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course of six years. During one visit 
to interview local people, she was 
introduced to an elderly singer 
known as one of the “five golden 
flowers” — a reference to the then 
most-celebrated female singers of 
the Dong ethnic group who per-
formed for state leaders in the 
1950s.

The elderly lady recalled her early
years, involving an unforgettable 
love affair with a man who stayed 
single after the couple were forced 
apart.

“Her story touched me. It’s impos-
sible to imagine that someone now-
adays will wait for an entire lifetime 
for a love that may never be 
returned,” says the 34-year-old film-
maker.

As a native growing up in the
Qiandongnan Miao and Dong 
autonomous prefecture, Guizhou 
province, Ou was fascinated by local

acting awards for The Dead End, he 
heard that the Chinese police had 
arrested the Baiyin serial killer Gao 
Chengyong, also referred to as Chi-
na’s “Jack the Ripper”.

“It was Aug 26, 2016. I clearly
remember the details of that day. 
When I was discussing The Looming

Storm’s script with Duan (who later 
agreed to act in the movie), local 
police in Gansu were hunting for the
murderer,” says Dong.

The film, set in a rainy, unnamed
town, is about a factory security 
chief’s hunt for a serial killer, who 
kills young women.

Despite the storyline, Dong is not
satisfied with merely making a 
crime thriller.

The American magazine, Holly-
wood Reporter, says that “China’s 
competition entry (referring to The 
Looming Storm) at this year’s Tokyo 
Film Festival is a think piece, thinly 

long care for her finally cures her 
broken heart.

“I didn’t conceive the story. I
heard about it from people involved 

in the project,” says Ou, speaking on 
the sidelines of a promotional event 
for the film in Beijing.

Ou worked on the project over the

Top: Director Ou Chouchou (center) alongside actress Wang Jia (second left) 
promote the movie in Beijing. Above: Taking a wooden ladder to climb up to the 
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Director Dong Yue’s first feature
film, The Looming Storm, recently 
won two top awards — for best actor
and best artistic contribution — at 
the 30th Tokyo International Film 
Festival, leading to a buzz among 
crime noir fans.

On Friday, the two-hour feature
arrived in Chinese theaters, and has 
so far scored 7.2 points out of 10 on 
the country’s popular review web-
site Douban.

But Dong is not intoxicated by the
achievement.

“The reviews seem polarized. I
will take a break to think more 
about how to balance market expec-
tations and art,” says Dong.

When Dong decided to quit his
cinematographer job to become a 
director in 2010, his goal was clear: 
to make a serious movie that doesn’t
fool audiences.

He was looking for inspiration
when in 2013 a report about a once 
abandoned town in northwestern 
China gripped his attention.

The industrial city of Yumen in
Gansu province was once one of the 

country’s largest oil production bas-
es, but most of the locals left in the 
1990s after drilling stopped.

“Only some of the elderly who
were unwilling to leave insisted on 
staying in the desolate area. The 
atmosphere there sets the tune for 
my movie,” says Dong in a telephone
interview.

At the same time, Dong, a fan of
crime-themed productions, had 
developed a strong interest in a seri-
al killer case, which saw 10 Chinese 
women and an 8-year-old girl bru-
tally killed in Baiyin, in Northwest 
China’s Gansu province.

Dong had wanted to do a cinemat-
ic adaptation of the case, but he failed
after a series of attempts, including 
contacting the first Chinese journal-
ist who reported on the case in the 
1990s, and flying to Baiyin himself to 
get first-hand information.

“I was a newcomer. Without
enough resources and necessary 
authorization, I discovered that it 
would be impossible to do the adap-
tation,” he explains.

But then there was a coincidence.
When Dong met Duan Yihong,

the A-list actor who had won several

disguised as a murder mystery.”
The movie doesn’t focus on solv-

ing the puzzle to reveal who the kill-
er is, as numerous genre whodunits 
do. Instead, it centers on exploring 
the humanity of those who were 
involved as well as a look at the era 
that the movie is set in.

“I was a college student in 1997 in
Beijing. My uncle worked at the Chi-
nese Academy of Social Sciences 
back then. He told me about some of
the huge changes happening then 
and how they influenced ordinary 
people. I was interested in depicting 
that era in my movie,”  Dong says.

The film was shot in Hengyang,
Hunan province, as the city has a lot
of structures  built in the 1990s.

Besides Duan, the cast features
actress Jiang Yiyan, known for her 
arthouse dramas, and actors Du 
Yuan and Zheng Wei.

Speaking about the domestic movie
industry’s demanding environment 
for young talent, Dong says movie-
making is a time-consuming job.

“I know many newcomers give
up. You have to love it (cinema). A 
serious movie project needs at least 
three years,” says Dong.

Buzz among film buffs as Chinese thriller shines at Tokyo festival

Left: Director Dong Yue (left) alongside actor Duan Yihong and actress Jiang Yiyan share behind-the-scenes stories of 
The Looming Storm with audiences at the film’s Beijing premiere last week. Right: Duan and Jiang star in the Chinese film. 
PHOTOS PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY

A s night falls, a young man
takes a wooden ladder
and leans it against a
closed window on the sec-

ond floor of a house. Playing a gui-
tar-like instrument, he sings 
romantic lyrics as his beloved looks 
on from the other side of the win-
dow.

This kind of wooing is not com-
mon in big cities, but for Dong peo-
ple, an ethnic group that mainly 
lives in Southwest China’s Guizhou 
province, it has been part of their life
for centuries. And it now features in 
the new movie The Grand Song.

The 138-minute film, which
opened across China on Nov 17, 
showcases Dong culture and lifes-
tyle through a romantic story span-
ning several decades.

The movie is also the first of its
kind to explore Dong culture since 
China launched a project to shoot at
least one film for each of the coun-
try’s 56 ethnic groups in 2014, says 
Niu Song, secretary-general of the 
China Ethnic Movies’ Promotion 
Association.

With The Grand Song, the num-
ber of ethnic groups that have not 
had a movie made to record their 
culture has dropped to 17, says Niu.

As the main consultant on the
movie, Niu believes it will help out-
siders to learn more about the eth-
nic group, members of which are 
believed to be descendants of the 
Baiyue tribes who lived in areas 
south of the Yangtze River around 
2,500 years ago. 

The movie is named after one of
the Dong ethnic group’s most 
famous traditional art forms, a cho-

rus performed without the aid of 
musical instruments. 

The songs, which range from
themes as diverse as the group’s his-
tory to the daily routine of their 
lives, were inscribed in UNESCO’s 
list of intangible cultural heritage in
2009.

The film’s director Ou Chouchou
and her crew toured nearly 100 villa-
ges to interview folk song masters, 
collecting around 1,000 songs, 
around half of the group’s existing 
total.

Twenty-four songs shortlisted
from 48 are showcased in the movie,
with artists from the China Philhar-
monic Orchestra and the National 
Center for the Performing Arts to 
add accompanying music.

Ou explains the folk songs were
handled in this way to widen their 
appeal to a younger, contemporary 
audience.

“A local saying goes ‘rice nourish-
es the body, while songs nourish the 
soul’. Music is part of their life and 
reflects their spirit. I hope their 
songs will be heard by more people,”
Ou says.

But the movie, which is based on a
true story, may resonate more with 
young people searching for true 
love.

With a timeline spanning around
60 years, the movie centers on a gift-
ed Dong singer, who wants to marry
her childhood sweetheart but is 
instead forced to become the wife of
a wealthy man. After a devastating 
fire claims the life of her first love, 
the woman suffers a breakdown and
edges toward the brink of insanity. 
In the end, her husband’s decades-

legends from a young age and in 
2002 began to visit the remote villa-
ges scattered around the mountains 
there.

After she graduated from the Bei-
jing Film Academy, Ou began to 
make movies about the  Dong and 
Miao people, making her the first 
film director to come from either of 
the ethnic groups.

Her directorial debut Anayi, a
2006 movie about a Miao woman 
adept at embroidery, skillfully 
blends local customs with romance.

One of the movie’s most
acclaimed scenes features up to 
1,000 Miao women dressed in local 
costume to celebrate their tradition-
al Miao Sisters’ Meal Festival, a local
matchmaking event.

Close to the Sun — her second
movie released in 2012 — praises the
simplicity and kindness of the Miao 
people from the perspective of a 
French painter who suffers a serious
illness but is rescued by the locals. 

But the market for arthouse
romances remains tough.

In the year leading up to its
nationwide release, The Grand Song
had more than 300 free screenings 
around Guizhou and was watched 
by more than 42,000 rural resi-
dents.

“We were short of financing for
marketing and distribution back 
then. I didn’t expect the movie to go 
on general release. It’s great to see it 
arrive in theaters — I just hope it 
won’t be labeled as an ethnic-
themed feature,” says Ou. 

Contact the writer at xufan@
chinadaily.com.cn

The Grand Song, a new movie on the Dong ethnic group, has a lot of such scenes to demonstrate its members’ musical art, which was inscribed by UNESCO as an intangible cultural heritage in 2009. PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY
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New film exploring the culture of an ethnic group in Southwest New film exploring the culture of an ethnic group in Southwest 
China has gone on nationwide release. China has gone on nationwide release. Xu FanXu Fan reports. reports.


