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THE THIRDSPACE IN GAO XINGJIAN’S CINEPOEMS'

LIU JIANMEI *

ABSTRACT This article delves into Gao Xingjians three innovative cinepoems—
Silhouette/Shadow, After the Flood, and Requiem for Beauty—to scrutinize his unique
transmedia aesthetics and philosophical meditations that characterize a profound and
multifaceted Thirdspace. Gao Xingjian’s inventive thirding not only provides insights
into his postexilic plays and transnational and transcultural identities, but also sheds
light on all the genres he has experimented with, including cinepoems, fiction, paint-
ing, poetry, dance, and photography. His fascination with thirding has an intimate
affinity with Laozi’s Dao De Jing and Chan Buddhism, aiming to criticize Hegel’s dia-
lectics of “negation of negation” that is prevalent in modern thinking. Analyzing his
transmedia practice in cinepoems, I look into his tripartite film theory that addresses
the tensions, interactions, and negotiations between visual language, verbal language,
and aural expressions. His artistic undertakings in exploring Thirdspace have exem-
plified a personal renaissance in literature and arts in a time besieged by commercial
desires, political struggles, and spiritual destitution.

Keyworps Thirdspace, the Chan State, Cinepoem, Transmedia Aesthetics, kongling

*  Liu Jiamei is Professor at Division of Humanities, Hong Kong University of Science and Technology

1 The General Research Grant (No. 16601518), provided by the Research Grants Council of Hong Kong, allowed
me to travel to libraries and museums that significantly expanded my critical horizons while offering much-
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Drawing on Homi Bhabha’s and Edward Soja’s theories of Thirdspace in combination with
William Storm’s idea of the tragic field as a “fabric connection” between characters, Letizia
Fusini in her book Dionysus on the Other Shore: Gao Xingjian's Theatre of the Tragic coins
the term “thirdspace tragedies” to describe Gao Xingjian’s postexile plays.” In her definition,
“These are tragedies that, by working between opposite polarities—Self and Other, cohesion
and division, reality and imagination, antiquity and modernity—actually occur within a less
visible thirdspace, a dynamic realm of potentialities akin to Holderlinian caesura, that can
be fully brought to the surface only through an ad hoc methodological exploration”® By us-
ing “thirdspace tragedies,” Fusini vividly delineates Gao Xingjian's dramatic space, in which
the psychic energies between opposite polarities constitute a dynamic “polyphony of selves”*
It is indubitably important that Fusini has discovered a psychological Thirdspace engraved
in Gao Xingjians “psychological field” with dialectical interchanges between the character’s
internal opposite selves. However, Gao Xingjian's Thirdspace is not limited to his postexile
plays, but rather permeates every aspect and genre of his artistic creation. Another scholar,
Sau Ching Janet Shum, also applies Homi Bhabha’s concept of Thirdspace to her study of Gao
Xingjian’s transnational identity and translations.® Although her study frees Gao’s work from
the Eastern/Western dichotomy, it mainly focuses on the issue of transcultural and transna-
tional identities.®

In fact, Gao Xingjian’s idea of thirding is derived from traditional Chinese resources
rather than Western ones. In his article “Freedom and Literature,” Gao Xingjian clearly
states: “Laozi’s one gives birth to two, two gives birth to three, and three gives birth to the
myriad things is ancient wisdom that can act as a cooling elixir to help people escape the
vicious circle of endless revolutions inherent in the negation of negation”” Different from
Soja’s Thirdspace, which is based on Lefebvre’s trialectics that links the perceived space, con-
ceived space, and lived space dialectically, Gao Xingjian’s thirding has its own perceptional
structure centering around the inner world of self by conjuring up all kinds of new and alter-
native methods in his aesthetic practice. The thirding in his oeuvre arisen from transnational
or transcultural resources puts an emphasis on furnishing new possibilities for his personal
artistic imagination and creations, rather than merely engaging in cultural politics in the
postcolonial context.

2 Letizia Fusini, Dionysus on the Other Shore: Gao Xingjian’s Theatre of the Tragic (Leiden & Boston: Brill, 2020),
10-17, 219-222.

3 Fusini, Dionysus on the Other Shore, 16-17.
Fusini, Dionysus on the Other Shore, 220-222.

5  Sau Ching Janet Shum, “Diasporic Aesthetics of Gao Xingjian's Exilic Discourse” (Ph.D diss., Hong Kong
University of Science and Technology, 2010), 11-19.

6  Shum, “Diasporic Aesthetics,” 20-22.

7  Gao Xingjian, “Freedom and Literature,” in Gao Xingjian, Aesthetics and Creation, trans. Mabel Lee (Ambherst,
NY: Cambria Press, 2012), 233.
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When Chinese literary scholar and critic Liu Zaifu analyzes Gao Xingjian’s notion of free-
dom, he expounds on Gao Xingjian’s thirding in this way:

He [Gao] consciously breaks away from the established philosophical model of
binary oppositions and paradoxes, going from “two” to “three,” from three to infinity.
Enlightened by Laozi, the great Chinese philosopher, and Huineng, the prodigious
Chan Buddhist thinker, he found that their thinking gave up binary opposites long
ago and that they went from two, to “not two,” to “three representing everything” and
to all phenomena. Gao Xingjian’s free state of mind challenges the “either/or” and
“both” way of thinking. As a result, in painting he creates new visual images using
a third possibility that is neither figurative nor abstract. In drama, he discovered a
third possibility that is neither Stanislavski nor Brecht: by introducing his concept of
tripartite performance and the neutral actor, he created a new form of drama. He also
created a new form of novel that uses a form of narration that is neither character-
driven nor plot-driven, and that replaces characters with personal pronouns and plot

with psychological rhythms.®

There is no doubt that Gao Xingjian has excelled at implementing Thirdspace in his own
art works. He not only discovers a third broad space between two opposite poles but also
employs various inventive methods, whether cognitive or emotive, to broaden and deepen
new possibilities in this territory.” As a panoramic artist or a polymath, Gao Xingjian has
successfully launched a new critical ground by calling for special attention to the “in-be-
tween” space, which is comparable to Thirdspace in his transcultural, transdisciplinary, and
transmedia experiments and explorations. According to Jean-Pierre Zarader, a well-known
French philosopher and historian of philosophy, Gao Xingjian rethinks and renovates “an
exteriority of the in-between, not only when he insists on the importance of the margins
but also when he continues, concretely and consistently throughout his work, to go beyond
all established categories and all oppositions.”*® In Gao Xingjian’s entire literary and artistic
oeuvre, the innovative designation and implementation of Thirdspace have reached a climax,

8  Liu Zaifu, “Gao Xingjian’s Notion of Freedom,” in Freedom and Fate in Gao Xingjian’s Writings, ed. Michael
Lackner and Nikola Chardonnens (Berlin, Boston: Walter de Gruyter GmbH, 2014), 77.

9  Liu Zaifu specifically points out that Gao Xingjian “discovered that between two opposite poles there was
a third broad space, which could be called a ‘third zone.” See Liu Zaifu, “Gao Xingjian: Exemplifying a
Renaissance in Today’s World,” in Gao Xingjian and Transmedia Aesthetics, ed. Mabel Lee and Liu Jianmei
(Ambherst, NY: Cambria Press, 2018), 50.

10 Jean-Pierre Zarader, “Gao Xingjian and Philosophy;” in Gao Xingjian and Transmedia Aesthetics, 36.
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flourishing not only in specific genres such as drama, painting, fiction, and poetry but also in
intermedial or transmedial phenomena such as cinepoems.

Gao Xingjians thirding is mainly derived from intermedia or transmedia practices. In his
own words, “the medium between the two is impregnated with mechanisms for producing
the myriad things”'! He finds that the in-between space of transmediality possesses its own
special sort of appeal, inherently forging a polyphonic effect to go beyond the limit of a single
register of one artistic form. His cinepoetry is analogous to what the literary scholar Werner
Wolf defines as plurimediality,'” a mixture of different and various medial forms, which en-
chants and stimulates the viewers to perceive a diversity of meanings and aesthetic states that
generated from a vibrant, reciprocal, and intertwined existence.

In this essay, I will focus on discussing his three cinepoems—Silhouette/Shadow, After the
Flood, and Requiem for Beauty—to review a number of interrelated themes, aesthetic meth-
ods, and philosophical meditations that run through Gao’s poetic Thirdspace. Since the genre
of cinepoems involves dynamic interrelations among a variety of media, such as poetry,
photography, film, dance, and music, it intrinsically constitutes Thirdspace with emphasis
on “intermediality” or “plurimediality,”** allowing innovative aesthetic meanings to emerge
from the interaction and inter-influence of different art forms. In between the plural me-
dia, different independent artistic forms not only have their “self-reflexive” traits'* but also
weave a mutually supplementary and dialogical relationship. This corresponds to Edward
Soja’s definition of Thirdspace as “an all-inclusive simultaneity,” which “opens up endless
worlds to explore, and at the same time, presents daunting challenges”'* Gao’s playful third-
ing generates a vista of heart (xinjing~s 3 ), visualizing a milieu of ethereal spirit (kongling %
% ), which evokes a subject’s poetic imagination and soul-searching while confronting the
complexity of the world and self. It conscientiously enhances the reciprocal communication

11 Gao Xingjian, “Freedom and Literature,” 233.

12 Werner Wolf, “Intermedialilty,” in Routledge Encyclopedia of Narrative Theory, ed. David Herman, Manfred
Jahn, and Marie-Laure Ryan (London: Routledge, 2005), 254. Please also see Wu Shenggqing, Photo Poetics:
Chinese Lyricism and Modern Media Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 2020), 5.

13 Werner Wolf, “Intermediality,” 252-256. See also Henk Oosterling and Ewa Plonowska Ziarek, eds.,
Intermedialities: Philosophy, Arts, Politics (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2011), 1-14. Wu Shenggqing points
out that the Chinese poetry-paintings analogy “presents the two close mediums as mutually influenced and
cross-fertilized, gives both art forms the advantage of being able to conjointly conjure rich mental images,
sentiments, and meanings while at the same time speaking to shared aesthetic ideals” See Wu Shengqing,
Photo Poetics, 3.

14 Scholars such as W. J. T. Mitchell and Gabriele Rippl emphasis the characteristics of “self-reflexive” in
their study of “intermediality” Gabriele Rippl, “English Literature and Its Other: Toward a Poetics of
Intermediality;” in ImageScapes: Studies in Intermediality, ed. Christian J. Emden and Gabriele Rippl (Bern:
Peter Lang, 2010), 39-66. See also W. J. T. Mitchell, Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1944), 154-180.

15 Edward Soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1996), 56.
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between the author, the audience, and the performers, leaving plenty of room to prevent “the
loss of aura” that Walter Benjamin foresaw in art during the age of mechanical techniques of
reproduction.'®

SILHOUETTE/SHADOW: THE VISTA OF ETHEREAL EMPTINESS

Gao Xingjian’s first cinepoem, Silhouette/Shadow, is about a poetics of inner space in
which thirding is exemplified in his tripartite film theory. As he defines, “By isolating audio-
language from the concept of audiovisual, a third important component is created for film.
What I call a ‘tripartite film’ refers to the picture, sound and language each having independ-
ence and autonomy, while complementing, combining and contrasting with one another
to produce new meanings.”'” The most prominent feature of his “tripartite film” is that Gao
Xingjian has incorporated literary sensibility (wenxue xing X 2 %) into the filmic world by
adding the third component—language. According to him, “Words and phrases are concep-
tual: they involve a thought process and are therefore abstractions.”*® By inserting language
into “the usual two-element composition of picture and sound in films,”** he attempts to
arouse viewers conscious and reflective mind, inviting them to participate in aesthetic
meditation and philosophical thinking. In contrast, popular cinema such as Hollywood mel-
odrama that pursue commercial values normally focus on telling an intricate and captivating
story with a distinct narrative, accentuating shocking effects in order to mesmerize the audi-
ence. While watching a popular film with the logic of linear narrative, viewers’ attention is
held by external cause and effect, as they indulge in the pleasure of entertainment without
the need to contemplate. Similar to arthouse films by the Russian director, Andrei Tarkovsky,
Gao Xingjian’s cinepoem moves in another direction by defying the causality that is largely
privileged by commercial films. He intends to locate his art film further from the spectators’
horizon of expectations, making it more unfamiliar and challenging to decipher yet at the
same time indelibly rich and intriguing. It is not for the purpose of entertainment but instead
aims to provoke viewers” aesthetic appreciation and comprehension. By encapsulating the
distinctive feature of a fluid consciousness, which is displayed through poetic images, experi-
mental music and sound, and even real poetry, he has created a special filmic language that

16  Walter Benjamin, Illumination: Essays and Reflections, ed. Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken Books, 1985),
221.

17 Fiona Sze-Lorrain, ed., Silhouette/Shadow: The Cinematic Art of Gao Xingjian (Paris: Contours, 2007), 22.

18  Gao Xingjian, “Concerning Silhouette/Shadow,” Aesthetics and Creation, 180.

19  Gao Xingjian, “Concerning Silhouette/Shadow,” Aesthetics and Creation, 180.
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