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(*pronounced woo-shar pan)
Zhang Yimou’s visually stunning, multi-layered 2002 film “Hero” entered American consciousness in a profound way when it was released here in 2003.  As intended by the director, the film rode the breakthrough wave of “wuxia pian” success set off by Ang Lee’s earlier film in the same genre, “Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.”   For many Western filmgoers, the two films were a first introduction to the genre, a sub-category of the popular martial arts films.   But to the Chinese, wuxia is representative of long-held cultural myths, revitalized and adapted to today. 
As Zhang said in an interview: “’I first encountered wuxia literature when I was 17.  This was during the Chinese Cultural Revolution, when such literature was banned.  Quite by accident, my friend had some wuxia novels imported from Hong Kong.  Because it was a rare product, they were very coveted.  My friend divided the book into several pages and each of us would have a few pages to read and then the next day we’d exchange them.  I fell in love with that type of literature immediately (Anderson).’”

       University of Wisconsin film professor David Bordwell observes: “The ‘wuxia pian,’ or film of martial chivalry, is rooted in a mythical China, but it has always reinvented itself for each age.  Like the American Western, the genre has been reworked to keep in touch with audiences’ changing tastes and to take advantage of new filmmaking technology. Yet at the center it retains common themes and visceral appeals (Bordwell).”
“Hero” reflects numerous important and ancient Chinese cultural myths.  The myths and how they are adapted to modern viewers reveal much about traditional as well as modern Chinese culture and provide insight into the film.  In addition, the worldwide appeal of “Hero”
indicates that many of these cultural myths have universal appeal.  This short paper will take a qualitative look at these topics, using the keys to mythological analysis provided by Art Silverblatt, Jane Ferry and Barbara Finan in their book “Approaches to Media Literacy:  A Handbook.”  

What is wuxia?
The word “wu” means martial; while “xia” is roughly equivalent to knight-errant. “Pian” refers to films.
Wuxia tales originated thousands of years ago, pre-dating similar Western genres such as the King Arthur legends.   The origins of wuxia are intertwined with the ancient teachings of Confucius and the Buddhist and Taoist religions, which date back to the period 552 – 300 B.C.E.
As explained by L. Crystal Michallet-Romero, Confucius taught that rulers were responsible for treating their subjects fairly and nobly; Confucius also emphasized the importance of duty and obedience to family, with respect for elders and protection of those who are weaker. 
 Buddha’s teachings suggested that life was filled with suffering caused by human desires, including the need for self-preservation. To alleviate suffering, one had to act for the benefit of others and work toward the greater good.  The introduction of physical disciplines to Buddhism—complete with quick-moving boxing motions patterned after animals and meant to enhance human ch’i (life force)—traces back to an Indian Buddhist monk named Bodhidharma.  This style of self defense became known as Kung Fu.

Taoism, founded by Lao Tzu, accepted Confucian and Buddhist teachings on proper conduct and self-sacrifice.  To those ideals, Taoism added the concept that through meditation and practice (t’ai chi chuan), masters could elevate their ch’i and actually soar through the air during a battle as well as administer a single lethal blow against opponents (Michallet-Romero, sections 4-10).


Obviously, the above explanation of complex philosophies is vastly over-simplified; it is intended for purposes of this short paper only to provide some basic frame-of-reference from which Westerners can begin to grasp the origins of wuxia as a particularly Chinese mythology.  From obedience to family, responsibility to the weak and self-sacrifice for the greater good to Kung Fu fighting and t’ai chi chuan-style  “super-abilities,”   wuxia owes a lot of its basic concepts to the teachings of Confucius, Buddha and Lao Tzu and the practices these three individuals inspired.
Plot summary (including “spoilers”) of “Hero”  
The time is around 220 BCE, towards the end of the riotous Warring States Period in Chinese history and just prior to the birth of a unified Chinese nation.  Seven separate kingdoms battle for supremacy.   All has been chaos for hundreds of years; no common language or laws exist, and war is rampant.   It’s a time when kings live in constant fear of assassins.
The main storyline of “Hero” is the quest of the fictional warrior Nameless to assassinate the ruthless Qin King (based on a true historical figure), whose soldiers are responsible for the murder of Nameless’ family.  To achieve his goal, Nameless has mastered the sword and martial arts, including the supernatural ability to defy gravity by flying through the air during battle and even walking on water. Now, Nameless must create a way to ingratiate himself to the court so that he can approach the King closely enough to deliver a previously unknown lethal maneuver.
Nameless develops a scheme:  He will win the King’s confidence and be summoned to the court by assassinating—or publicly pretending to assassinate--the three most famous male and female assassins in the land—Sky, Broken Sword and Flying Snow.  When Nameless’ exploits come to the King’s attention, Nameless is summoned. The film evolves into plots within plots, as Nameless relates a series of assassins-battling-assassins tales—any or none of which are true.  

The climax occurs when Nameless finally draws close enough to the King to deliver the lethal blow.  However, in the course of relating his exploits to the King—and listening to the King’s suspicions--Nameless becomes convinced that the King is actually the key to securing true peace for the people through unification.  It then becomes Nameless’ duty to sacrifice his own life to allow the King to live.

As the film reiterates through its last title card:

  “The nameless warrior was executed as an assassin but buried as a hero.  The King of Qin went on to conquer all of the six Kingdoms and unite the country.  As China’s first Emperor he completed the Great Wall to protect his subjects.  This was more than two thousand years ago.  But even now when the Chinese speak of their country they call it our land.”
“Hero” Uses Numerous Mythic Plots and Themes

With its complex layers of stories within stories, “Hero” is able to pursue several different mythic plots and themes, as defined by Art Silverblatt as well as the wuxia scholars noted above.  These include:

· The Quest—In keeping with Wuxia’s roaming warrior themes, Nameless is also basically homeless and on a quest for vengeance that takes him all over several kingdoms.  When he reaches his goal—he also finds more than the opportunity to kill the King; he also finds the truth, which frees him from the darker impulses in his soul.
· Death and resurrection —This idea is repeated throughout the various tales that Nameless tells and then revises.  Nameless’ long-held wishes die when he finds the truth.  He is briefly reborn as a different kind of hero, and then dies again when he is executed; his memory is resurrected with a hero’s burial.  In addition, out of all of the deaths in the film, China is eventually unified and “Our Land” is born.
· Harrowing of hell—Nameless and Broken Sword clearly confront death for the public good.
· Imminent annihilation —When the army of Qin attacks the calligraphy school, the annihilation of all within seems imminent until Flying Snow and Nameless intervene; this scene also brings out the heroism of the school’s master, who urges the students to remain in their places.
· Revenge—Revenge is the main motivation of the various protagonists and is definitely a common theme in wuxia pian.  Nameless and Flying Snow seek the death of the Qin King to avenge the murders of their family members.
Wuxia’s Concepts of Heroes and Other Archetypes 


As explained by Ang Lee, director of “Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon,” previously noted as a famous wuxia pian film: “The Wuxia is a particularly Chinese type of hero (or heroine).  Wu means martial, and a rough equivalent for xia in Western culture would be knight-errant.  Unlike the knight-errant, however, the Wuxia is a free spirit, not belonging to any class.  In the world of the Wuxia, the most important values are honor, loyalty and individual justice.   These qualities became ideals, and the Wuxia became a mythical, larger than life hero in the Chinese imagination.” Lee compares the wuxia hero to America’s Western hero, as a loner “riding into town to exact justice...(Bordwell).”

David Bordwell, a film professor at the University of Wisconsin, elaborates on the same topic: “The roaming hero was not only strong and skillful; he or she also had an obligation to right wrongs, especially when the situation seemed dire.  The hero fought for yi, or righteousness—not for rights in the abstract, or for society as a whole, but for fairness in a particular situation—usually, seeking retribution for a past wrong…He or she was an outlaw who could deliver vengeance in a society where law held no sway.  The revenge motive took on moral resonance through the Confucian scale of obligations:  the child owes a duty to the father, the pupil to the teacher (Bordwell).”
“Through the changing political face of China, the wuxia tales continued the retelling of the journeys of heroes; however, a slight change began to take place between the time of Mencuis and the modern era. Although the main protagonist of the tale remained a virtuous character, in some of the tales a darker side began to emerge from the hero.  The darkness they found themselves battling was a part of their own ch’i that was allowed to do harm, rather than help those who were weaker.  Because of this, they found themselves faced with a challenge that pitted them against their own internal darkness.  In these tales, the hero figure is only able to find redemption by returning to their original teachings in order to find the strength necessary to harness the power of ch’i to continue on the hero’s path even to the extent of self-sacrifice. (Michallet-Romero, section 18).”

The authors notes that the Wuxia characters generally exist in a world apart from everyday society, outside the law, in a place called Giang Hu (literally River-lake), and described as sort of an Underworld or World of Martial Arts.  Loyalty and honor are the main rules.
   
Nameless, the main protagonist of “Hero,” displays many of the characteristics of traditional Chinese mythology from the Wuxia genre; however, he is not the only hero of this film.  Using the archetypes described by Art Silverblatt, here are several hero archetypes seen in the film: 
· Hero as Warrior—Nameless, Sky, Broken Sword, Flying Snow’—“…all wuxia stories described the heroes as incorporating the virtues of judiciousness, gallantry, nobility, virtue, valiant conduct, valor, and self sacrifice by acting for the greater good of the community rather than the self (Michallet-Romero, section 17).”
· Hero as Lover—Broken Sword and Flying Snow are a pair of tragic lovers who cause the deaths of one another.
· Hero as World Redeemer—Nameless redeems the world by sacrificing himself at the film’s end.  The Master Calligrapher also may be considered a redeemer of his world.  As he says to his panicked students while they are under attack, urging them by his example to stay at their desks:  “You must remember.  Strong as the arrows of Qin may be; though they will shatter our cities and destroy our nation, they shall never extinguish Zhao’s written word.  Today, I shall teach you the true spirit of our culture.”
· Villain—The Qin King is the main antagonist, but whether he is evil or not is a murky issue.  The truly evil villains might be more the faceless bureaucrats and soldiers, who chant together, commanding the King like a Greek chorus:  “Your majesty, execute him.  Your majesty, execute him.  Your majesty, execute him.”
· The Mentor—Typical wuxia pian have mentors and students; in “Hero” Broken Sword is a mentor to Moon, Flying Snow and ultimately Nameless.
· The Anima—Flying Snow is clearly the feminine side of Broken Sword.  She is definitely the weaker vessel, more emotionally committed to vengeance, even at the expense of her lover.  But she also brings Broken Sword strength and vitality.  While she causes his death, she dies with him—they can never be truly separated.
Mythic Motifs and Symbols in “Hero”
       One of the major mythic motifs in “Hero” is the interconnectedness of calligraphy and swordsmanship as well as music and swordsmanship.   All three skills represent the mastering of the “ch’i”—the life force within each of us.  Thus, we can understand why Nameless asks Broken Sword to create a scroll in hopes that the calligraphy will reveal Broken Sword’s swordsmanship secrets.  The mastery of the ch’i is also perceived as the reason that the sword masters in the film can essentially fly during battle and walk on the lake; they are also able to see their entire battles in their minds, before engaging their opponents.
        Mastery of the ch’i also explains why Broken Sword uses calligraphy to reveal his highest ideal.  As the King explains to Nameless:  “In the first state, man and sword become one and each other.  Here, even a blade of grass can be used as a lethal weapon.  In the next stage, the sword resides not in the hand but in the heart.  Even without a weapon, the warrior can slay his enemy from a hundred paces.  But the ultimate ideal is when the sword disappears altogether.  The warrior embraces all around him.  The desire to kill no longer exists. Only peace remains.”  
Oracles in the form of objects also have a role as a mythic motif; in “Hero” the flames on the candles in front of the King foretell Nameless’ “murderous” intentions; the broken string on the zither during the fight scene between Nameless and Sky foretells defeat.

Many mythic symbols appear in “Hero.”  These include:

· Reflective surfaces—An entire battle is staged over a mirror-like lake, where the two male heroes mourn the death of Flying Snow while looking into their own hearts.
· Primal elements of nature—Fire and water are used in several scenes to convey human connections to the universe.  
How “Hero” fulfills functions of mythology
“Hero” has inspired criticism as well as praise for the perceived messages it embodies.  
Some read the story as promoting unification at the expense of peace, as a subtle reference to the People’s Republic of China’s desire to reabsorb Taiwan. 

 Others see the film as actually a condemnation of central authority, contrary to the film’s title cards and dialogue. From this viewpoint, the King may unite the country, but the price he pays is loss of power to the faceless band of bureaucrats who command him to do what he really doesn’t want to do—execute Nameless.

Another opinion, and one publicly espoused by the director, is that the film is nonpolitical—it is intended as an artistic exploration of the nature of truth, relativism and cultural myths as a vehicle to create art and entertainment.

In any case, “Hero” does fulfill many of the common functions of mythology.
· It inspires the viewer by showing that the extraordinary is possible.

· It reassures us by providing order in the universe through unification.  
· “Hero” promotes social solidarity by supporting and validating the prevailing social order in China, and adapting 2,000-year-old myths to modern sensibilities and needs.
Conclusions


“Hero” is a virtual storehouse of ancient Chinese myths and clearly reflects its roots in the ancient traditions of Confucian teachings, Buddhism and Taoism.

The heroes embody the self-sacrificing qualities traditionally espoused in wuxia. The roaming aspect of wuxia heroes is a major theme in “Hero.”  The need for order out of chaos refers back to Buddhist teachings.
Female warriors are also traditional, although to Americans, they have only recently arrived in the form of “Xena,” on television and the character of Trinity in “The Matrix.”


By examining Chinese myths in “Hero,” we can learn much about Eastern philosophy and culture, both past and modern.  
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