
GODDESS OF FATE (Mingyun nüshen):

A case study of multiple narrative strands in a

contemporary Chinese film

Chun-Yang Chu

Bachelor of Architecture, Taiwan Chung Yuan Christian University and

Master of Fine Arts in Filmmaking, School of the Art Institute of Chicago

Queensland College of Art, Griffith University

Submitted in fulfilment of the requirements of the degree of

Doctor of Visual Arts

September 2007





i

Abstract

This exegesis explains my film Goddess of Fate (Mingyun nüshen). I completed this

film, in May 2007, as the studio project for the degree of Doctor of Visual Art at

Griffith University. A Chinese experimental film, Goddess of Fate explores the

mysteries of fate through the lives of two Taiwanese teenagers, a male and a female

with very different life courses. The pair develops a surreal connection through a statue

of the Goddess of Fate that with dream, prayer and imagery draws them together and

ultimately leads to redemption.

My film seeks to create a narrative that integrates three narrative strands from

different traditions: classical Hollywood, Taoism or Chinese narrative more broadly,

and Christian. As director of the film, I bring these three strands from my personal and

filmmaking experiences and from my reflections on filmmaking theory and practice,

which I explain in this exegesis.

Here I address the research question: How are the multiple narrative traditions

merged in my Chinese film Goddess of Fate? The theoretical field is cinema studies,

with a focus on narrative. After discussing my personal background as a filmmaker and

my interest in film narrative, I discuss narrative theory in Hollywood and Chinese

experimental film, and then introduce the film’s two non-Hollywood narrative traditions,

Taoist (as an element of Chinese narrative) and Christian. Within this context I follow

with a detailed discussion of the merger of the three narrative strands in Goddess of

Fate.

Essentially, I conceptualise the narrative as two separate threads attached to the story

line of the two main characters, Lin Hsi and Ching Ching. Lin’s storyline begins in the

Hollywood mode, which is disrupted midway through the film. Ching Ching’s storyline

is primarily Christian, told through Chinese, especially Taoist, narrative techniques. In

the end, the two storylines merge. This bipolar and complementary method is well

established in Chinese literary theory and practice.

I aimed to create a special and original work of art in Goddess of Fate that blends my

interest in Hollywood narrative and Chinese experimental film, my background in

experimental filmmaking, and my personal Christian beliefs. The experimental focus in

Goddess is on issues of narrative, a major aspect of film studies. Therefore, this

exegesis explains how the multiple narrative traditions are merged in my Chinese film

Goddess of Fate in the context of narrative theory in cinema studies.
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This exegesis is meant to be read in tandem with, or after, viewing Goddess of Fate.

The film is highly visual, whereas this exegesis is verbal. To introduce a visual element

into this exegesis, I make extensive use of stills that illustrate the non-verbal ways in

which the various strands merge through symbolism and non-linear narrative.

The merger of narrative strands from different times, cultures, traditions and media is

perhaps ambitious. However, my film has already been selected for screenings at Asian

and American film festivals. My film (attached as a DVD) and its interpretation in this

exegesis contribute to our understanding of the integration of multiple narrative

traditions in film studies and the experimental lineage of transnational Chinese cinema.

Goddess of Fate has also contributed to my own personal growth as a filmmaker.
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Notes on Translation and Romanisation

As a Chinese-speaker from Taiwan, I have primarily referred to theoretical works in

Chinese language rather than in English. The major text I have used on Hollywood

narrative, by David Bordwell, is a 1998 translation into Chinese of his work, Narration

in the Fiction Film (1985). I have used the original English text for direct quotes in this

exegesis. Andrew H. Plaks is a Western expert on Chinese narrative. While he writes in

English, this exegesis translates primarily from the Chinese publication of his lectures

on narrative at Beijing University in 1995, Zhongguo xushixue (Chinese Narrative).

There is no English version. Shimon Bar-Efrat’s work on biblical narrative, translated

into Chinese (Shenjingde xushi yishu, 2006) was originally published in German. As I

do not read German, here too I have used the Chinese text and cited it accordingly.

This exegesis uses both mainland and Taiwanese romanisation systems, depending

on the geographic origin of a director or author and the version of names and terms in

circulation. Thus the PRC director Chen Kaige’s name is in pinyin, while the Taiwan

director Hou Hsiao-Hsien is rendered in the romanisation system used in Taiwan. I refer

to Taoism and Chuang-tsu (not Daoism or Zhuangzi as in pinyin) as the common

romanisation in Taiwan. Items in the Chinese bibliography are ordered alphabetically.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

This research is an exegesis of my short film, Goddess of Fate (Minyun nüshen). It is a

16mm film. It was completed in May 2007 and has been selected for 2007 screenings at

the Light and Salt Film Festival in Taiwan and at the San Francisco Short Film Festival.

My film is innovative. It attempts to create a narrative that integrates three narrative

strands from different traditions: Hollywood, Taoism and Christianity. As director of

the film, these three strands come from my personal and filmmaking experiences that I

discuss later in this Introduction. These three strands also come from my reflections on

filmmaking theory and practice, which I present in the body and conclusion of this

exegesis.

Goddess of Fate is about the mystery of fateat work in the lives of a Taiwanese

boy, Lin Hsi, and a blind girl, Ching Ching, who do not actually meet until the end of

the film. Their connection therefore is surreal throughout most of the film with links

through a statue of the Goddess of Fate, dreams, prayers and imagery. As Lin lies dying,

his fate becomes mysteriously merged with that of Ching Ching, who ultimately offers

him redemption in the Christian tradition. I provide a much fuller description of the plot

in Chapter 4.

I aimed to create a special and original work of art in Goddess of Fate that blends my

interest in Hollywood narrative and Chinese experimental film, my own background in

experimental filmmaking, and my personal Christian beliefs. The experimental focus in

this film is on issues of narrative, a major aspect of film studies. The research question

in this exegesis is: How are the multiple narrative traditions merged in my Chinese film

Goddess of Fate? The theoretical field is cinema studies, with a focus on narrative. To

answer the research question I first discuss my personal background as a filmmaker and

my growing interest in film narrative. I then discuss the organisation of the three

substantial chapters of this exegesis. Chapter 2 discusses Hollywood and Chinese

experimental film narrative theory in cinema studies. Chapter 3 introduces the two non-

Hollywood narrative traditions in my film: Taoist and Christian. Within this context,

Chapter 4 is a detailed discussion of the merger of the three narrative strands in Goddess

of Fate. The Conclusion closes this exegesis with brief summation.
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My personal background as a filmmaker

Narrative can be simply defined as “telling a story”. As a movie director, I believe that

narrative is always one of the most important aspects of a film. However, I was not

aware of its significance when I left Taiwan to study my Master degree at the School of

the Art Institute of Chicago in America. The film department of this school is famous

for experimental filmmaking. Susan Hayward uses the term “avant-garde cinema”

instead of “experimental film”, which she describes as follows: “[Avant-garde or

experimental] film raised questions about subjectivity and its representation by

disrupting diegetic time and space. This was achieved in a number of ways: shifts from

diegetic continuity to discontinuity, fast editing, disruptions of conventional

translational shots, disorientating shots through unmatched shots or a simultaneous

representation of a multiplicity of perspectives” (Hayward, 2000: 28). Experimental

filmmakers tend to disrupt filmic narrative and concentrate on exploring the artistic

nature of film language. Within the experimental film context, my first graduate film

did not pay attention to film narrative. My studio work at that time, a festival-entry film

called 1/365 (1997), had only a very basic narrative line. It was not until I graduated

from this school and worked in Hollywood that I started to be interested in film

narrative.

While working in Hollywood I had opportunities to work in major studios. I

observed that “Hollywood” represents a film industry that produces movies in a

particularly efficient and systematic way. Almost all the films produced in Hollywood

possess some common patterns that can be easily distinguished. Strong narrative,

through which audience members can build up a schema from their previous viewing

experience, is particularly important in this respect. According to David Bordwell,

narrative can be seen as a way of representing or reconstructing the story (Bordwell,

1985: xi). I discuss classic Hollywood narrative further in Chapters 2 and 4.

After leaving Hollywood I chose to go back to my country Taiwan and I entered the

commercial industry as a TV commercial film director. After two years I left the

industry and became a lecturer in Chao Yang University of Technology. Meanwhile I

started to produce my own independent film. At that time the film industry in Taiwan

was at the bottom of the business. Students often asked me about what kind of film we

should produce to save the nation’s filmic culture and I constantly asked myself the

same question. It is difficult to find a simple solution. However, I began to think about
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ways to project my academic work and personal identity into my work as a

contemporary Chinese filmmaker.

I also began to watch many contemporary Chinese movies in Taiwan. Among them

were the so-called Taiwan New Cinema and Chinese Fifth Generation film of the

People’s Republic of China (PRC). These films bring forth common issues that concern

contemporary Chinese filmmakers, such as personal identities and the imagery of the

nation. Nevertheless, Jameson distinguishes Taiwan New Cinema from Fifth Generation

film in his book, The Geopolitical Aesthetic: Cinema and Space in the World System:

“In any case, the Taiwanese ‘new wave’has tended to mark its images as specific to the

island, in ways quite distinct from the PRC evocation of landscape” (Jameson, 1992:

120).

During this period I also completed my first feature film, Secret (Mimi, 2003). This

digital movie tells the story of a teenage Taiwanese girl who becomes a prostitute after

she is sexually harassed by her father. In this film I try to focus on people who live at

the edge of Taiwanese society, focusing on the female in Taiwanese sexual traditions.

For me, this is the beginning of investigating Taiwan social life onscreen. This film is

different from the realistic style of Taiwan New Cinema, using vivid imagery and plot

structure to evoke the subconscious, with elements from both the Hollywood and

experimental narrative film. This film possesses a different and personal perspective on

Taiwan society. Hence, combining different narrative strands became a characteristic of

my personal narrative style as a film director.

In 2004 I left Taiwan and came to Australia to study for this Doctor of Visual Arts

(DVA). For me this is a unique opportunity to re-examine my own work within an

academic framework. The DVA program led me to reflect on my filmmaking through a

theoretical analysis of Goddess of Fate. It also led me to reflect on my own cultural

identity as an alien in a foreign country. There is a further transforming influence on my

work during this period. In 2005 I was baptised and became a Christian. As a Christian I

started to see things differently as God started to become the centre of the “causal

chain” of my everyday life and of my filmmaking. Hence, my Christian identity became

a part of my onscreen storytelling along with my background in both Chinese and

Hollywood narrative traditions. These three major narrative strands are embedded in my

film Goddess of Fate.
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Organisation of the exegesis

My personal background as a filmmaker explains why there are multiple narrative

strands in Goddess of Fate. This exegesis takes a different approach, asking how the

multiple narrative traditions are merged in my Chinese film Goddess of Fate. I use

various key texts to discuss narrative theory in cinema studies. For Hollywood, I focus

on David Bordwell’s work on narration (1985). For Chinese traditional narrative, I

primarily use a series of lectures at Beijing University by Andrew H. Plaks (1995).

Finally, for Christian narrative I use works that explain biblical narrative, including the

importance of prayer, religious imagery, and God as the primary agent of the human

story.

Chapter 2 introduces David Bordwell’s narrative theory and the aesthetic of Chinese

New Wave Cinema as the theoretical frameworks for analysing the visual narrative of

Goddess of Fate. In Chapter 3 I turn to the two non-Hollywood and not necessarily

visual narrative strands ─ Chinese, especially Taoism, and Christian ─ in terms of their

overall influence on my film narrative. In this research I use the term “strands” instead

of Bordwell’s term “schemata” to reinterpret narrative in my film. The idea of a

narrative strand can be seen as an extension of Bordwell’s schemata because schemata

focuses on film reception whereas narrative strand, as I use the term, focuses on

narrative construction as well as audience reception. The idea of narrative strands

therefore expands the notion of film narrative to encompass cinematic, cultural and

social representation onscreen.

In Chapter 4 I turn to a detailed analysis of narrative in Goddess of Fate, including

extensive use of stills to emphasise my argument. I use Bordwell’s theory on narrative

to divide the chapter into sections on various well-known aspects of classic Hollywood

narrative in film and in Goddess of Fate: story and plot, cause and effect, “excess”,

space and time. This chapter interprets these aspects in terms of their “disruption” and

manipulation of Hollywood codes in my work as an experimental filmmaker. I ask what

elements construct the narrative? What is the characteristic of the narrative? How do I

interpret the meaning of the narrative? The answers to these questions aim to answer the

larger research question on the merger of multiple narrative traditions in Goddess of

Fate within the framework of narrative theory in cinema studies.

The filmmaking and research process at hand here also led to self-understanding. I

confronted questions like these: Who I am? What is my identity? What is the origin of

my ideology? What is the source of my creativity? I have therefore used my film to
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connect my inner world to a wider audience. I suppose that this process is circular and

takes us back to my personal practice as a filmmaker, which I discussed earlier in this

Introduction.

In summary, while Goddess of Fate is a Chinese-language film with English sub-

titles, it can be seen as a contribution to transnational Chinese cinema. It moves beyond

the national cinemas paradigm (of Hong Kong, Taiwan or People’s Republic of China,

for example) to intersect with various aspects of world cinema, especially Hollywood.

Indeed, as Sheldon Lu and Emily Yeh (2005:10) write, transnational Chinese film is

“innovative in storytelling, sound, image, and design”. They claim that Chinese films

“belong to the most dynamic contemporary cinemas in the world”. As a graduate work,

Goddess of Fate hopefully shares in this innovation and dynamism.
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Chapter 2

Visual Narratives:

Hollywood and Chinese Experimental Film

As explained in the Introduction, this exegesis on the making of my film Goddess of

Fate focuses on narrative theory as the theoretical framework. I saw this film as

primarily telling a story (in the Hollywood tradition) with non-Hollywood narrative

elements or strands (the Chinese and Christian narrative traditions). Goddess of Fate is

therefore an experimental film in terms of narrative.

Taiwan scholar Chen Rushou in his book Dianying diguo (English title: Post-

colonialism in Film Studies, 1995: 98) states that Hollywood has long dominated world

cinema and has long been viewed as the major paradigm in film studies (Chen, 1995:

98). Hollywood has successfully established a special filmmaking format and

storytelling formula over a century or more of its history. This format and formula

includes narrative. David Bordwell is a specialist in Hollywood cinema and in film

narrative. In this chapter I focus on Bordwell’s theory of narrative, with particular

reference to classical Hollywood. His work is the starting point for theoretical

discussion of narrative in this exegesis.

As stated, the research question is: How are the multiple narrative traditions merged

in my Chinese film Goddess of Fate? In this chapter I first discuss Bordwell’s narrative

theory, including classic Hollywood filmmaking, as background to the first narrative

strand in Goddess of Fate. Hollywood and Chinese experimental filmmaking, especially

1980s New Wave cinema from China and Taiwan, are the inspiration for my film. This

chapter is therefore the broad basis for discussing narrative theory, both Hollywood and

Chinese, in cinema studies. The next chapter looks at the other two narrative strands in

my film: Taoist and Christian narrative. Hollywood, Taoist and Christian narratives are

the three strands merged in Goddess of Fate.

The argument of this exegesis is that Chinese aesthetic and narrative traditions may

integrate with aspects of classic Hollywood narrative to experiment with film form and

style, as understood by David Bordwell. This experimentation was the foundation of

Chinese New Wave cinemas in the later twentieth century, which revitalised Chinese

film industries. Goddess of Fate is a work that privileges narrative, in the classic

Hollywood tradition, but also experiments with narrative from various traditions, in the

footsteps of Chinese New Wave filmmakers.
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Bordwell’s narrative theory

David Bordwell’s narrative theory is considered the most inclusive narrative theory in

film studies. In his book Narration In the Fiction Film (1985), Bordwell proposes new

approaches to narrative. For Bordwell and his colleagues, narrative is “a type of filmic

organisation in which the parts relate to each other through a series of causally related

events taking place in a specific time or place”. He distinguishes narrative as

“organisation” from narration or “narrative as process, through which the plot conveys

or withholds story information” (Bordwell, 1985: xi; Bordwell and Thompson, 1990:

411). For the purposes of this exegesis, narrative encompasses Bordwell’s notion of

narration. Indeed, in Key Concepts in Cinema Studies, Susan Hayward defines

“narrative/narration” together as follows:

Narrative involves the recounting of real or fictitious events. Narrative cinema’s

function is storytelling not description, which is supposedly a part function of the

documentary. Narrative refers to the strategies, codes and conventions… employed

to organize a story… A primary focus on narrative by Anglo-Saxon film theorists,

however, has been on classic narrative cinema as exemplified by Hollywood,

especially the cinema of the 1930s to the 1950s.

Within this broad definition, Robert Stam (2002: 322–323) summarises Bordwell’s

approach as follows:

For David Bordwell, narrative is a process through which the films further furnish

the links and convey such information to the audience so that the audience may

construct a systematic and comprehensible story by using the interpretative

schemata.

Bordwell’s theory is form-centred or formalist. He considers narrative as a system,

which operates according to established norms in classic Hollywood (1985: 50).

Narrative is the interaction between the story (or fabula), plot (or syuzhet) and film style.

Bordwell uses the Russian formalist terms, fabula and syuzhet for story and plot

respectively. In this exegesis I use the more common English terms. Story is defined as

“all the events we see and hear as well as all those that we infer or assume to have

occurred” while the plot is “the film’s actual presentation of events in the narrative”.

Style is “the repeated and salient uses of film techniques characteristic of a single film

or group of films” and relates to cinematography, editing, lighting, sound, and mise-en-
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scene (Bordwell and Thompson, 1990: 412). Anything left outside this formal system is

“excess”. Bordwell defines excess as follows:

Any image or sound can contribute to narration, but we can also attend to an

element for its sheer perceptual silence… a film’s third meaning, one lying beyond

denotation or connotation: the realm in which casual lines, colors, expressions, and

textures become ‘fellow travelers’of the story. (Bordwell, 1985: 53)

Bordwell is not concerned with excess because it is outside his formal system and

resists logical analysis. However, elements of excess are crucial to Chinese narrative

theory and to my film. Indeed, Andrew H. Plaks (1977: 334) calls these excessive

segments “texture” (wenli), which relate more to mood than to formal structure. I

discuss this in terms of Chinese aspects of my film narrative in Chapter 3.

Bordwell proposes that a film plot will organise the story situation and incidents

according to special principles. These principles include the relationship of cause and

effect to filmic events, time and space. The plot also creates the audience’s

understanding of the film through three variables. The first variable is the volume of

story information received by the audience. The second is the adequacy of the

information conveyed; suspense movies, for example withhold important information.

The third variable is the correspondence between plot and story. Analysis of this last

variable is especially important since, as Bordwell (1985: 54) claims, “a plot selects

story information to create gaps and combines it to create composition”. I explain in

Chapter 4 how plot and story interact in Goddess of Fate.

Bordwell proposes the concept of mode to represent established codes or norms that

guide the viewer. As he explains, “a narrational mode is a historically distinct set of

norms of narrational construction and comprehension. The notion of norm is

straightforward: any film can be seen as seeking to meet or not meet a coherent standard

established by fiat or by previous practice” (Bordwell, 1985: 150).

Classic Hollywood movies offer the prime example of established norms in world

film. In their book Film Art: An Introduction, Bordwell and Thompson (2001: 76–77)

listed these norms:

1. Individual characters are usually agents of cause and effect in classical

Hollywood.

2. Time is subordinated to the cause–effect chain in a host of ways.
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3. The story structure is linear. The plot follows the cause–effect chain of the

story.

4. The narrative point of view is usually objective.

5. Most films display a strong degree of closure at their end.

Because classical Hollywood so dominated world cinema over the decades,

experimental, art or avant-garde films often play against these Hollywood norms.

Goddess of Fate, for example, partially adopts these norms in the first half of the film. It

then subverts them by refusing to present the main characters as agents of causality,

disrupting causal logic and linear plot, presenting unclear points-of-view, and denying

the film clear closure.

While Hollywood sets up the paradigm in film studies, film is also an experimental

art. Using 1920s avant-garde cinema as an example, Susan Hayward writes: “The avant-

garde [or experimental] seeks to break with tradition and is intentionally politicized in

its attempts to do so” (Hayward, 2000: 27).This experimental tradition became part of

late twentieth-century Chinese cinemas and it has influenced the narrative of Goddess of

Fate, as explained above. Goddess of Fate both adopts and disrupts the classical

Hollywood narrative codes. In this sense, Hollywood narrative is one strand of my film.

Chinese New Cinema: experimental filmmaking during the 1980s and 1990s

Chinese cinema became influential in world cinema only from the late 1970s. Before

then, Chinese cinema adapted the so-called realist tradition of Western cinema in

various ways. In China on Screen, Berry and Farquhar talked about Chinese cinematic

realism. “Looking back, Chinese cinematic realism is as diverse as elsewhere. The style

and conventions are various, heterogeneous, and always qualified by some sort of prefix,

such as social, socialist, new, old, or even healthy” (Berry and Farquhar, 2006: 75). It

was not until the new cinema movement of the late 1970s and 1980s that Chinese

cinema started to create a new cinematic language. This exploration of film language

led to the so-called New Wave Movements called Taiwan New Cinema in Taiwan in the

1980s, Fifth Generation cinema in mainland China in the 1980s, and Hong Kong New

Wave in Hong Kong in the late 1970s. These film movements rejected both Hollywood

and previous local cinematic norms. This movement brought innovations in both

aesthetics and style to contemporary Chinese cinema. As I explained in the Introduction,

I was influenced by these New Wave films after I returned to Taiwan from Hollywood.
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When conceptualising Goddess of Fate, I adopted the experimental spirit of these films

as part of my creative process.

Two Chinese New Wave Cinema filmmakers, Chen Kaige and Hou Hsiao-Hsien,

exemplify experimental film in their signature works. After providing a brief

background, I examine two of their films to demonstrate how their film language

disturbs narrative codes and conventions, fragments the narrative line, and so subverts a

seamless cause-and-effect storyline. I also examine their experimental film narrative

from the standpoint of film aesthetics.

Fifth Generation films were first made in the mid-1980s. The first movie, Yellow

Earth (Huang tudi, 1985) directed by Chen Kaige, adopted real-location shooting as a

novelty. During an interview Chen also talked about how the movie was inspired by

Taoist Chinese philosophy made tangible in the landscape: yellow earth, river, sky, sun

and moon. From this perspective, the language of Yellow Earth was innovative

compared to previous Chinese cinema. Compared to classic Hollywood narrative,

Yellow Earth does not use plot to articulate the story. It does not rely on either a clear-

cut causal chain or linear storytelling. “These films challenge dominant state narratives

and utopian endings through nonlinear plot, complex characterization, and scenes of

disunity, nostalgia, death, and alienation” (Berry and Farquhar, 2006: 76).

Fifth Generation directors privilege space over time. Influenced by traditional

Chinese painting, the framing of the shots in Yellow Earth often focuses on a large

portion of the empty landscape to express the idea of “emptiness” and “void” in Chinese

Taoist philosophy. What they pursue is a new cinematic aesthetic to challenge the old

socialist–realist paradigm of mainland Chinese cinema. As Berry and Farquhar (2006:

79) observe, “These films are often politically nonaligned, stylized, and imbued with

poetic symbolism, fatalism, and a sense of degeneration or death”. If we examine

Hollywood narrative and Chinese New Wave narrative in terms of Bordwell’s narrative,

we find that classic Hollywood narrative emphasises the interaction between film plot

and film story whereas Yellow Earth emphasises the interaction between film plot and

film style. Hollywood also emphasises linear time while Yellow Earth, and traditional

Chinese narrative more generally, emphasises space. I discuss this use of space in more

detail in Chapter 4.

New Taiwan Cinema preceded Fifth Generation cinema. In terms of space, this

cinema presents the special imagery of the islands of Taiwan. Jameson (1992: 120)

claims that:
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In any case, The Taiwanese ‘new wave’ has tended to mark its images as specific

to the island, in ways quite distinct from the PRC evocation of landscape.

The most significant director of New Taiwan Cinema is Hou Hsiao-Hsien. In his

Golden Lion award-winning City of Sadness (Beiqing chengshi, 1989), the linear

narrative is replaced by dispersed, multi-layering narrative lines. As Berry and Farquhar

(2006: 29) describe, “Events are narrated through diary entries and letters, scenes pop

up on screen only to be made sense of retrospectively, and major public events occur

off-screen. Clearly, this is a different mode of apprehending the past”. Compared to the

Fifth Generation filmmakers’ pursuit of a revolutionary cinematic style and language,

the works of the New Taiwan Cinema directors seem to be more personal. Narrative is

used as a tool to represent history, memory and nostalgia. “In this way”, as Berry and

Farquhar note, “the film does not construct the Taiwanese experience as a monolithic,

unified, abstracted, and seemingly objective national history, but a multiplicity of

distinct experience, sometimes shared, sometimes separate” (Berry and Farquhar, 2006:

37). Goddess of Fate similarly presents multiple subjective experiences through

multiple narrative strands.

Importantly for my work on the narrative of Goddess of Fate, Chinese New Wave

cinemas found innovation partly through traditional Chinese culture. These so-called

traditional strands do not necessarily come from China’s film tradition. They may be

from other aspects of the culture, such as aesthetics and philosophy. These strands (such

as Hollywood and Taoism) in combination make the film text of Goddess of Fate a

body of hybridity. In the following chapter, Chapter 3, I introduce the two non-

Hollywood narrative strands of Goddess of Fate as a prelude to detailed analysis of my

film in Chapter 4.
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Chapter 3

Traditional Narratives:

Non-Hollywood Narrative Strands in Goddess of Fate

This exegesis explains how multiple narrative strands merge in my Chinese film

Goddess of Fate and how these strands are understood in terms of narrative theory in

cinema studies. In the previous chapter, I introduced classic Hollywood narrative to

provide a theoretical context since Hollywood is the paradigm in discussing narrative in

cinema studies. Yet while Goddess of Fate exhibits a strong emphasis on narrative, as

understood by Bordwell, it also experiments with Western narrative traditions in the

footsteps of Chinese experimental film, which began in the late 1970s and matured in

the 1980s. I therefore also discussed the historical background of recent Chinese

experimental film.

For Bordwell, characters in Hollywood narrative are the most important agent of

causality in the linear structure of the classical Hollywood film, where characters’

desires prompt the development of the story. Hollywood narrative operates in the first

half of my film in relation to the storyline of one of the two main characters, Lin Hsi.

This narrative strand is disrupted in the second half of the film and in the next chapter,

Chapter 4, I detail this disruption as the gradual merger of the film’s three narrative

strands, including Hollywood. Before developing that discussion, I must turn in this

chapter to the two non-Hollywood strands in my film: traditional Chinese narrative, or

more specifically Taoist narrative, and Christian narrative. I briefly introduce these two

narrative traditions and explain how each is part of my filmmaking process in Goddess

of Fate.

Taoism and Chinese literary narrative

The key aspects of my film influenced by Taoist and other Chinese narrative elements

relate to Ching Ching’s narrative story line and to some of the film’s central symbols.

Here I place these narrative elements––fate, bipolarity and the Chinese expressionist

mode––within the wider context of traditional Chinese narrative, drawing primarily

from the work of Andrew H. Plaks.
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Taoism and fate

Taoism affects the narrative of Goddess of Fate in questioning the nature of being and

non-being as destiny─or fate─through the two major characters. It also influences my

filmmaking strategy such as use of ambiguity to represent fate and the importance of

images of nature.

As a Chinese I have a strong sense of fate. When I began the project for Goddess of

Fate in Australia, I was obsessed with the idea of fate. I was alone in a foreign country

with an uncertain future. Yet there seemed to be a scheme guiding me––not just a career,

but also a life journey, a destiny. Fate is symbolised in the film through the statue of the

Goddess of Fate, which is linked to the female character Ching Ching. The statue

represents mercy, redemption and tenderness. There is no such goddess in Western or

Chinese cultures. She is a product of my imagination for the purposes of this film.

Iconically, the statue is an amalgam of Chinese and Western religious statuary,

exhibiting aspects of both Guan Yin, the Chinese Goddess of Mercy, and Jesus’mother,

Mary. The human characterisation through Ching Ching is of course Chinese.

A key symbol in Taoist thought associated with the Goddess of Fate in the film is the

butterfly. Influential Taoist philosopher Chuang-tsu or Chuang Chou (fourth century

BCE) wrote on the nature of being through his dreams:

Formerly, I, Chuang Chou, dreamt I was a butterfly, a butterfly flying about,

feeling that it was enjoying itself. I did not know that it was Chou. Suddenly I

awoke, and I was myself again, the veritable Chou. I did not know whether it had

formerly been Chou dreaming that he was a butterfly, or it was now a butterfly

dreaming that it was Chou. But between Chou and a butterfly there must be a

difference. This is a case of what is called the Transformation of Things (wuhua).

(Legge, 1969: 245)

In the film, I extend the butterfly as a potent symbol of dreams in Chinese thought to a

symbol concerning the nature of being and transformation, the Christian power of

redemption, and the significance of feeling or qing.

How does this work? The Taoist saying that “the cosmos is imbued with feeling”

(tiandi you qing) was the original impulse for making this film. Yet another saying is

that “it is a cruel, cruel world”. The story of Lin Hsi’s apparent murder of his boss,

subsequent beating and escape, and finally his redemption through the Goddess, Ching

Ching and the butterfly as he lies dying, meld these two sayings. Thus, the butterfly
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flitting in and out of the film’s visuals is also an expression of millennia of Taoist

symbolic thought.

Taoism and bipolarity (yin and yang)

Taoism and later philosophies such as Buddhism have profoundly influenced the

development of Chinese literature. As we see above, Taoist narrative is a fusion of

philosophy, mythology and history, which forms a “structural model” of pre-modern

Chinese narrative. The central idea of Taoism also informs this film. It is taijitu, the

perpetual cycle of yin and yang that represents the infinite or the principle that embodies

all potential things including all possible time and space. Plaks states in his Chinese

lectures that “The fundamental structure of Chinese literary narrative is another form of

the basic model of yin–yang… in Chinese traditional thought” (Plaks, 1995: 95). He

proposes, first of all, the term “complementary bipolarity” to explain the rhythm of the

perpetual cycle of yin and yang. For Plaks, “complementary bipolarity is concerned

with the ubiquitous patterns of waxing and waning, or ebb and flow, which are rooted in

Chinese culture as the logical method of dual interrelation” (Plaks, 1977: 335).

Complementary bipolarity is linked to a second term denoting flux and transformation,

“cyclical recurrence”, which “is always based upon the absolute ceaselessness of

periodic alternation within the universe at large” (Plaks, 1977: 336). This alternating yin

and yang, ebb and flow, is like the alternating dream of Chuang-tsu and the butterfly.

The characterisation of Ching Ching and Lin Hsi in Goddess of Fate is a clear

example of yin (female) and yang (male) complementarity. Such yin–yang relationships

highlight a sense of ambiguity in Chinese literature, displaying a dialectical quality in

the viewpoints of the narrative and therefore shattering the unity and linearity of the

structure. I explain this further in the context of my film in the next chapter. As Plaks

claims, this is part of a narrative pattern of “the greatest narrative authors in China [who]

never attempt to create united continuity within the overall structure” (Plaks, 1996: 97).

The dialectal nature of yin and yang has profoundly influenced the notion of “events”

in Chinese literature and in my film. An “event” (shi) in the tradition of Chinese

narrative is never a real entity on its own. Because yin–yang, stillness–movement,

action–non-action, substance–emptiness, and events–non-events all involve two aspects

of the same phenomena, events and non-events are often paired to make sense of the

narrative (Plaks, 1996: 47). These concepts mirror the complementary bipolarity of yin

and yang. Goddess of Fate utilises this framework in two ways. One specific way, for



15

example, is the non-events that are part of Ching Ching’s storyline, such as scenes from

her everyday life. A second broader way, for example, is found in the two separate

storylines of the main characters.

Taoism and the Chinese expressionist mode (xieyi)

Goddess of Fate belongs to the “expressionist” (xieyi) tradition of Chinese art rather

than the “realist” (xieshi) tradition. Xieyi is China’s privileged pre-modern aesthetic.

The xieyi mode comes from the epistemology of Taoism where the Tao itself is

grounded in wu (emptiness) and is therefore ultimately elusive, unknowable and

profound. The original Taoist thinker, Laozi (sixth century BCE) reportedly claimed:

“The Tao that can be discoursed is not the internal Tao” (Yu, 1973: 17). Therefore a

work of art is apprehended through intuition and imagery rather than logic, including

the logic of causation. In my film, a Taoist aesthetic is found in images of nature, the

Goddess, and wilderness as a haven of emptiness or wu.

Also central to the xieyi or expressionist mode is the realm of emotion (qingjing).

The concept of “realm of emotion” influences the narrative tradition of Chinese

literature in two ways. One is the detailed narration of incidents unrelated to the main

plot that act as texture or mood. As explained in the preceding chapter, texture is a

crucial element of Chinese narrative. For Plaks, “patterns of texture are more concerned

with the overlapping surface contingencies of smaller units––motifs, topoi, episodes,

etc.––than with the overall supporting framework of narrative edifice” (Plaks, 1977:

334). The butterfly mentioned above is an example of texture, which may seem trivial

but carries significant meaning for the film. Second, the “realm of emotion” also

impacts on narration in a concern with narrative space. Plaks argues that Greek myth

emphasises time and excels in narrative while Chinese myth emphasises space and

excels in imagery (Plaks, 1996: 43). In Goddess of Fate, space is crucial and carries

meaning through both plot and mood. The wilderness in the dream sequences represents

not just escape but also a sense of loss and loneliness.

This sense of loss and loneliness in my film is understood intuitively rather than

explained logically in terms of the narrative or voice-over. Chinese expressionist arts

have a distinguished history of creating mood through natural imagery. Bamboo

represents longevity and clouds, which are ever-changing, represent impermanence,

ambiguity and the passing of time. In Chinese aesthetics, the viewer imbibes feeling

instinctively along with an image.
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The binary structure of the storyline in my film within an expressionist mode reveals

what Plaks calls “the narrator’s tone” or author’s intention (liyi) in Chinese narrative

criticism (Plaks, 1996: 14). Allegory is one aspect of the narrator’s tone. For Plaks

(1995: 131), classical Chinese allegory differs from that of the West by directing

viewer’s attention away from the level of realistic events to a deeper level of meaning.

This is a reflective space that distances viewers from the plot events and forces viewers

to think beyond what is happening on the screen. As stated, at the deepest level my

intention was to make a film about fate, the feeling imbued in the cosmos, and that life

is just like a dream.

Christian narrative

Christian narrative centres on the Bible, where most content is presented in prose but

there are also some poems and song. Biblical narrative presents theology and history in

the form of stories. From a theological viewpoint, biblical narrative is to explain and

engender belief in God or is associated with God through the narration of stories. From

a historical viewpoint, the Bible aims to present history through narrative, which in

combination with theology promulgates the authenticity of God.

Biblical narrative has a number of features that have directly affected the narrative

construction of Goddess of Fate. First, God is the centre of narrative cause and effect.

Second, symbols, such as the crucifix, are used extensively as Christian iconography.

And prayer is deployed as a key communicative device, for example, in Ching Ching’s

voice-overs.

God as the centre of narrative cause and effect

In the western narrative tradition, the characters are often the most important agent

demonstrating cause and effect, which not only charts the characters’ actions but also

exhibits the characters’psychological states. According to Shimon Bar-Efrat (2006: 49–

50) in Shengjingde xushi yishu (a Chinese translation of Narrative Art in the Bible)

there are two common ways used to present the personality of a character in the Bible.

One is to make direct narration through the narrator and another is to embed personality

in the action of the characters. Such a method, however, creates a barrier that prevents

the reader from observing the characters closely. In fact, in the Bible, especially in the

Old Testament, it is God who most frequently expresses His emotions. As recorded in

the Old Testament, God is often afflicted with His people’s misdemeanours and even
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shows His anger. The narrative often indirectly or directly describes God’s anger. Bar-

Efrat therefore concludes that God is the main character in biblical narrative. In my film,

God works mysteriously through Ching Ching.

As stated, God is commonly considered the most direct cause of the characters’

actions in the Old Testament. How does this Christian narrative told through Ching

Ching relate to Lin Hsi’s non-Christian characterisation when his story is told in the

Chinese and Hollywood narrative style? First, Lin Hsi becomes part of Ching Ching’s

dreams which she sees as a message from God. Second, Ching Ching ultimately offers

Lin Hsi deathbed redemption in the Christian tradition. In other words, as I explain in

detail in Chapter 4, the stories of Lin and Ching merge by the end of the film. In this

way, God represents fate or the unknown future for Ching Ching.

Christian symbols and prayer

In his 1978 German work whose English title is The Unspeakable Language (in Chinese

translation, Buke yanshuode yanshuo), Heinrich Ott proposes that we cannot experience

God simply through the narration of language. Hence, the question concerns not the

existence of God but how to speak of God. Ott proposes that we speak of God through

symbols and symbolic language. For Ott, symbols represent an entity (instead of just a

sign) and are expressions of a priori experience or of God himself. My film uses a

symbolic Christian system, such as images of the crucifix, the light, and Ching Ching’s

dreams. At times, I differentiate this system of imagery from a symbolic Christian

language centred on prayer. Ott sees prayer as unspeakable narration in Christianity (Ott,

1998: 64–65). As stated, Ching Ching’s voice-over is a form of prayer in Goddess of

Fate. For example, Ching Ching’s first voice-over/prayer is to God Himself, requesting

peace in the world.

I realise that this explanation of Christian narrative may be naïve. The theory is

complex. However, I became a Christian only during my time in Australia when I began

to believe that the Christian God was the central agent in my own personal journey.

Hence I put this experience into Ching Ching’s characterisation in Goddess of Fate.

In summary, in this and the preceding chapter I have presented a broad theoretical

and filmmaking framework through discussion of the three narrative strands that merge

in my film: Hollywood and Chinese experimental film that plays with Hollywood

narrative codes, Taoism and Christianity. In the next chapter, I narrow the analysis to
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the actual techniques and processes I used to conduct this merger to produce Goddess of

Fate as a Chinese experimental film.
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Chapter 4

Merging Narratives:

The Three Narrative Strands in Goddess of Fate

In this chapter I explain the narrative techniques and processes I have used in Goddess

of Fate. In theoretical discussion in Chapters 2 and 3, I have briefly introduced some of

these techniques and how they integrate with my creative process. In this Chapter, in the

context of that theoretical discussion, I present a more detailed explanation of how these

three narrative strands interact and construct the narrative body of Goddess of Fate. This

chapter therefore provides the concrete detail to answer my research question on

merging narratives in my film. It is divided into several sections that represent

important aspects of the film narrative according to David Bordwell’s theory: story and

plot, cause and effect, excess, space and time. Film style is discussed in each section.

The story and plot of Goddess of Fate

The main male character Lin Hsi commits homicide in a gang fight and begins the life

of a fugitive. He escapes to a deserted house where he finds a statue of a figure with the

name “Goddess of Fate”. The facial expression of this statue resembles Ching Ching, a

blind girl who lives alone. She and Lin do not know each other, but after Lin Hsi

discovers the Goddess of Fate statue in the deserted house, Ching Ching constantly

dreams of Lin Hsi.

While Lin Hsi hides in the deserted house, he becomes so lonely that he fantasises

that the Goddess of Fate becomes a real person and keeps him company. Through the

medium of the Goddess of Fate, Ching Ching and Lin Hsi begin an intangible

relationship. Ching Ching has been blind since childhood. However, Lin Hsi appears

clearly in her dream, which baffles her. As a Christian, Ching Ching believes that the

dream is a message from God and so she starts to feel for the young man in her dream.

Lin Hsi previously sought help from his father but his father rejected him. He then

returns to the gang leader Chung-Yi for assistance. Chung-Yi agrees to help Lin Hsi but

this help is opposed by Chung-Yi’s bodyguard, Ah-Hsin. Ah-Hsin decides to sacrifice

Lin Hsi in the interests of his gang. Meanwhile, Ching Ching keeps thinking about Lin

Hsi and begins to realise that Lin Hsi might actually exist in the world. However, she

has no access to him and can learn about him only through her dreams.
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Lin Hsi arrives at an agreed meeting point by the harbour as Chung-Yi instructed and

awaits Chung-Yi’s help. However, he is ambushed and attacked by people sent by Ah-

Hsin and he returns to the deserted house with multiple wounds on his body. Again, he

is deluded and fantasises that the Goddess of Fate materialises and becomes his lover.

At this time, Lin Hsi accidentally breaks the Goddess statue. As the pieces of the statue

scatter on the floor, Lin Hsi can no longer distinguish reality from imagination.

Afflicted by his delusion, Lin Hsi ruthlessly kills his gang leader Chung-Yi and walks

aimlessly in the street, holding the pieces of the goddess statue. Ching Ching dreams of

this incident. She is so worried that she decides to search for Lin Hsi.

Ah-Hsin successfully tracks down Lin Hsi. He follows Lin Hsi quietly and plans to

strike when he is alone. Severely attacked by Ah-Hsin, Lin Hsi can hardly move.

However, his determination prompts him to fight back with the remaining pieces of the

Goddess of Fate statue and he kills Ah-Hsin. After Ah-Hsin dies, Lin Hsi returns to the

deserted house and sees Ching Ching for the first time. Holding Lin Hsi tightly in her

arms, Ching Ching as a Christian tries to comfort Lin Hsi by giving him her cross. At

this time, the light emitted from the cross finally brings comfort to Lin Hsi and he dies

peacefully. After Lin Hsi has passed away, Ching Ching wakes from her dream. She

walks toward the light in the room and imagines herself to be in the world of eternity.

The story structure of Goddess of Fate is bilinear, with the two narrative lines

centred on Lin Hsi and Ching Ching respectively. As stated in previous chapters, these

two narrative lines develop independently but occasionally they intersect. Superficially,

such a structure resembles the mode found in classical Hollywood films––a progressive

romance and action. However, the development of the film indicates that its structure is

radically different from that of Hollywood. In the story pattern of classic Hollywood

film, romance tends to follow the development of the action in which the narration still

focuses on the leading actor. The leading actor attempts to resolve problems through

action while establishing a romantic relationship with the leading actress. In the end, the

problem is resolved and the leading actor also accomplishes the romantic mission

(Bordwell, 1985: 157). However, in the story of Goddess of Fate the two leading actors

are not subordinate to each other. Lin Hsi's actions display a distinct motivation: he has

to escape from people who want to kill him. But his goal is also unclear because he does

not know where he can hide or what awaits him––what is his fate. Ching Ching’s

motivation and goal are very different from Lin Hsi’s. The image of Lin Hsi in her

dream is like a message from God. Nevertheless, she does not know the purpose of the

dream-oracle and she must first understand the nature of the task God has assigned
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before she can make judgment. Hence, rather than concluding that her action is attached

to a distinct motivation, it may be more appropriate to say that Ching Ching’s action is

contingent upon her continuous efforts to determine her motivation.

Hence, in the beginning, the two major narrative lines have individual structures and

very little correspondence between the plots. The secondary characters of each narrative

line rarely overlap. Ching Ching never physically meets Chung-Yi and Ah-Hsin, and

Lin Hsi does not meet the priest or the librarian who help Ching Ching. In terms of the

timeline, although Ching Ching’s story seems to correspond with that of Lin Hsi, there

is no actual connection between them until the final scene. In addition, the spatial

system represented by Ching Ching is also separate from Lin Hsi’s spatial system.

These two systems overlap only at the end of the film when they meet each other.

Therefore, the plots that Lin Hsi and Ching Ching represent in the narrative are in fact

two individual plots.

These two sets of plots do not have substantial correspondence, which is indicated

through indirect symbolic systems. For Ching Ching, Lin Hsi appears in dreams and

thus dream symbolises one system depicting their relationship. The Goddess of Fate

statue is another link between him and Ching Ching and implies another relationship

system between these two main characters. An image of the butterfly also becomes a

symbolic system in the narrative, indirectly linking the plots of Lin Hsi and Ching

Ching. The butterfly is one of the few common elements that appear in the bipolar

narrative plots. As stated in the previous chapter, the butterfly is symbolic, referring to

Taoist thought on the nature of being and dreams.

Another symbolic system is the light of the cross. Ching Ching must redeem Lin Hsi

through the cross. For Lin Hsi, the butterfly produced by the light of the cross

symbolises his aspiration for nature and self-emancipation. Thus Taoist and Christian

symbols are linked. It is worth noting that the butterfly signifies different meanings to

Lin Hsi and Ching Ching respectively within the film. From Ching Ching’s point of

view, the butterfly image appearing from the candle light represents a symbol of

religion (Figure 4.1), whereas for Lin Hsi, the image of the butterfly seems to more

closely resemble the original image of the butterfly belonging to Mother Nature as a

force of redemption and rebirth (Figure 4.2). As the appearance of the butterfly is

associated with the Goddess of Fate, the butterfly also serves as the symbol of nature in

the plot. It also implies an intimate relationship between humankind and nature.
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Figure 4.1: (Scene 12)

Butterfly as a symbol of religion

Figure 4.2: (Scene 22)

Butterfly as a symbol of Mother Nature

Cause and effect in Goddess of Fate

Elements in the chain of cause and effect, such as the abovementioned dream, the

Goddess of Fate, the butterfly, and the cross and light all contribute to the development

of the plot. Among these elements, dreams and oracles are the primary factors that

promote the plot development on the part of Ching Ching whereas Lin Hsi, as the main

character of her dream, provides the focal point that promotes the development of the

narrative. Lin Hsi never knows about Ching Ching’s existence or his appearance in her

dream and the few correspondences between Lin Hsi and Ching Ching are expressed

only through the Goddess of Fate. The statue of the Goddess of Fate plays a crucial role

in Ching Ching’s redemption of Lin Hsi. However, certain unexplained notions

underpin the relationship between the Goddess of Fate and Ching Ching. Although

Ching Ching’s physical resemblance to the Goddess of Fate may seem to be a random

coincidence, we often consider such coincidences as fate, which is the theme this film

explores and corresponds to the film’s title Goddess of Fate.

Hence, I consider fate as the major thrust that prompts cause and effect in the

narrative line of Lin Hsi. In addition, although the statue represents the image of a

goddess, its body shape resembles that of a human. The appearance of the statue fulfils

the image of a god in Taoism. Taoism upholds that even an ordinary person is able to

achieve the cultivation of immortality. An example is Matsu, the Taoist goddess of the

sea (Figure 4.3) Hence, if the Goddess of Fate represents the goddess that controls fate,

we may define a primary causal agent in the narrative line of Lin Hsi as the Taoist

concept of fate.
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Figure 4.3: (Scene 15) The appearance of the Goddess statue

From the above analysis, causality in the narration of Lin Hsi is prompted by fate,

whereas in the narration of Ching Ching causality is found in the Christian-centred

oracle/dreams/Lin Hsi. In consequence, does the entire film have a causal focus?

Because there is rarely any connection between Lin Hsi and Ching Ching, there is no

clear causal chain. However, we may speculate from Lin Hsi’s presence in Ching

Ching’s dream that Lin Hsi’s fate forms a relationship with Ching Ching’s dream/oracle,

but we cannot clearly define the nature of this relationship.

Ching Ching’s point of view, for example, is a means to explain that everything is

God’s arrangement. The narrative line of Ching Ching also conforms with the narrative

pattern used in Christianity which considers God as the primary Cause. However, the

same viewpoint does not fully explain causality regarding Lin Hsi's actions. Causality in

the first half narrative line of Lin Hsi's plot tends to revolve around the Goddess of Fate,

which does not comply with the viewpoint of Christianity. However, the narrative

begins to change when the statue of the Goddess of Fate is broken. At this time, both a

fate-centred causality and a God-centred causality work together in the narrative.

A fate-centred causality in the narrative line of Ching Ching may be problematic as

the ideology of Christianity is implemented in Ching Ching’s story in a very direct and

distinct fashion so that it is not possible to separate Christianity from her story.

However, if we closely inspect the last scene of the film, Ching Ching reaches out to the

cross on her bedside and she cannot find it. At this time, Ching Ching seems rather calm

and peaceful. She then walks slowly toward the window and opens the curtain. The

camera then integrates Ching Ching with nature. Once again, Ching Ching sees the

image of the butterfly and a teardrop streams down her smiling face. This scene

symbolises the pursuit of nature embedded in the concept of fate in Taoism, as

discussed in the previous chapter and demonstrated in Figure 4.4.
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Figure 4.4: (Scene 26) Ching Ching in nature

We may conclude from the above analysis that cause and effect in this film begin to

merge into one line along with the plot development of the initially separate narrative

lines in the first half of the film. However, the merging of the narrative lines is not

sufficient to exhibit a clear and complete causal chain. On the contrary, it has

alternatively displayed two different causal chains that gradually merge in the second

half of the film.

Excess in Goddess of Fate

Excess is outside Bordwell’s formal narrative system but central to traditional Chinese

narrative, as explained in Chapter 2. Excess in Goddess of Fate is presented in the two

sets of plots. One is the description of Ching Ching’s life. We know that the major goal

of Ching Ching’s action is to discover the meaning of the oracle. Hence, the narrative of

her story tends to focus on this quest. In addition, we have also seen a series of non-

events or incidents about her every-day life in the first half of the film. These incidents

may seem to be unrelated to her goal. Because Ching Ching is blind, the narrative of

these incidents exhibits a static feeling.

Incidents include Ching Ching’s cooking, eating, listening to the radio, bedtime

praying and afternoon meditation. These incidents are narrated through a voice-over in

the first person (Figures 4.5 and 4.6). The voice-overs take the form of prayers and

poems. The voice-over is one of the few links that directly reveal Ching Ching’s

motivation and agenda in the film.
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Figure 4.5: (Scene 6)

Ching Ching’s ordinary life––cooking

Figure 4.6: (Scene 6)

Ching Ching’s ordinary life––in prayer

If we interpret the sequence from the viewpoint of Chinese traditional narrative, the

combination of the narration of the details of Ching Ching’s life and the voice-over

fulfils the concept of texture proposed by Andrew H. Plaks. Texture carries the author’s

agenda in the narrative. From a Christian narrative viewpoint, narration of incidents in

the Bible is well presented without redundant description as explained in a previous

chapter. Poems and prayers are the most direct manifestation of the meaning of the

Bible. The voice-over in this film also serves the same function.

Hence, excess in Ching Ching’s narrative line represents the combination of both

Christian and Taoist narrative. These two narratives operate separately on different

levels. Although this narrative line is presented in a Christian narrative pattern in terms

of the relationship of cause and effect, the texture and mood of the incidents indicates

that traditional Chinese narrative is also applied. In the sense of excess, the image and

sound are separate, with the voice following a Christian narrative and the image

following the texture of traditional Chinese narrative. The combination of the music

(instead of voice-over) and the image also reminds us of the highly visual and symbolic

dimension of Chinese literature and thus yields a poetic Chinese narrative.

The narrative line of Lin Hsi exhibits a narrative pattern different from that of Ching

Ching. In his narrative line, very few episodic plots are noted. Almost all of the plots are

connected with each other, resembling Hollywood classical narrative. Therefore in the

entire narrative line, only the image of the butterfly may be considered excessive. As

mentioned in the previous section, the butterfly in the film belongs to the symbolic

system in the story but does not correspond directly to the story. Hence, it may be

considered as Plaks’ texture. However, as noted earlier, the butterfly’s reappearances in

the film make it an indispensable element in symbolising nature and in resolving the

conflict at the end. A concise plot is derived from the classical Hollywood narrative

pattern with insertions from the tradition of Chinese narrative.
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Classic Hollywood narrative theory with its emphasis on clear causality and

storylines makes it difficult to categorise the binary structure of the narrative in this film.

However, we may attempt to interpret the film by using the binary complementary

pattern as well as the texture of traditional Chinese narrative. Using this theoretical

framework, we note a plot relationship between the two major narrative lines. A good

example is the seventh scene, in which Lin Hsi escapes to the deserted house and Ching

Ching witnesses Lin Hsi’s anxiety and agony in her dream. Although the shots that

depict Ching Ching in her dream are only some of the many shots that portray Lin Hsi,

their relationship is magnified as these shots appear in the opening of individual

segments in the film (Figures 4.7 and 4.8). In other words, the insertion of the dream

shots enables Ching Ching’s narrative plot to gradually merge with that of Lin Hsi.

Other scenes demonstrate the increasing integration of the plot lines.

Figure 4.7: (Scene 7)

Ching Ching dreaming

Figure 4.8: (Scene 7)

Lin Hsi in the deserted house

In the fourteenth scene, for example, the number of shots of Ching Ching’s daydream

is almost equal to the number for Lin Hsi’s scene in the deserted house. In the twentieth

scene, Ching Ching’s dream intersects with Lin Hsi’s dream (Figures 4.9 and 4.10). At

this time, we can no longer distinguish one from the other. The complementary pattern

means that the audience cannot infer the meaning from a single narrative line or obtain

direct meaning from the combination of the narratives. On the contrary, the mixture of

the narratives creates an illusionary and surreal effect that requires the audience to

search for the meaning behind the shots, which may be dialectical or mingled, or may

represent the meaning introduced through an intuitive reading.
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Figure 4.9: (Scene 20)

Ching Ching’s dream sequence

Figure 4.10: (Scene 20)

Lin Hsi’s dream sequence

Space in Goddess of Fate

According to Bordwell and Thompson, there are three types of represented three-

dimensional space in film: “the story space, the plot space, and viewing (onscreen)

space. In addition, there is the flat, or graphic space, of the screen” (Bordwell and

Thompson, 1996: 412). In general, the spatial design in Goddess of Fate displays

conformity with the binary development of the narrative structure in the film but also

introduces dream space as part of both plot and story space. In the Lin Hsi-centred

narrative line, many of the spatial arrangements are selected not just to construct the

plot but also because they have symbolic meanings. For example, the main scene of the

deserted house and the meadow in the second half of the story both manifest Lin Hsi’s

state of mind. The same rationale is at work in Ching Ching’s house, such as in the

artistic decorations, lighting and outdoor scenery.

As with the plot development, these two individual spatial systems can be considered

as interdependent systems in the second half of the film. These character-centred spaces

also reflect the psychological condition of the characters. However, toward the second

half of the film, the central characters of the two narrative lines begin to penetrate each

other’s space through the space of dreams. For example, in the twentieth scene, Lin Hsi

kills Chung-Yi and walks in a dream-like meadow with the remaining piece of the

Goddess of Fate statue. He is followed by Ah-Hsin who wants to kill him (Figure 4.11).

The plot never tells the audience how Ah-Hsin found Lin Hsi. Then, a shot of Ching

Ching in her dream suddenly appears in Lin Hsi’s space (Figure 4:12). This is the first

scene in which Ching Ching comes directly into Lin Hsi’s narrative line by infiltrating

the spatial system.
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Figure 4.11: (Scene 20)

Lin Hsi followed by Ah-Hsin

Figure 4.12: (Scene 20)

Ching Ching appears in Lin Hsi’s space

Ching Ching’s unexpected appearance is rather unusual and represents another

unexplained aspect of the plot. In the subsequent plot, Ah-Hsin follows Lin Hsi to the

wilderness where he plans to strike Lin Hsi. However, this scene ends with Lin Hsi

killing Ah-Hsin and bursting into tears (Figure 4:13). The camera shifts to a nature

scene and suddenly returns to the deserted house. A close-up shot of Lin Hsi’s profile

serves as the opening shot of this scene in the deserted house (Figure 4.14). This scene

implies that the previous scene is in fact about Lin Hsi’s dreams or hallucinations, and

so explains the previously unexplained appearance of Ah-Hsin. However, Ching

Ching’s appearance in this scene seems rather incoherent from Lin Hsi’s viewpoint. The

only reasonable explanation for her appearance is that Lin Hsi sees the Goddess of Fate

as Ching Ching. Ching Ching’s appearance is explained in the subsequent scene in

which Ching Ching shows up in the deserted house, which corresponds to the space of

Lin Hsi (Figure 4.15). At this time, Lin Hsi and Ching Ching hold viewpoints different

from each other. Ching Ching has finally encountered the man in her dream and has

redeemed him from his suffering. For Lin Hsi, the broken statue of the Goddess of Fate

has appeared once again and comforted him. Here the narrative lines of Lin Hsi and

Ching Ching have merged into one. This merger of narrative and space conveys one of

the main allegories of the film: life is just like a dream.

Figure 4.13: (Scene 21)

Lin Hsi bursts into tears

Figure 4.14: (Scene 22)

Lin Hsi in close-up in the deserted house
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Figure 4.15: (Scene 22) Ching Ching shows up in the deserted house

As with cause and effect in this film, excess can also be found in the spatial system.

Shots of nature appear repeatedly. These nature shots depict the meadow and the sky. In

the first half of the film, these shots accord with the plot. For example, Lin Hsi escapes

to the meadow after he kills a gangster (Figure 4.16). Ching Ching is also in the

meadow but they do not meet. (The meadow scene later appears twice in the middle of

the film.) The scene implies the meadow as a shared space, prefiguring their shared

lives and their actual meeting later in the film. Here, the meadow also represents the

background space of Lin Hsi’s dream (Figure 4.17).

Figure 4.16: (Scene 3)

Lin Hsi escapes to the meadow

Figure 4.17: (Scene 20)

Lin Hsi’s dream sequence

In the last few scenes the meadow appears three times so that the presence of the

meadow is excessive. The first time is the cut-in shot after Lin Hsi kills Ah Hsin (Figure

4.18). Another shot of the meadow is in Lin Hsi dying memory (Figure 4.19). The last

meadow scene is in Ching Ching’s dream (Figure 4.20). None of these scenes are

related to the plot. However, these shots play an important role. Although they appear

separately from Lin Hsi and Ching Ching’s viewpoints, they represent the same

meanings: the world is filled with sentiment or feeling (qing).
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Figure 4.18: (Scene 21)
Meadow shot after Lin Hsi kills

Chung-Yi

Figure 4.19: (Scene 22)
Meadow shot before Lin Hsi passes

away

Figure 4.20: (Scene 24) Meadow shot in Ching Ching’s mind

Time in Goddess of Fate

Time in film involves length and sequence (Bordwell, 1985: 51). Length refers to plot

time. Sequence refers to plot order. Here I turn to discuss both facets of time in Goddess

of Fate.

The length of each scene in Goddess of Fate can be divided into two stages, with the

scene of Ching Ching’s visit to the priest in the church serving as the dividing point.

The length of each single scene is longer in the first half of the movie than in the second

half. The volume of plot narrated in each scene exhibits a parallel relationship with that

of time. Hence, in the beginning of the film, the plot of these two narrative lines focuses

primarily on introducing the leading characters. As a result, the rhythm of the editing is

slower but the rhythm picks up in the second half of the film. The increased rhythm

significantly promotes the plot development and strengthens the integration of the two

narrative lines. Invariably, this is a result of the abovementioned “binary

complementary” which through the time length and control of editing rhythm greatly

enhances the narrative effect of the film.
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The sequencing of the incidents in Goddess of Fate generally conforms with the

story of the characters. Lin Hsi’s story is unveiled after he kills the gangster and the

story of Ching Ching is associated with that of Lin Hsi. Hence, Ching Ching’s scenes

take place at the same time as Lin Hsi's (such as the dream scene) or appear later (Ching

Ching begins her actions after she has the dream). However, the correspondence

between these two narrative lines is rather loose and it is hard to detect a connection

between the timelines of their plots other than their unexpected encounter. By the

middle of the film, the sequence of two scenes has been specially arranged to have the

two narrative lines gradually intersect. In the fifteenth scene, the timeline of Ching

Ching’s part is completely different from that of Lin Hsi’s. However, these two sets of

shots are placed together after editing (Figures 4.21 and 4.22). Such sequencing is

further strengthened through voice-over.

Figure 4.21: (Scene 15)

Ching Ching daydreaming

Figure 4.22: (Scene 15)

Lin Hsi looking at the Goddess

This montage-like presentation guides the audience to shift focus from the content of

the scene to the relationship between these two shots. This sequencing implies the

overlap of Lin Hsi's and Ching Ching’s fates. Such a technique resembles the parallel

editing of classic Hollywood narrative that conveys meaning through a special figure of

speech, but it also exhibits the image/pictorial technique of traditional Chinese narrative.

In the next scene, such a technique is once again emphasised. The content of the voice-

over strongly implies the entanglement of Lin’s and Ching’s fates. However, as the

voice-over is presented through the dialogue between the priest and Ching Ching

(Figure 4.23), it also implies a strong correlation between Lin Hsi’s fate and God

(Figure 4.24). The relationship of cause and effect in these two narrative lines is

dialectical and extends to the end of the film.
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Figure 4.23: (Scene 16)

Ching Ching talks to a priest

Figure 4.24: (Scene 17)

Lin Hsi faces an unpredictable fate

Like the plots and spatial system, the two narrative lines have gradually merged into

one by the end of the film. In the twentieth scene, Ching Ching’s appearance into the

space represented by Lin Hsi also implies an overlap of their respective spatial systems

(Figures 4.9 and 4.10). The same arrangement can also be found in the narrative

timeline. However, the integration of the narrative timelines is less strong than the

integration and intersection of space since Lin Hsi and Ching Ching do not appear in the

same shot but appear alternately in the course of the timeline. Hence, the presentation of

time in this scene is not as distinct as the presentation of space. On the other hand, the

integration of the two timelines is complete by the second last scene when Lin Hsi and

Ching Ching finally meet in person (Figure 4.25). At this time, their respective

timelines are finally synchronised.

Figure 4.25: (Scene 22) Timeline of Lin Hsi and Ching Ching finally synchronised

Space is privileged over linear time in Goddess of Fate. According to Plaks, the

prototype of western narrative is “narration + time” whereas the prototype of Chinese

narrative is “non-narrative + space” (Plaks, 1996: 46). Thus, the narrative structure of

Goddess of Fate is significantly influenced by traditional Chinese narrative in terms of

space.
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In summary, this chapter’s analysis of techniques employed in Goddess of Fate

explains the core of my research question: how the narrative strands gradually merge in

my film. The organisation of this chapter into elements of narrative commonly

discussed in western film highlights my film’s departure from the Hollywood mode.

Hollywood norms relating to story, plot, causality, excess, time, and space are merged,

and indeed increasingly submerged, in my film by the Taoist and Christian narrative

strands.
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Conclusion

In this exegesis I explain my motivations, creative practice and reflections when making

my film Goddess of Fate to answer my research question asking how multiple narrative

strands are merged in this film. I have provided my explanation against a background of

narrative theory in cinema studies. Goddess of Fate integrates three narrative strands

that represent three aspects of my life and work: classic Hollywood film narrative;

traditional, especially Taoist, Chinese narrative; and aspects of Christian narrative. I

merge these three strands to explore one of my life interests: fate.

Narrative is therefore the focus of research for this exegesis, stimulated by my time

working in Hollywood which, in the classic studio period, privileges narrative in its

successful formula. The Hollywood paradigm offers both a theoretical context and

filmmaking practice to interpret and explain my film project. In Taiwan after

Hollywood, I also became interested in Chinese experimental film so that Chinese

traditional narrative is a second strand in my film––running parallel to, and ultimately

subverting, the Hollywood formula. Finally, as I have recently become a Christian I also

introduced aspects of Christian narrative as a third strand in Goddess of Fate.

As this exegesis makes clear, narrative is a major aspect of film studies. In this study

I have explained narrative codes primarily through David Bordwell’s theory of narrative

in the feature film. In explaining how narrative traditions are merged in my film and

understood within film studies, my exegesis moves from the big picture, film narrative,

to my particular picture, Goddess of Fate. As a filmmaker, I could describe my method

as moving from establishing shots to an extended close-up.

Chapter 2 presents a broad theoretical and filmmaking framework through discussion

of Hollywood narrative and Chinese experimental film that plays with Hollywood

narrative codes. I take up this narrative “play” in Goddess, so finding new possibilities

for exploratory filmmaking in both the Hollywood and Chinese traditions.

In Chapter 3, I move to the non-Hollywood strands––Taoist and Christian

narratives––with discussion that relates both strands to my film. Chapter 4 narrows the

lens to the actual techniques and processes I adopt to merge the three narrative strands

in Goddess of Fate. To emphasise how my film departs from the classic Hollywood

formula, I have structured discussion in this chapter under headings that western

scholars, such as Bordwell, use to analyse the elements of film narrative: story/plot,
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causality, excess, space and time. This presentation brings into sharper focus the

narrative strands in play throughout my film.

Of course, this exegesis is meant to be read in tandem with, or after, viewing

Goddess of Fate. The film is highly visual, whereas this exegesis is verbal. To introduce

a visual element into this exegesis, Chapter 4 also makes extensive use of stills to

illustrate the non-verbal ways in which the various strands merge through symbolism

and non-linear narrative. Essentially, as I make clear through this exegesis, I

conceptualised the narrative as two separate threads attached to the story line of the two

main characters, Lin Hsi and Ching Ching. This bipolar complementarity is well

established in Chinese literary theory and practice.

Lin Hsi’s storyline adopts a linear and character-based Hollywood narrative in the

first half of the movie but then begins to merge into Ching Ching’s story, space and

non-linear narrative strand. Ching Ching’s storyline is both Christian and Taoist; it is

motivated by dream, prayer and God’s messages to her. Through a series of voice-overs,

icons and symbols such as the statue of the goddess, the butterfly, and the cross, Ching

Ching’s inner world is intuited in the Chinese poetic tradition rather than explained in

the Hollywood formula of clear and logical character development. Unlike Hollywood

film, my film ends with a redemptive Christian message but no clear plot closure. This

lack of closure is intended allegorically to convey that life may be cruel but the divine

cosmos has feeling and empathy. In the tradition of Chuang Tsu’s butterfly, the film

questions the boundaries between dream and reality, life and death, self and God.

Goddess of Fate is an experimental Chinese film that I completed in mid-2007. Its

attempt to merge narrative strands from different times, cultures, traditions and media is

perhaps ambitious. However, it has already been selected for screenings at Asian and

American film festivals. I hope my personal message in this film, explained in this

research, comes through to you and to audiences around the world. While my film and

this exegesis may contribute to our understanding of the integration of multiple

narrative traditions in film studies and the experimental lineage of transnational Chinese

cinema, Goddess of Fate has also contributed to my own personal growth as a

filmmaker.
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Filmography

English title Chinese title Director’s name Director’s Chinese

name

Year

1/365 1/365 Chun-Yang Chu 朱 俊 仰 1997

City of Sadness 悲 情 城 市 Hou Hsiao Hsien 侯 孝 贤 1989

Goddess of Fate 命運女神 Chun-Yang Chu 朱 俊 仰 2007

Secret 秘密 Chun-Yang Chu 朱 俊 仰 2004

Yellow Earth 黄土 地 Chen Kaige 陈凯 歌 1984


