sesame woman, which is visually absent in 

Lake of Scented Souls, the sesame woman is a metamorphosed and grown-up Xiaoxiao 

who, while aware of her own sorrowful days when young, nevertheless continues to force 

other young girls to follow her steps. Maybe this is the most tragic moment in human life: 

you know there is a trap in front of you, but you think it is your destiny to step on it. 

 

Despite his marked interest in exploring female subjectivity in dire situations, Xie Fei is 

by no means a feminist in western sense. His take on women’s plight in either 1930s’ or 

1990s’ China is by and large a natural extension of his humanism, an outcry for 

respecting every individual’s dignity and nature, including his/her sexual desire. In this 

sense, Xie is a classicist, not a modernist. The line he quotes from Shen Congwen in the 

opening of A Girl from Hunan, “I only built Greek Temple, in which humanity is 

worshipped,” probably also speaks for him. 

 

Humanism plays a large role in Xie’s last two films, A Mongolia Tale (Hei jun ma, 1995) 

and Song of Tibet (Yixizhuoma, 2000). Rather than centering on a strong woman figure 

against all the odds, the two “minority films,” despite their drastic differences in setting, 

depict a world in which every single character has his/her own reason to act the way 

he/she is. Tragedy results either from inevitability of life’s sorrowful nature or from 

human beings’ longing for love and intimate attachment. In A Mongolia Tale, the foster 

grandson bids farewell to his caring grandma and childhood sweetheart Somiya to study 

to become a veterinarian in a distant city and, when he comes back four years later to 

marry Somiya, she is pregnant from another man. Although the door to marriage remains 

open at this point, he is too proud to even think of the possibility. Many years later, his 

nostalgic longing propels him to revisit Somiya, only to find her living in a shabby home 

with five children to take care of. In Song of Tibet, Yixizhuoma, a natural born singer, 

falls for three men in her life: her childhood friend, who later becomes a respectable 

Lama, Gongsa, a local master’s son, with whom she gives birth to a baby son, and Jiacuo, 

who snatches her from her home and weds her almost by force. She accepts what fate 

bestows on her and, in one occasion, she walks almost across the plateau of Tibet to find 

her husband. In the end, on Jiacuo and Yixizhuoma’s deathbed, the three men meet 

together in reconciliation.  

 

It is for sure that A Mongolia Tale and Song of Tibet have their ethnographic moments 

and both films enable us to glimpse at the two distinctive cultures, but it seems there is 

something more the director wants to say, something that is cross-cultural and more 

universal. In A Mongolia Tale, politics and historical references are almost completely 

absent. The film opens with Bayinbulag, the male protagonist, reminiscing his childhood 

days living an idyllic life with an elderly woman and her granddaughter, and then cuts to 

the scene where he was brought to the grassland as a child. In between, there is at least a 

16-year time lapse. With the exception of a few vague references to his life in a distant 

city, however, the vast expanse of the Mongolian grassland seems to be immune from the 

influence of the outside world. In Song of Tibet, politics and history do come to the 

frames, such as the exile of the 14
th

 Dalai Lama and the spread of the political fervor of 

the Cultural Revolution, but they are pushed to the background so as not to overshadow 

the depiction of the love life of Yixizhuoma. This intentional downplay of the role of 
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politics and history gives the director the opportunity to explore more universal themes of 

love, devotion, loss, and sorrow. Perhaps Xie Fei is not so interested in making these two 

films “authentic” representations of lives of Tibetans and Mongolians, because to qualify 

this would require the efforts from Tibetan and Mongolian instead of Han filmmakers, as 

he states in the interview with Jay Hubert. What probably interests him most is that these 

two cultures enable him to examine human nature in its purer form, a human nature that 

has not been so much “tainted” by overdeveloped “civilization” and “morality.” In this 

sense, these two “minority films” are not made for either Tibetans or Mongolians, but for 

the Han majority and the world art-film audience at large. 

 

Chinese cinema has undergone many changes since Xie made his last film Song of Tibet 

in 2000. The Beijing Film Academy affiliated Youth Film Studio, the very studio that 

supported Xie’s Our Fields, Black Snow, and A Girl from Hunan, has closed down. 

Filmmaking today in China is increasingly financed by private capitals and overseas 

funds. Commercialization has swept over the Chinese film community, and super-

blockbusters such as The Promise (Wu ji, 2005), Curse of the Golden Flower (Man cheng 

jin dai huang jin jia, 2006), and The Banquet (Ye yan, 2006) have ushered in a new era in 

which it almost becomes a truism that box-office success could be only guaranteed 

through the productions of big-budget and entertainment-oriented films. In a time when 

box-office becomes the most important criterion in measuring a film’s success, it is 

increasingly difficult for Xie Fei to continue what he has achieved in his remarkable 

career as a film artist. His sophistication and nuanced examination of human nature make 

his films less accessible to a mass audience in the domestic market, his subdued critique 

of Chinese culture and politics makes his films less “rebellious” (thus less “appealing”) in 

the eyes of certain festival programmers, and his conventional techniques of storytelling 

makes his films less “eye-catching” and “cool” in a youth-oriented film market. It is no 

wonder that Xie hasn’t been able to make a single film after Song of Tibet (he directed a 

few TV dramas, however). This is not necessarily a bad thing, since Xie now has more 

time to mentor the emerging generations of Chinese filmmakers at the Beijing Film 

Academy, as he has been doing since 1965. 


