An Educator’s Guide

To

Yang Ban Xi
Note to the Educator

 
This packet is designed to provide educators with the necessary tools and for using Yang Ban Xi in either high school-level or college-level curriculum. It contains information on the film’s background, including a synopsis of the film, the director’s statement, and the director’s biography. A short discussion guide will set a historical, geographic and cultural context that will aid in a deeper understanding of the film. Finally, the short exercises will provide teachers with some ideas about how to engage students in both the technical and narrative aspects of the film. 

About the Film

Title in English: The Eight Model Works

Directed By: Yan Ting Yuen

Country: Netherlands, 2005

Language: Mandarijn with English Subtitles

Running Time: 90 minutes
Plot Summary/Film Background


History changes all the time. What is good today can be considered bad tomorrow. During the ten years of Cultural Revolution, traditional opera was banned by Mao’s wife Jiang Qing, and replaced by a new kind of art in which the world was presented in a much simpler way: all the good guys were farmers and revolutionary soldiers, always singing and dancing in the broad spotlight. All the bad guys were landlords and anti revolutionaries, who wore dark make-up and were poorly lit. Pure propaganda told in beautiful images and stories, in an innovative way incorporating the most modern techniques of cinematography, song, and dance, thus becoming a new art form in Chinese culture: Revolutionary model opera – the Yang Ban Xi. More than 13 were created, but 8 of these carefully crafted model works were most popular and went into history as ‘the 8 Model works’. They were filmed in bright Technicolor and Scope, and were the only kind of entertainment allowed in the theatres, on television and radio. Their influence was beyond measurement. The main performing characters became instant stars, revered in every household. Then, the storm of the Cultural Revolution subsided. Jiang Qing was convicted as member of the Gang of Four, accepted scapegoats for everything that went wrong during the revolution. Intertwined with Jiang Qing, the propaganda operas spun into a downfall, reviled as despicable art for a long period. The rise and fall of the propaganda opera is reflected by those who performed in it. Ten years of unimaginable fame, after which some were left to a destiny of sweeping stage floors. All of them have one thing in common: whatever happened to them afterwards, they all look back at the propaganda operas as a stressful, but great time of their lives, a time in which they actually believed, desperately wanted to believe, that Mao and his communist party held the key to a righteous world with equal opportunities for every person. However, history can be rewritten. Nowadays the Yang Ban Xi’s have regained popularity and are performed for delighted audiences consisting of the now middle-aged Chinese who were teenagers during the heyday of the propaganda opera, taking along their children to watch. The story of the 8 model works is told us in Yang Ban Xi by the imagined voice of Jiang Qing, whose subjective point of view questions the notions of good and bad, and builds up the dramatic intensity of this piece of Chinese history. As a matter of fact, the 8 model works are an undeniable phenomenon in Chinese history, a history that can be easily molded in the hands of those with power. What is true and what is false, what is reality and what is propaganda? The dust, drenched in blood, raised by the Cultural Revolution seems to have subsided. Now the ordinary Chinese citizen can decide for him or herself what to forget, but also what to remember from that period. In addition, if there is anything to remember, why not those cheerful, happy, colorful, campy and nowadays, even hip yang ban xi's, a most marvelous mixture of high and low culture?

Cast Bio’s

Xue Qinghua: Xue is a dancer trained in western classical ballet. At the age of 18 she was chosen to play the lead in The Red Women’s Detachment. The role would make her immortal; Red Women’s Detachment is still one of the most popular Yang Ban Xi’s. After the Cultural Revolution she worked as a seamstress, forbidden to dance because of her attachment to the Yang Ban Xi. Xue married and followed her husband to Hong Kong where she occasionally still teaches ballet groups. 

Tong Xiangling: The actor. Tong Xiang Ling was a classical Beijing Opera singer and actor when he was chosen to play the lead in Taking Tiger Mountain by Strategy. He was extremely popular among the audience and even today he still gives out interviews about Taking Tiger. 

Zhang Nanyun: The opera actress. While Zhang’s husband, Tong Xiang Ling, became a star because of the Yang Ban Xi, her own career stopped because of the same Yang Ban Xi. Before the Cultural Revolution she was a successful, talented Beijing Opera singer and actress. Her fame was rising until Madame Mao and her lot, for no apparent reason, denounced her, perhaps because she was too beautiful. 

Jin Yong Qin- The scriptwriter of Taking Tiger Mountain by Strategy, which starred Tong Xiang Ling. It was an existing 4-hour Yang Ban Xi play, which he turned into a 1 1/2 hour yang ban xi movie, all, of course, under the watchful eyes of Madame Mao. Jin now lives in a small flat in Shanghai and writes television plays.

 
Zhao Wei- A guitar player in a Beijing Rock Band. He used to be in the People’s Republic Army and enjoyed the yang ban xi very much when he was a kid. 

Huang Xiao Tong- Huang is Zhao Wei’s favorite uncle, a retired famous ex-conductor. Being part of the old establishment during the Cultural Revolution he was locked up in a stable and forbidden to practice his art form. He tells his story without bitterness, almost cheerful, as an anecdote. It’s clear he has dealt with history and lives his life peacefully and happy in Shanghai. 

Xu Yi Hui-The artist & fan. Xu is a conceptual modern artist in Beijing whose work is often exhibited in China and the West. His work includes porcelain Little Red Books, exhibited as porcelain kitsch, turning it into pop art, depicting the shifting values in modern China. When growing up he used to be a huge fan of the Yang Ban Xi and reveals to us what the youth really thought of The Red Women’s Detachment.


Vocabulary

Yang Ban X- “The Eight Model Plays.” These opera and ballet productions were the only kind of show allowed in China during the Cultural Revolution. Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, oversaw the creation of these productions, ensuring that each was infused with communist and revolutionary themes. 

Communism- A political ideology which seeks to create a classless and stateless society in which ownership of the means of production is held not by a small group of people, but is shared by all people in society.

Cultural Revolution- (1966-1976) Launched by chairman Mao in 1966, this power struggle began within the communist party and grew to involve much of Chinese society. The movement was intended to ignite a revolutionary fervor that would purify the party and remove any “bourgeois” influences from society. During this time millions for people were forced into manual labor, and tens of thousands were executed.
Little Red Book- A book of quotations from Chairman Moa Zedong. During the Cultural Revolution all Chinese Citizens were unofficially required to carry the book at all times. Study of the book was also instituted in schools, as well as in the workplace.
The Red Women’s Detachment- A Chinese ballet that premiered in 1964, featuring a Chinese peasant girl who is liberated from oppression and lifted into the Communist party. This ballet was also made into a film, and is still one of the most popular Yang Ban Xi today. 

The People’s Republic of China- (The Red Guards) consisted of a movement of students, mostly younger civilians that were mobilized by Mao’s allies to fight the party’s political enemies. The group eventually splintered into different factions that brought the China to the brink of civil war in 1969.

The Gang of Four- After the death of Mao, this small group of Communist party leaders was blamed for the events of the Cultural Revolution. All of the members that weren’t dead were arrested in 1976.

About the Director 

Yan Ting Yuen was born in Hong Kong, China. At the age of 5 her parents moved to Europe, where she grew up and received her education. She graduated from the University of Amsterdam with a masters degree in Communication Sciences. After assisting in several film and television productions, Yuen made her director’s debut in 2001 with the short documentary ‘Chin.Ind.: Life behind the serving hatch’ which was nominated for the National Dutch Film Award. Her second film is the feature documentary ‘Yang Ban Xi, the 8 model works’, which premiered at the Sundance Film festival 2005, in the world documentary competition. Yuen is always searching for new ways of telling stories using and mixing different genres of film, documentary and beyond. She finds a lot of her inspiration in the diversity of Asian cultures.

Director’s Statement

I don’t exactly remember when I saw a yang ban xi on film for the first time. What I do remember is that its colors and cinematography blew me away. The style and camerawork reminded my of the great Hollywood musicals of the ‘40’s and ‘50s, that I loved to watch as a little girl. Singin' in the Rain, The Sound of Music, My Fair Lady, Hello Dolly, Oliver, I’ve seen them all and I could sing along with every song. Watching that first yang ban xi I thought it simply had to be a Chinese musical, and I thought it looked wonderful, even though technically they weren’t as advanced as the western ones. Only years later did I understand the propaganda purposes of these films and all the bad associations attached to them. It was simply not done to just ‘like’ the yang ban xi’s. Therefore, I was pleasantly surprised to hear that nowadays yang ban xi’s are embraced as a specific art by intellectuals and non-intellectuals, in China and abroad. Just one year ago, Heidelberg even harbored an international symposium about the yang ban xi. There are two things I’d like to state upfront about this film.  First, is my intention to make a cheerful film, like the yang ban xi films were. So many documentaries that cover the Cultural Revolution as main or side topics display the horrors of the revolution. These are facts that are undeniable and cannot be ignored or taken lightly. I have no intention of doing so at all. However, what I do want is to approach this subject and its period, like the Chinese people do in the year 2005, with a great sense of humor and irony. This is something that may be imbedded in the Chinese national character. Not everything was as bad as the western media usually emphasizes, a tendency that irritates many Chinese. Quite often, I have noticed that the Chinese and Chinese culture is mystified in the west. China seems to be a country that is made of cliché images and cliché topics here. Who doesn’t know the images of the round hills of Guilin, surrounded by low hanging clouds? Who has never seen the images of the Chinese farmer women with pointed reed hats, who harvest rice in the wet fields, accompanied by a Chinese flute in the pentatonic tone system? Or Chinese on bicycles at the same time crossing an enormous traffic crossing, ringing a cacophony of bells? The following topics still attract the most attention in western media: Human rights, Falun gong, one-child policy. A correspondent I spoke to in Beijing told me that a topic such as ‘fat children that get sent to weight loss farms at the coast’ doesn’t sell because it simply doesn’t fit in the way the West perceives China. A befriended Dutch-Chinese Sinologist even put it more strongly: ‘The worst that could happen for western media is if China would ever become democratic, the media wouldn’t know anymore what to write about.’ Secondly, I wish to state that I hope to create another image, that of an urbane culture in a modern China. A China that has won the Olympic Games of 2008 (and is tearing down all the old housing districts in the capital to present a clean and modern capital to the world). A China in which virtually all the teenage girls and boys drink Starbucks coffee on every street corner at a hefty price (because as an only child, they each receive considerable allowances from the incomes of not only their father and mother, but also that of two pairs of grandfathers and grandmothers). A China in which nothing is allowed, but therefore everything is allowed (as long as you know the right way of getting it). A China filled with contradictions, which tries to unite the old with the new and therefore, pragmatic as it is, has to rewrite history again. In the end, the film is about a specific period of Chinese history. However, by incorporating the stories of the people in their daily lives, I hope that the film is also about the lives of the people in the present in the cities of contemporary China, a China on the eve of complete participation in the Western world.

- Yan Ting Yuen

Mao and the People’s Republic Of China

Mao Zedong entered into China’s political system as a young Marxist theorist, soldier, and statesman. He believed it was possible to lift China’s people out of poverty and build a stronger, more modern and prosperous China. Following the Chinese Civil War, Mao found himself leading the communist revolution in China. After a military skirmish with the Nationalist forces of Chiang Kai-shek (the leaders of which fled to Taiwan) Mao Zedong's Communist forces prevailed and Mao declared the founding of the People's Republic of China on October 1, 1949. Mao made it his goal to overhaul the land ownership system, and institute extensive land reforms. Mao replaced China's old feudal system of landlord ownership of farmland and peasant workers was replaced with a more equal distribution system that favored less wealthy peasants. Mao was a firm believer in class struggle and theoretical work, and in 1953 he began many campaigns intended to cleanse the country of former landlords and capitalists. Foreign investment was largely wiped out at this time.
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Mao believed that socialism would eventually triumph over all other ideologies, and following the First Five-Year Plan based on a Soviet-style centrally controlled economy, Mao took on the ambitious project of the Great Leap Forward in 1957. Unfortunately, some extremely bad weather and a grossly administered system of production resulted in a great famine--the Great Leap had failed and 20 million were dead from unnatural causes. Mao's failure with the Leap reduced his power in government, whose administrative duties fell on Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping.
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In order to impose the socialist orthodoxy that would rid China of "old elements", and at the same time serve certain political goals, Mao began the Cultural Revolution in 1967. The campaign was able to reach into all aspects of Chinese life. Red Guards terrorized the streets as many ordinary citizens were deemed counter-revolutionaries. Education and public transportation services came close to complete a stand-still. Daily life involved in China was awash in people shouting slogans and reciting Mao quotations. Many prominent political leaders, including Liu and Deng, deemed "capitalist-roaders," and eliminated. The campaign would not end until after the death of Mao in 1976.


Supporters of the Maoist Era claim that under Mao, China's unity and sovereignty was complete for the first time in a century. Development of infrastructure, industry, healthcare, and education lead to a rise in the standard of living for the average citizen. Some supporters have argued that even though the consequences of Mao’s campaigns were sometimes economically and humanly disastrous, they aided in “cleansing” the state, allowing for later economic progress to occur. Critics of Mao's regime reject the claims that the reforms were worth the cost. They assert that Mao's strict social controls caused the deaths of millions of people. They claim that and his reforms damaged China's economy and its cultural heritage.

China After Mao

Mao Zedong's death was followed by a power struggle between the Gang of Four, a group of high-ranking officials who had formerly served Mao. A man named Deng Xiaoping eventually made his way to the top of China's leadership by 1980. At the 3rd Plenum of the 11th CPC Congress, Deng embarked China on the road to Economic Reforms and Openness (Gaige Kaifang). His policies that began to de-collectivization the countryside, and decentralize government control over industrial sector. On the subject of Mao's legacy Deng coined the famous phrase "7 parts good, 3 parts bad", and avoided denouncing Mao altogether. Deng championed the idea of Special Economic Zones (SEZ's), areas in which foreign investment would be allowed to pour in without strict government regulation. 


Supporters of the economic reforms applaud the rapid development of the consumer and export sectors of the economy. Under these new policies an urban middle class developed, making up of 15% of the population. The success of the reforms is apparent in much wider range of personal rights and freedoms for the average Chinese citizen, as well as in the higher living standards (which is shown via dramatic increases in GDP per capita, consumer spending, life expectancy, literacy rate, and total grain output).


Although standards of living improved significantly in the 1980's, Deng's reforms faced criticism from all sides. Conservatives asserted that Deng opened China once again to various social evils, and an overall increase in materialistic thinking. Liberals attacked Deng's unrelenting stance on the political front, and the different forms of protest against the leadership came to a head with the Tiananmen Square protests in1989. Critics of the economic reforms, both in China and abroad, claim that the reforms have caused wealth disparity, environmental pollution, rampant corruption, widespread unemployment associated with layoffs at inefficient state-owned enterprises. Consequently they believe that China's culture has been corrupted. They point to the poor, who form a hopeless, abject underclass, and the political thwarting of popular elections. Regardless of either of these views, the public perception of Mao today has improved, if only superficially--Mao’s image has once again become fashionable, commonly used on novelty items. However, the path of modernization and market-oriented economic reforms that China has implemented since the early 1980s proves that even critics of China's market reforms do not wish to see a backtrack of these two decades of reforms, but rather propose corrective measures to offset some of the social issues caused by existing reforms.
Tools for analyzing Film
 Analyzing a film can be quite a challenge for students who are not familiar with the vocabulary used to discuss the moving image. There are many aspects of a film to consider, and the following information should help familiarize students and educators with film aesthetics and techniques, deepening understanding of the film’s structure and meaning. 

Editing 

When talking about editing, we are referring to the techniques by which individual shots are composed, arranged and paced. The order and placement of shots is what builds the meaning in a scene. Likewise, the duration of shots and the pacing of cuts can have a very profound effect on our senses. Very short shots, like those found in today’s music videos can be energetic or frantic, whereas longer shots found in some documentaries may slow down the rhythm of a scene, making it feel more like everyday life. The types of shots used (long shot, medium shot, close-up) help focus our attention or create dramatic content. Notice in Yang Ban Xi there are both very  short shots (like those used to make up the modern dance scene), and long shots that introduce each character. The short shots excite us and give us a sense of the action, and drama of the nightclub. In contrast, the longer uninterrupted shots of each character evoke the everyday reality of life in modern China.

Music and Sound 

Music may also have a great effect on dramatic content. Fast paced music can get make a scene happy or energetic, while slower music can make us feel thoughtful or calm. Natural sounds from the environment are also very important, as they can give us many clues about what is going on in a scene. Sound effects such as a gunshot or breaking glass can heighten drama.  Sound can also be used to suggest off-screen space, as we are hearing action that takes place out of the camera’s frame. In Yang Ban Xi examine the director’s use of music—for example, think about how the spontaneous dance scenes play on our senses. The music acts with the movement of the students to catch our attention in the same ways that the original Yang Ban Xi might have captured the attention of the Chinese.

Narrative Structure 

It’s important to pay attention to the beginnings and endings of films because they contain important clues to the arc of the story. In order to get a sense of the story line, try asking the following questions: Why does the film begin the way it does?  Why does the film conclude with a particular scene? What is the significance of the final image, or action? Also keep in mind that conflict is the most crucial element of a traditional three-act dramatic structure.  Stories may revolve around the actions of a single protagonist, or a group of people. Act One almost always introduces a conflict, Act Two elaborates on it, and Act Three resolves it.  However, dramatic structure in documentaries may involve other narrative strategies. For instance, the story may highlight the events of everyday life, the plot structure may be episodic or circular rather than linear, and the film may conclude without a clear resolution.

Suggested Exercise

Yang Ban Xi’s unique blend of dance, film, and documentary make for a complex visual experience. It’s important to think about how these different art forms can be used to express the ideas of the filmmaker. To help us dissect the many scenes in the film, start with these exercises. 

Discussion Questions

Break into up into groups of 2 or 3 and discuss the following questions. Have one group member write down ideas for the group. Allow 15 or 20 minutes for small group discussion and then discuss your ideas as a large group. 

Art as Propaganda-
1. Artist Xu Ti Hui states tells us that in his view, the purpose of art is to “hide reality so that you enter a fantasy world…It means the pain inside is no longer real and will not be felt.” Assuming Xu Ti Hui is right, think about the ways the eight Yang Ban Xi were able to hide reality during the Cultural Revolution or make pain less real for the citizens of China. Some questions to answer are:

a. Millions of Chinese suffered from extreme poverty and starvation as a result of Mao’s reforms. Can you think of any ways in which particular elements of the Yang Ban Xi (including lighting, music, costumes, make-up and camera angle) worked to obscure this reality?

b. Under Mao’s rule, all citizens were required to learn the contents of “The Little Red Book,” a collection Mao’s quotes about Communism. But this was not a fact revealed by the operas themselves. Did the Yang Ban Xi portray Mao’s ideas (including the Little Red Book) as an outgrowth of a populist movement? If so, how? Think of the characters, the song lyrics, use of color, etc.). 

c. During the Cultural Revolution all art forms in China were tightly controlled. The only ballet or opera shown in China were Yang Ban Xi. In what ways did the Yang Ban Xi help people forget that they were viewing propaganda? Think about the reasons each character gives for enjoying the performances.

.

A Modern China-

2. Although much of this film’s focus is the Yang Ban Xi, the director also makes an effort to portray the modern Chinese lifestyle. This juxtaposition of old and new gives the viewer some sense of how economic and political changes effected an entire generation. Think about the following questions:

a. Director Yan Ting Yuen says that he believes that a sense of humor and irony pervades China’s national character, even after the hardships endured under Mao. In what ways does Yuen show us that sense of irony and humor? (Think back to each character’s introduction: Qinghua in ballet class, Tong doing a commercial for energy pills, Zhang putting up a poster, Zhao practicing with rock band, Xu eating a sandwich).

b. The spontaneous modern-dance scenes are a somewhat striking departure from the documentary-style feeling of the rest of the film. What do you think the director is trying to do with these scenes? Think about the relationships between the subject of the film and the medium in which it is created.

Creative Project

Students should now have some understanding of how art (operas and film) can be used to influence our perception of reality. For this exercise, ask students to imagine making a film about some aspect of their life that is important to them. Have each student write one scene from that film. This scene should include the following elements:

· Characters with some connection to real life 

· A backdrop from which to view the characters and actions

· Music, lighting or color descriptions

· Specific shot ideas (close-up, wide, or medium shots)

For More information about Yang Ban Xi:  
- www.shadowdistribution.com
