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Abstract

YI, OBSERVATIONAL DOCUMENTARY AESTHETICS, AND THE IDENTITY
POLITICS OF TRANSCULTURAL MIGRANCY

By Jiacheng Xu, MFA
A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for degree of Master of Fine
Art in Photography and Film at Virginia Commonwealth University
Virginia Commonwealth University 2016
Director: Sasha Waters Freyer
Professor, Film and Photography

There is a moment in Edward Yang’s acclaimed film Y7 ¥i (2000) in which a
young boy in a conversation with his father observes that he cannot see what his
father sees and that his father cannot see what he sees, prompting two questions:
“How can I know what you see?”” and “Can we only know half of the truth?” Unable
to provide adequate answers, his father instead offers his son a camera. Later in the
film, the same boy presents his uncle with a picture he took of the back of his head.
When asked why, the boy responds by saying, “You cannot see it yourself, so I'm
helping you.” These two scenes in Yang’s film illustrate the spirit of the questions
that guide the aesthetic approach I have taken in my own documentary project.

My thesis is composed of two parts: a video project and a research paper, the
former of which is a documentary entitled Yi. Named after its primary subject, the
film explores the intersections of transnational migrancy and cultural identity through
a series of interviews that are intercut with scenes of everyday life that are shot in an
observational style. The research paper that follows will situate the project within a
specific historical, conceptual, and aesthetic context, before delineating how the

cinematic composition of my documentary engages with this framework.















Figure 2.4 Y1’s brother walking by empty houses in the village. Yi (Xu Jiacheng, 2017)

Scenes of Yi’s mother interacting with her son and granddaughter are then
immediately followed by disconnected scenes of life unfolding in their village. Dogs and
chicken roam about the streets, two elderly women sit and chat outside a convenience store, a
young boy distractedly helps his father who is painting a bench, and so on. The section ends
with an earlier recorded moment in an interview with Y1i, in which he talks about how he still
contributes to a group pool for lottery tickets and states without hesitation that, despite the

legal obstacles, he would find some way to return to Fuzhou if he wins (fig. 2.5).

Figure 2.5 Yi talking about returning to Fuzhou. Yi (Xu Jiacheng, 2017)
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The fourth section centers on Yi’s trip to Sunset Park, and shows various scenes that
include his bus trip from Richmond to Brooklyn, a large meal with a group of his friends,
various markets and storefronts that cater primarily to Chinese customers. At one point, the
film cuts back again to an earlier recorded interview with Yi, this time in which he discusses
how expensive the expected bride-wealth is for a man to propose to a woman in his region.
The film cuts to a Chinese salon in Sunset Park, where we observe Yi getting his hair
washed, dried, and straighten (fig. 2.6). We discover that, despite the fact that he constantly

wears a sleeveless white undershirt wherever he goes, he is quite particular and self-

conscious about his hair.

Figure 2.6 Y1 at a hair salon in Sunset Park, Brooklyn. Yi (Xu Jiacheng, 2017)

The fifth section takes place at his friend’s Fuzhounese wedding ceremony that brings
together a large part of the shared diasporic community in Sunset Park. While the section
opens with a shot of Yi navigating the large crowded space as he makes his way toward his
table of friends, and while the film will occasionally cut back to his interactions with people,

the wedding sequence increasingly de-centers Yi as its focus. Instead, the film offers a
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collage of a community in celebration: various guests who are eating and drinking as they
converse with one another; the wait staff in their white shirts and red vests clearing tables,
continually supplying new bottles of beer, and taking short breaks near the kitchen; a
performer who sings popular Chinese songs in the background; the event’s emcee who guides
both the audience and the wedding party through traditional rituals involving tea pouring,
bowing, and the giving and receiving of gifts; and children playing games or running around
the space to keep themselves entertained (fig. 2.7). The film’s final shot features the bride
and groom facing each other on the stage as their family and friends stand and urge them to
perform some ritual. The event’s DJ blasts an upbeat electronic pop song through the

speakers, the crowd enthusiastically cheers in rhythm to the song’s beat, phones are raised to

take video recordings of the ritual, and the film cuts to black.

Figure 2.7 Child playing in the wedding. Yi (Xu Jiacheng, 2017)
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Conclusion

Yi is a documentary that shares the voice of a migrant worker in the U.S. from
Fuzhou, China. His is a personal story marked by a cultural identity that is constituted not
only by a deep sense of displacement but also by a significant and ultimately enriching
inclusion in a wider diasporic community. Thus, the documentary seeks to preserve both
sides of this tension that many migrants continually must face and negotiate in their own
ways: on the one hand, the longing for a home that one cannot return to and, on the other
hand, the desire for a new community that is forged by the displaced. While the editing and
narrative strategies or conventions of cinema can never bridge the gulf between Yi’s life in
Richmond and the world that he left behind, the recurring motifs throughout the film of food,
music, aquariums of fish, and visual screens gesture toward the background nexus of material
phenomena that bind us to our communities. As the film progresses, Yi’s presence and
voiceover comments are gradually de-centered as that background nexus comes into sharper

focus.
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