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911

With the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989, and the dismantling of the USSR in 1991, came
an era when “turbulence in world politics” meant that everything was possible again after the
long, frosty years of the Cold War equilibrium. True, violence and the multiplication of con-
flicts became more worrying. But hope was seen in multilateral institutions, and the reign of
norms—>be it of regional or international actors—was considered the best antidote to the rule
of might. With the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the US, this dream came to a stop, and once again
might prevailed—once more presented as defensive-offensive and entrenched in the virtues of
democracy. Nevertheless, the failure of the United States’ occupation of Irag and its concomitant
inability to impose democracy by force according to a very tight, almost tactical, schedule have
rejuvenated the path of norms. Despite the doubts surrounding the intent, the “peaceful rise of
China,” as proposed by the Chinese government, is one of its embodiments, one that, according
to Shi Yinhong, could lead to a shared sense of responsibility on the part of Beijing. Norms are
also at the core of the European project, explains Zaki Laidi, for the simple reason that it was
meant, right from the start, “to transcend a world in which relations between states are defined
by conflict.” Eric Sautedé
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motivation for creating this unusual

movie, Together (He ni zai yiqi, 2002),
staged in contemporary Beijing, movie
critics have regularly pointed out several
key elements within it.

They repeatedly refer to the major
theme that the serious pursuit of classical
European music should perform, one
that playfully insists on the value of
creative beauty, although it remains
highly elusive. Also, they rightly
highlight the central relationship that
carries the greatest weight within the
film’s narrative, that between the father,
Liu Cheng (played by Liu Peiqi), and
Liu Xiaochun (or simply “Chur”, played
by Tang Yun). Others have pointed out
how much Together portrays themes in
contemporary Chinese life: the contrast
in lifestyles and tensions in living
between the countryside and the city, the
competitive struggle in seeking success
and fame, the loss of or breakdown
within traditional relationships. In fact,
all these themes are woven together in
the subtle and ironic ways that Chen is
so skillful in portraying. For example,
the personal name of the father,
Cheng, suggests that he should be the
“successful” one, and the “budding
Spring” in his son, Xiaochun, hints at his
naiveté and inexperience. Nevertheless,
modern Beijing life robs them both of
these values: the father, early on, loses
the pair’s money when it is stolen during
a faked street fight between vendors who
appear to want him as a customer; the
son, as a promising violin student, is

I N the course of probing Chen Kaige’s

misled and maltreated by his first teacher,
and then, initially, is also misguided in
his adoption of a call girl, mother figure,
whose attention he desperately wants
and needs owing to the unexplained
absence of his own natal mother. So,
in this startling way, the film gradually
approaches a profound “togetherness”
through the prism of many splintered,
disunited, and blatantly unfulfilled
relational passages. In this way Chen
Kaige and his other cinematographic
colleagues have explored aspects of
human nature that Chen himself intends
to expose. Yet in Together he also reveals
something about a deeper joy that arises
from tearful trails of humbled insights,
visions of something life-giving and
creatively meaningful that stem from
the inner lives of those bound together in
their mutually affirmed and rediscovered,
committed care.

One insightful critic notes that “the
film explores an odd niche not only
because of its rarefied musical pursuit,
but in the way a non-biological family
unit evolves.” @ Yet in this movie
there is more than just a challenging,
aesthetic question about what constitutes
beautiful music—although that issue is
addressed several times in the course
of the film’s story. It is also about the
difficulty of finding and living out the
rare treasure of true love within human
relationships, about the proper form of
committed care in the midst of modern
life that so often eludes the best of plans
and the putatively wisest or craftiest
of persons. There is not only “a non-
biological family unit” between father
and son—a fact that is revealed only

1. As stated in the seventh paragraph of the short but incisive account
written by Leonard Klady in “Together, Directed by Chen Kaige”
(www.moviecitynews.com/reviews/together.html).

near the end of the movie, and then is
stigmatised in a series of flashbacks that
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lead to the film’s dramatic ending—but
there are also dysfunctional relationships
filling the whole film, all played out
in portrayals of painful and loveless
hopelessness, unfulfilled desperation, coy
deceptiveness, and crafty competitiveness.
Surprisingly, the film is not merely ironic
and subversive, but also driven towards
a cathartic enlightenment where most of
the broken relationships experience paths
toward healing and overcoming. Here
is a dimension of the film that is least
addressed by the vast majority of movie
critics. Deceptive strategies and selfish
clamouring after success, in the end, are
not the answer to human relationships in
modern China (or anywhere else), while
they certainly make living together less
easy and terribly painful, and oftentimes
appear to gain the upper hand in
competitive situations. What matters is
the togetherness that is resurrected within
the hearts of those who survive in mutual
care, in spite of having been broken
by these all-too-human insensitivities
and made all the more prominent by
temptations of superficial materialism
and public acclaim. Humans change
because sincere care for relationships
transforms them, and so, by the end of
the film, almost all the key players in
the awkward and ugly modern world
which Together exposes are transformed
into sincerely caring human beings. Not
only is this true for the overly devoted
but simple father, the sophisticated
educators, and the seductive call girl, but
also for the son who is both a budding
genius full of insights into relationships,
and yet desperately lost in the absence of
a mother he never had and in the search
for a teacher who can properly nurture
both his talent and his character.

Vol. 4, No. 3, July 2007

Music, Money, Madness

From beginning to end, Together portrays
the particular power of music and
relationships that mould and test the
protagonists, both father and son. A lively
tune on the gifted son’s special violin
accompanies the birth of a new child at
the very beginning of the film, as if he
were a musical midwife credited with the
successful delivery of this new human life.
Money earned from that service is pooled
together to send the young musical talent
with his father to Beijing, all with the
hope of winning a competition that will
open a door into some capable teacher’s
classroom. But obvious talent cannot
convince hard-hearted jurors that a poor
country boy should obtain privileges
that wealthy and less capable Beijing
students are unfairly offered. Numbed at
first by this injustice, father Liu uses his
native instinct (he is in fact originally
from the north) and paternal persistence
to rush madly into any promising
avenue, and so manages to overcome
that initial obstacle. Overhearing one
eccentric teacher’s comments about his
son’s impressive performance, father Liu
finally convinces Teacher Jiang to take
his son as a student, and so new hope is
engendered. Yet right after experiencing
this major victory, father Liu loses the
money stuffed much too obviously into
his knitted cap in the feigned madness
of a street market crowd, and so tensions
arise, and solutions are needed. At this
juncture, the son Chur begins to assert
some independence and take up his role
once more as a midwife to new life, as he
continues to do throughout much of the
rest of the film. While father Liu searches
for work to pay for the new music lessons,
son Chur is lured into a money-making
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proposition with a sassy “big sister” of
the neighbourhood, named Lili (played
by Chen Hong, who is also in reality
Chen Kaige’s young wife). Here again, the
ironies and paradoxes of life in modern
Beijing press out unexpected elixirs: Lili’s
unfulfilled love as an immoral call girl
are assuaged by the soothing music of
a young boy just reaching the age of
puberty, and the generous payments she
makes for this cupid-like violinist and
musical midwife provides a level of
financial support that father Liu can only
barely manage to match by scraping a
hard earned wage from more earth-bound
manual labour. Furthermore, while being
mistreated by Teacher Jiang, who tells
Chur to “forget his mother” when he is
playing and requires him to “wipe off
dust from old manuscripts”, the generally
submissive student discovers the key to
the loveless life of Teacher Jiang and
creatively makes new musical discoveries
by imagining the melodies he reads in
the scores placed before him. While the
musical muse works in student Chur’s
heart, Teacher Jiang remains largely
unaware and insensitive to his creative
energies, hopelessly shackled by the loss
of a woman he loved but did not have the
courage to approach in love. Suddenly,
after weeks of relatively fruitless lessons,
the student midwife challenges his teacher
with the fact of his lack of love, something
no one else apparently had the courage to
do, and so opens the way toward a living
transformation in his teacher’s own life.
So, in the madness spurred on by
these strained and broken relationships,
the question arises: is it music that makes
life meaningful, or is it love that makes
music and life bearable and beautiful?
Can it be both of these at different times?

Vol. 4, No. 3, July 2007

Or is there a more profound hierarchy
of values at work here, seeking to bring
new life into existence from the depths of
lives that have withered owing to a lack
of committed care and absence of true
beauty? Raptures in classical European
music within the movie accompany the
more crass concerns for money and the
threatening madness that living without
love forces upon their lives. In the end,
a more capable teacher is found owing
to father Liu’s unceasing will to get the
best for his son. A well-known Professor
Yu (played interestingly by Chen Kaige
himself) is found, and so a momentous
breakthrough occurs in Teacher Jiang’s
life. Sadly, it occurs only after he has lost
his prize student; happily, his own, freely
offered piano accompaniment to student
Chur’s violin music is a sign that he,
too, can and has become a life-affirming
musical midwife.

Making “Con-temporaries”

out of “Dis-temporaries”

Perhaps we need to learn again that
being cultured is not merely a matter of
being educated, or attaining excellence
in a particular role, or even exploring
with insight our inherited pasts. Rather,
it is the art of living that enables us to
face and overcome the tensions that life’s
times and spaces create within us. When
we do so, new horizons become visible
within the landscape of our personal
life and relationships. This is an insight
testable both on the silver screen as well
as in the course of mundane tasks. The
subjectively enriched aesthetic space of
classical European music in Chen Kaige’s
movie, Together, is tensely balanced by the
harsh objective realities of a difficult life
which ordinary Chinese country folk face
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in the bustling modern city of Beijing. It
is hard to put them together, much less
to harmonise them, whether in life or on
film. So, too, the imagined hopes of father
Liu and son for future fame and fortune
are contrasted ever so strongly with the
dim paths leading them through their
daily tasks, all of which are determined
more by their particular backgrounds
and personal histories than their vivid
dreams. These four realms—inner and
outer, future and past—frame the vital
forces of cultural spaces and human
temporality in which all human lives are
tested, moulded, broken, and remade. @

How can people endure such tensions?
By mutually reinforcing committed
care that expresses itself in humility
and honesty, in charity and sacrifice.
So, from a deeper spiritual perspective,
those who may live together in the same
apartment or neighbourhood may not
be living together at all: they are dis-
temporaries, out of sync with each other’s
movements, unable to understand or
sympathise, and so unable to attain true
contemporaneity.

In this regard, Together spreads light
on a aspect of human relationships
that wisdom and traditions regularly
address: vital human relationships are
cultivated achievements and do not come
“naturally”, especially within the chaotic
work-aholism of the want-to-get-rich-
and-famous crowd. Coming together,
then, is also not merely a spontaneous
given, for there are mistakes, errors,
sadnesses, and frustrations that test
every heart and relationship, and need

2. Images and concepts here and in the following reflections are drawing
upon a section of the seminal book by Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, The
Christian Future or the Modern Mind Outrun (New York, Harper and
Row, 1966), especially the chapter entitled “The Cross as Reality”.
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humble repentance, charitable renewal,
and wise enlightenment. As the script
writers (who include Chen Kaige) cleverly
reveal, the catalyst that leads to “coming
together” is often an unexpected gift: the
money earned by the son Chur playing
for a forlorn high-class prostitute; the
truth-telling that opens Teacher Jiang’s
soul to a meaningful relationship and a
new level of music-making; the unselfish
sacrifices of a desperate and sometimes
clumsy father; the unanticipated act
of empathy that leads the son Chur to
sell his most valuable possession, the
Liu family’s violin, in order to satisfy a
fleeting compulsiveness that big sister
Lili expresses in the midst of a failed love
affair. All of these create new harmonies
within and between these separate lives;
they make unexpected contemporaries
out of people who are placed together
fortuitously, and yet without any initial
awareness of the hope they can create
for the other. And, like all good stories,
as soon as these contemporaries discover
themselves coming together, those same
situations provoke further tensions that
beg for resolution.

Reordering and Rediscovering
Committed Care

Some gifts come in response to the
greatest of sacrifices, the revealing of
secrets that frame life even when they are
left inarticulate, unaddressed, repressed
or blanketed by troubled emotions. So it
is that father Liu relates his most weighty
burden to Professor Yu and his wife, and,
although the audience is left uninformed,
the tears of empathy that flow in response
open another door. Son Chur is ultimately
brought into Professor Yu’'s home as a
student after a further hindrance is
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removed. That hindrance is the discovery
of son Chur’s childish response to Lili’s
need—an act so preposterous that it
prompts both admiration and disgust.
Lili responds with a revealing summary:
“No one has ever done anything like
this for me before”; father Liu reacts with
forceful frustration, an anger bordering
on madness, for the instrument that
was to be the way to success has now
been lost, and he is tempted to give in
to hopelessness. Just as it seems that
nothing more can be done, a flurry of
sacrificial acts brings life into what had
died. Lili discovers how a manipulative
and selfish lover had claimed little Chur’s
gift as his own, and so tells father Liu;
father Liu goes in search of the violin,
while big sister Lili ultimately finds a way
to explain the case to Professor Yu. In
the end, it is revealed that it is Professor
Yu himself, who emotes aloofness and
sternness, who tenderly buys back the
violin as a gift to be presented to student
Chur after he competes in a major
musical competition on a borrowed violin.
As a result, no one is left unchanged.
Lili raises funds from her paramours and
call girl friends to somehow repay this
debt of childish love, and discovers true
fatherliness in her little friend’s guardian;
father Liu begins to see his dreams come
true, and so considers leaving to return
home, believing this would free his son
to be successful; Professor Yu discovers
a prodigious talent that captures the
emotional beauty of the musical act, and
chooses student Chur over another live-
in female student to participate in the
upcoming musical competition. If music
were the answer to life, then all would
have been settled by this choice... but life
is more than music, and this particular

Vol. 4, No. 3, July 2007

truth is what son Chur finally comes
to understand. Throughout the movie
there are scenes where the fingers, which
articulate the flowing melodies from little
Chur’s violin, become actors on a stage,
silently dancing to the melodies ringing
in the young prodigy’s soul, and at times
symbolising the sublimated loss of his
unnamed mother’s love. After learning of
Professor Yu’s decision, student Chur falls
into an emotional dilemma: on the one
hand, he loves the music and wants to
win the fame and fortune that his father
Liu desires for him; on the other hand,
his elite musical training has created
an emotional distance between himself
and his father that leaves him distracted
and lacking any inner peace. Believing
it will help student Chur to regain his
concentration and composure, Professor
Yu reveals the weightiest of secrets
learned from father Liu: little Chur was
not his natal son, but a baby castaway
in the Beijing railway station, left along
with the violin that became father Liu’s
unanticipated inheritance. Without a
doubt, it would be father Liu’s desire that
his son should become a musical star, for
he had committed his life to that purpose
from the day that little Chur was old
enough to play that violin, and showed
how remarkably gifted he was. Hearing
this astounding secret from his teacher,
student Chur reacts with vehement
denials, but senses ultimately that this
traumatic story is in fact his own. What
then is he to do?

A final dialogue between the
two competing students, filled with
ambiguous motivation and yet leading
to liberating decisions, leads student
Chur to his highest calling. Giving up
the place in the music competition to
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his female classmate, the student
regains his position as a son, knowing
that it is the love of this man who
became his father which is the highest
of values in his troubled soul. Running
to the Beijing railway station with his
rediscovered violin in his hand, son Chur
cleverly seeks out a high point near the
billboard announcing train arrivals and
departures, and starts calling out for
“Dad”. In the end, father Liu hears his
son’s voice, and they are brought together
again, joined by Lili and Teacher Jiang,
who had come to send off Liu Cheng. The
final scenes are masterfully coordinated,
first of all splicing past and present into
a series of strobe-light images, mirroring
both the event years before when Liu
Cheng discovered the infant boy and the
violin, as well as the immediate search
of the son for his father. Following this,
the film links up the female classmate
in the competition hall and little Chur
in the train station, since both end up
playing the same music on their own
violins. The former has a massive
orchestral accompaniment and an elite
audience; the latter, the accompaniment
of his heart’s love, flowing tears, and the
audience of his father and any one else
who cares to listen. In the end, the crowd
in the train station around the young
violin virtuoso grows even as the music
reaches a crescendo and a final father-
son hug anticipates the end of the story.
The student Chur has truly regained his
filial relationship. He manifested it in the
best way he knew, expressing it through
the beauty of the music that had been
granted to him as a gift through the
unselfish sacrifices of his adopted father.
It is mutually affirmed, committed
care that vitalises life, and it can be
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accompanied by all things noble,
beautiful, and virtuous. But when
people fail to live in committed care,
they must take the path that leads them
humbly and self-consciously back to the
source of their love. So, then, Together is
ultimately about overcoming disunity,
discouragement, and rejection in order to
gain the higher harmonies that people
can achieve in committed care. Through
the transformations that true love makes
possible, there is hope of reordering
one’s loves and rediscovering even those
loves that have been previously lost or
overshadowed by less worthy pursuits.

Still, there is the oddness of that
elusive search for beauty in music and
the strange cultural tensions that arise
when a person becomes an adoptive
parent in modern Chinese society. Beauty
is elusive precisely because it is not solely
generated by the music itself, but also by
the experience of sublime moments in
a musical act that raises a heightened
awareness to a profound satisfaction and
awe. So, too, a selfless sacrifice expressed
in committed care for another raises
the heightened awareness of the one
who is loved to a profound satisfaction
and awe. Both are beautiful; both are
awe-inspiring. But it is the power of
love itself and that of committed care,
which has even been described as part
of God’s eternal character, that is the
enabling might to make both music and
people so remarkable. That, however,
suggests another dimension to this story,
one that is not announced in any direct
way within Chen Kaige’s movie. Yet, as
was stated before, some of the greatest
moments of “coming together” are
catalysed into reality through the most
unexpected of gifts... ¥
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