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mm Preface

Earl Jackson, Jr.

As a newcomer to Taiwan and as a non-specialist viewer
of Taiwanese film, being asked to write this preface called to
mind a scene from K & fii§ 8 ( 24 ZE > 2013). In the film a
summit meeting of all the major crime bosses is taking place
to prevent a gang war. In the background, someone of no
importance is standing trying to be inconspicuous. The waiter
whispers to him, “How would you like your coffee?” To which
he replies: “Bing de” which in Mandarin means “Ice” — but in
Taiwanese means “Turn the table over” — which in turn
means, in gangster slang — “The deal is off!” Hearing this, the
gang leaders shoot and kill each other, leaving only the man
who had asked for ice coffee in charge. This illustrates my
feeling of being unqualified for the duty I have been given,
but it also gives a tiny glimpse into how the complexities of
Taiwanese life inform Taiwanese cinema. Allow me to give
one more example.

One early evening in late winter, I was on the back of a
friend’s scooter, heading back to Kending from the beach

where Richard Parker abandons Pi without a backward
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glance. This is not far from Hengchun, where a disillusioned
rock musician turned postman manages to deliver love letters
from another era. The road was sparkling from the rain and
the headlights but beyond this there was a much more intense
silver radiance coming from a tiny roadside temple — we were
driving so fast we passed it before we realized but what we
saw as we passed made us stop and turn to look again. An
old man was sitting in the temple before the altar next to a
movie projector, which had thrown a Chinese opera film
against the opposite stone wall. Seeing us, the old man stood
and beckoned eagerly for us to join him. We did.

He explained in Taiwanese that today was the temple
God’s birthday, and since the God loved Chinese opera, he
was showing him a film of it. I recognized the opera —as %£#Y
sC and the figures on screen as the legendary {E&##H and H
il . Even from the tinny speakers we could hear the
Cantonese. When asked why Cantonese, the old man replied,
“The God is from Guangdong so he understands this
perfectly.”

In this example, the actual landscape of southern Taiwan
traverses the dreamscape of recent Taiwanese films, each
plane valorizing the other — one providing substance and the
other a second magic. But in journeying on these dual

landscapes we encounter another interface between Taiwan
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and the outside, between the Sacred and the Glamorous,
between technology and traditions.

These are simply two stories in a larger story of the
immense complexity and richness of Taiwanese culture and
Taiwanese life. Such complexity requires and inspires a
complex cinema. And, in turn, such a complex cinema
requires an equally complex and nuanced examination. Thus
Prof. Ivy Chang’s book, Global Time-Space Compression,
Bodies, and Memories: Taiwan New Cinema and Its Influence,
is a very welcome and valuable contribution to our
appreciation and understanding of one of Taiwan’s modern
cultural treasures — a living and dynamic tradition that
engages the contradictions, intricacies, negotiations, mysteries
and revelations that compose life on these islands.

Limitations of space and knowledge make it impossible
for me to do justice to all that this book accomplishes, but
allow me to make some suggestions regarding one way to
read it. The book is so wide-ranging and covers so much
ground, perhaps a mapping of its trajectories might prove
helpful.

Generally speaking, in the age of globalization and the
concomitant focus on the local stimulates in any culture a
bidirectional focus — outward and inward. Taiwan is no

exception, but it also has other sociohistorical legacies and
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pressures that contour Taiwan’s relation to the world at large
and its process of self-identification unique to it. With this in

mind, I offer one way to categorize the chapters of this book:

A. International Film Festival Circuit
[1] Hou Hsiao-Hsien

[2-3] Edward Yang

[4-5] Tsai Ming-Liang

B. Taiwanese Popular Cinema

[6] Cape No. 7

C. Taiwanese Auteurs
[7] Zero Chou

[8] Chang Tso-chi

[9] Chung Mong-Hong

The first chapter, “Global Time-Space and Historical
Memories of Hou Hsiao Hsien’s Taiwan Trilogy™ treats one
of the hallmarks of modern Taiwanese cinema, works that
must be considered in any serious treatment of the topic.
This chapter, however, represents not merely another

depiction of globalization in relation to cinema but rather an
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intervention in its effects. Professor Chang discerns in Hou’s
trilogy not an accommodation to the international market
place, but rather a strategy whereby Hou can use his own
particular voice in his filmmaking to reinhabit that market
place on his own terms to convey a heretofore impossible
mode of revisiting that history — and now eliciting world
attention that does not neutralize or homogenize the culture,
the society or their contradictions.

The figure of Edward Yang himself — both his work and
his standing in Taiwanese cinema and world cinema-
exemplifies the dual stance of the international and the local.
While the second chapter on Yang focuses on concerns
specific to Taiwanese society, the first chapter on Terrorizers
engages the critical theories of Deleuze and Kristeva — not
simply to appeal to Western critical authority or “trendiness”
but to bring to world attention the depth and perspicacity of
the critical work that Yang’s film itself constitutes.

Just as Tsai Ming-Liang needs no introduction, his
reputation allows me to only mention the two chapters on
him in passing. Both chapters continue Prof. Chang’s
scrupulous observation and incisive dialogic engagement with
film theory and Tsai’s cinematic practice. Both chapters,

moreover, deal with issues and concerns that create a
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continuity across chapters — such as sexuality, the “queer”-
ness of expression, diegesis, and the “national” in the wake of
historical aporiai.

In Chapter Six, on Cape No. 7, Professor Chang’s focus
on the manipulation of historical memories is necessary and
essential — and the question of nostalgia and fetish are
suggestive as a means to consider the capcaity for multi-
tasking that nostalgia and the fetish share. The fetish is
classically a “defense” and nostalgia has both good faith and
bad faith varieties. But in the service of an engaged cinema —
both modes can be psychic bell weathers as well as vehicles
across a range of emotive-affective registers upon which
individuals and communities map “History™ - as what
happened with historiography —as “what happened to what
happened”. The thwarted romance that brackets the entire
film serves as a premise at once asserted and denied but then
artifactually fulfilled at the end by the delivery of the letters
and repeated in the decidedly unbelievable romance between
the Taiwanese musician and the Japanese event promoter.
But even that romance’s failure to convince only exhalts the
“original” romance to the level of the sublime. Professor
Chang’s clear-eyed and detail-oriented analysis will prove

valuable in its own right but also as a means to begin to
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address the contrast between the Taiwanese and the Japanese
historical imagination regarding their respective experiences
as Japanese colonies.

It is fitting, ethically responsible, and also touching that
the final three chapters of the book deal with three Taiwanese
auteurs: Zero Chou, Chung Mong-hong, and Chang Tso-Yi.
The three directors are vastly different in terms of their
respective primary concerns, their cinematic palettes, and
representational practices. But each share a commitment to
cinema and to Taiwan- not as a limitation but as a
constellation of possibilities, a potential for meaning and
meaning production that is at once unique and
communicative. Professor Ivy Chang’s work radiates a
similar commitment as well as a critical prowess to meet the
challenges Taiwan cinema offers.

Earl Jackson, Jr. is professor of Foreign Languages and
Literatures Department and director of Cinema Studies

Center at National Chiao Tung University.
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