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In feudal China, women, usually with bound feet, were denied educational opportunities and condemned to social isolation.  But in Jian-yong county in Hunan province, peasant women miraculously developed a separate written language, called Nu Shu, meaning “female writing”.  Believing women to be inferior, men disregarded this new script, and it remained unknown for centuries.  It wasn’t until the 1960s that Nu Shu caught the attention of Chinese authorities, who suspected that this peculiar writing was a secret code for international espionage.

This thoroughly engrossing documentary revolves around the filmmaker’s discovery of eighty-six-year-old Huan-yi Yang, the only living resident of the Nu Shu area still able to read and write Nu Shu.  Exploring Nu Shu customs and their role in women’s lives, the film uncovers a women’s subculture born of resistance to male dominance, finds a parallel struggle in the resistance of Yao minorities to Confucian Han Chinese culture, and traces Nu Shu’s origins to some distinctly Yao customs that fostered women’s creativity.
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“An eye opener. Good documentaries are able to not only uncover facts but get to the emotional core of their human subjects.   Yue-Qing Yang does just that.”

Mark Andrews, Vancouver Sun

“Revelatory is the best word to describe this accomplished, insightful documentary" Vancouver International Film Festival
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Director’s Statement
On my shoulders is part of the wedding dress that women in Nu Shu region 

wear.  You will see from the film that when they would get married, they would have a few pre-wedding cries.  The pre-wedding gathering may be just as large as what we have tonight.  Before my documentary is married to you, the audience, I am going to have a pre-wedding cry.

When people ask me: why do you make documentaries?  Many times, I just say, “Because I am stupid”. Well, at least I can not find a reason that is not stupid.  First of all, it will send you right into a ditch of poverty.  Financially, it sucks your bone marrow. It also takes over your life because you literally have to be a one woman band and run every aspect of the show yourself, from photocopying, mail delivery, fund raising, to writing, directing, editing, everything. You also become very unbalanced emotionally since you are stuck with something that nobody else seems to care about. Plus, your dedication to the projects often ruins your relationships. And then every step becomes a pure struggle. So, I was stupid to divorce myself from Science, give up a steady income and trap myself into this “art” ditch.

In this art ditch there are a few carrots, but there are so many rabbits darting after them.  As a beginner, your chances of snapping up a carrot are extremely slim. You practically marry yourself to a computer. You produce many printouts. You train yourself to be a professional postman.  Then you get many love letters in the mail, which all say the same thing: “No, thank you”.  Many others said “No thank you, again, darling”. Everyone in the film making business understands how important it is to get a broadcast pre-license.  It means the broadcaster will put up the licensing fee so it can be used in your production.  Without this proof of market value, most other funding agencies will not get involved and you have no way to put together a financial structure.  I started my first project, Footbinding - The Three Inch Golden Lotus, in 1994.  From 1994 up to 1997, I received only one promise of pre-licensing, $5,000 from Vision TV. That was the main reason that I had to put aside the Footbinding project.

I didn’t have much luck in Canada, so when I decided to do Nu Shu, I thought, “Well, I should try China then.”  So, I tried in Beijing from early fall to early winter of 1995, by which time it became too cold to sleep as the hotel windows were missing panes of glass.  Discouraged, I then went back to my hometown, Weifang. Another time, after somebody promised some funding, I again went to Beijing, where I waited from the spring of 1996 to the summer. By then the heat had become stifling and magnified the smell from the non-flush public toilet until it permeated literally every room on the floor.  I thought that I was just being picky, until one day I went to the Canadian embassy, which has air conditioning.  Oh my god!  It was like being in heaven.  So I flew back to Canada the next week.  

I should not say that I received no support.  As a matter of fact, without the support of friends, relatives, broadcasters and funding agencies, this documentary would not have been possible. First of all, I should thank my mothers.  Seeing me miserable, my birth mother gave and lent me money.  My adopted mother literally became my secretary.  She practiced writing Arabic numerals at the age of 78 in order to write down phone numbers.  Sometimes I had to tell her not to rush to the phone as I was afraid that she might fall because of her small bound feet.  Thanks to my high school classmate Jun-Cai DING, the first benefactor who supported of my second trip to the Nu Shu area with a complete female crew.  I am grateful to my camera women Jing Yang and Wei-Min Zhang.  While they were completely on deferrals, they also had to suffer a storm worse than any that had come to the area for 50 years. I thought that maybe this tempest had waited until we arrived. We were not prepared for the frigid conditions. Plus, it was Chinese New Year and virtually all traffic had vanished from the streets. We were stuck in the middle of nowhere for a whole day, shivering in the storm. When we got to a shabby hotel, which had no heat and missing panes of glass in the windows, the two of them jumped into one sleeping bag, refusing even to expose their faces until I said: “Hot chocolate!”

Since we didn’t get much shooting done, I stayed another few weeks after my crew left. I ended up with no money to buy a ticket out of the place. When I held the money that a local government official, who is Yao, Mr. WU Duo-Lu lent me, I was very touched. When I held the money in my hand that my nephew and niece, Ms. BI Rong-Xian, Mr. BI Gui-Xian and DING Hong-Ren lent me, I was very touched. That enabled me to put some food into my mouth and stay on with the project. 

Back to Canada. I got support from the National Film Board for access to equipment and services.  Some times a little money can make a lot of difference.  Their $2,000 Filmmaker’s Assistance grant enabled me to rent equipment for my third trip to China.  Before the trip, Gary Marcuse gave me a few tips on how to do the sound. “Well, put the microphone here and connect this to there.”  Then, I was off to China.  I could not afford to pay anyone to help me, so I called my sister.  In order to minimize costs, she took a hard seat, not a soft sleeper, never mind a hard sleeper, for several two-day train rides. Her amiable and compassionate personality was a total asset for P. R. All the villagers liked her. As a result, my shooting went very smoothly.  I even sent her to record a wedding with a Hi 8 camera she had never operated before.  I was able to give her only twenty minutes training, then she was on the road. She had to transfer between buses six times to get to the village of the bride that a Yao man was to marry.  The footage was used in the film. It is shame that I could not bring her here tonight to attend the premiere, but this proved to be impossible because of - guess what - my financial situation.  Even if I had had the cash there would still have been immigration concerns. I don’t have an (official) income and I haven’t paid taxes since day-one of my film making, so I can not bring any of my relatives to Canada.

By 1997, I completed most of the shooting.  But I still hadn’t been able to obtain a broadcast pre-license, yet.  With the support of a CTV fellowship, I went to the Banff Television Festival to meet broadcasters, some of whom I may have been in contact with for about 4 years. But still I was someone who had no track record.  At the peak of rejection, I eventually figured out what independent production was all about. It was almost like a contest of stubbornness. It was about passion. I said to myself: “It is not up to whomever to determine whether my documentary can be created.  It is entirely up to me!” I just became totally stubborn.  I decided I would just use the editing machine from the NFB for as long as I could and edit as much of the documentary as I could by myself.  Meanwhile, Netty Wild was also at the NFB editing her film “A Place called Chiapas”, which won several awards at the Hot Doc festival in Toronto.  After receiving the award, she made a speech in which she mentioned filmmakers’ “sense of being overwhelmed by the logistics of creating a documentary in Canada today”.  She complained that “We spend more time with accountants and lawyers than with editors and cinematographers.”

I totally agree with her.  But I am afraid that there are many producers like me who may jeopardize the success of her call for change and greater efficiency. Given my sometimes desperate position, if funding agencies were to send a hundred accountants and lawyers, I’d just say “Oh yeah, no problem, I can handle it”, as long as they want to finance my film. In my position, I could hardly entertain the idea of criticizing bureaucracy. Maybe I could risk calling it a “necessary evil”. My actual problem though was that no one sent accountants or lawyers to me.

Finally though, the sun rose. Baton Broadcast Incorporation launched a new television station, Vancouver TV. I thought that I might receive empathetic support from these fellow beginners since, at that time, I had been a beginner for four years and they had been in business for only a few months. I am not sure if there was actually any empathy involved in their decision, but they gave me my first broadcast pre-license in the summer of 1997. Soon I obtained another one from The Knowledge Network, and then Telefilm and BC Film came in too. Despite the welcome arrival this funding, it was still a very low-budget production.  After I talked with Netty Wild about her budget and schedule, I got vertigo. I’m serious, it was real. I worried, “Oh my god how am I going to finish my documentary with so little money and so little time”.  The whole world was spinning around me and an ambulance actually came to my house and took me to the hospital.

My production was whirling too.  While I was editing, I realized that there were a few holes in the film’s structure and that I would have to return to China for a fourth shooting. By the beginning of November 1997, after I returned from China and completed the first edit, I was completely broke. My rent was overdue and I missed an appointment with Social Services because I was enmeshed in editing. I borrowed money from a friend for the rent. Shelter, good, now food. I instinctively went and picked up some groceries and when the cashier said “That’ll be eight dollars please” I reached into my pocket and at the same time realized I had no cash.  I went to another friend to borrow the eight dollars. But it seemed she was not interested in dealing with this. So, I went to Social Services again. I don’t know how horrible I looked as I hadn’t had much sleep in the midst of trying to meet a deadline. The reaction of the social worker gave me the impression that she thought of me as an alcoholic or drug addict who spend all her money for alcohol or drugs on cheque night and was back the next day asking money for food.  Meanwhile she said nothing and did nothing obviously improper.  So I couldn’t even complain. I still have the meal tickets they gave me. I was never clear where to have the meal. I tried a few places, but none of them accepted the tickets and they all looked at me strangely. I was confused.  Should I feel shameful for having to take welfare, or should I be proud that I actually suffered this humiliation for the sake of the production?

I am grateful to all of my crew members. They all contributed more than they were paid for, as a consequence of – guess what - a low budget. Particular thanks are owed to editor Paul Lievesley and sound editor Tony Randel.  You will see from the program, their contribution was substantial.  Same for the cinematographer Du-Yian Lee, composer, Zhang Jin, script editor Randall Miron and Catherine Sostad, narrator Aedon Young and many other people involved in the production.  It took another a year and half to complete the re-edit due to – guess what….  Now, here you are.  Thanks to David See-Chai Lam Center for International Communication at Simon Fraser University for sponsoring this event. Thanks to Edith Lo for finding a sponsor to supply coffee and tea after the show. Last but not least, thanks to the many volunteers, especially Teresa Marchel for helping to put this event together. You know, throughout the four years of struggling, right up until tonight, many times I have doubted the value of the project. I greatly appreciate your presence at this premiere.  Your interest is the best assurance I could have that producing a program like this has been worthwhile. Thank you all for coming.  Thank you all for listening to my pre-wedding cry.   Thank you!
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Director’s Bio

Yue-Qing Yang is a Chinese Canadian filmmaker dedicated to uncovering and telling the stories of Chinese women. Not one to go over familiar ground, Ms. Yang has accomplished, and continues to do, pioneering work. Her recently completed Nu Shu - A Hidden Language of Women in China gives a compelling account of a little known and now nearly extinct system of writing invented and used exclusively by women. She is currently producing and directing Footbinding - The Three Inch Golden Lotus, a landmark film that aims to provide an incisive look into this taboo subject.

A graduate of the University of Alberta in Canada with a Masters Degree in Science , Yue-Qing was formerly a university instructor in China where she made her first documentary, The Chinese Forest Frog. The film was broadcast on China’s Central TV Station and won the “Shennong Honour Award” in 1989.  Since 1993, she has concentrated on making independent documentary films from her new base in Vancouver, Canada.
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