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Jia Zhangke is a well-known Chinese director. From several of his early movies (Xiao Wu, 

Platform, Unknown Pleasure) to later ones (Still Life and Mountains May Depart), it is clear 

that local dialects are widely used in his films. Local dialects are not easily understood by 

most the audience. It could even be a great risk for a film. My research question is: what 

role do dialects play in Jia Zhangke’s films? I will explore this through three aspects: 

Background of Jia Zhangke and the features of his films; The definition of ‘dialect’ and the 

general functions of dialects in films; Further analysis through Still Life and Mountains May 

Depart. 

Jia Zhangke was born in 1970 in Fen Yang, Shanxi. It is a small county in northwest China.  

According to interviews with Jia Zhangke1, when he was seven or eight years old, it was just 

around the end of Cultural Revolution. The only memory of his childhood is the continuous 

feeling of hunger. There were no books, no music, no entertainment at all. Sitting in silence 

with his parents and his sister was the only way to spend their free time. Shortly after this 

was followed by the 80’s. Thanks to the “opening up policy” pop music and movies became 

available. At the same time, China began a radical economic development period. He has 

seen the transition of society from a poor country to a booming economy.   

Jia Zhangke explains in the interview2 that he is inspired by a movie Yellow Earth. At that 

time there were generally two kinds of movies: Hong Kong Kung Fu movies and propaganda 

movies. Therefore, he thought movies had little to do with the regular life of common 

people. However, to his surprise he saw familiar sceneries of his own life in Yellow Earth. He 

was deeply moved and motivated to make similar films. 

Jia Zhangke is one of a group of filmmakers emerging after 1989, which have been termed 
the Sixth Generation. “They have developed a new cinematic form to represent the new 
social reality of contemporary China. They embrace a documentary-style realist aesthetic 
meant to capture the rawness and intensity of the urbanization process in post socialist  
China” (Germann 2010: 4-5). Jia Zhangke believes that film is about people and their living 
status under unique circumstances which had not previously been described nor received 
any attention in literature or films3. “Jia’s films center on those who have been displaced or 
marginalized by the transformations that have uprooted past social and economic 
arrangements. The protagonists in his films are mostly unemployed youth trying to find a 
space for themselves in an economy in transition. These are the subjects that have been left 
behind in official representations of China’s economic achievements and rise to 
international prominence.” (Germann 2010: 6) 
 

Mandarin, Putonghua 普通话 ’common speech’, is the official language in the People’s 
Republic of China. September 2014 the website of China’s Ministry of Education stated: 30 
per cent of our nation’s population does not speak Putonghua, and out of the 70 per cent of 
the population who possess Putonghua skills, only one in ten can speak Putonghua 
articulately and fluently (Moser 2016). China covers a vast territory and languages vary in 
different areas. At least seven main language groups are recognised and there are more sub 
                                                           
1 https://youtu.be/Wt9wnS3td5Y?t=26m52s   accessed on 27 December, 2016    
2 https://youtu.be/83kG0dhl-pk?t=8m27s    accessed on 27 December, 2016    
3 https://youtu.be/EK7-UhxmKPc?t=3m20s    accessed on 27 December, 2016 
 

https://youtu.be/83kG0dhl-pk?t=8m27s
https://youtu.be/EK7-UhxmKPc?t=3m20s
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divisions for every main language group. We could imagine the majority of people 
communicating in their own regional languages, which we here refer to as dialects. Except in 
Chinese opera (Beijing, Guangzhou, etc.) dialects are rarely used in films. Using a specific 
local dialect can guarantee a local market. However, the film might not be popular in other 
areas where the dialect is not spoken. Therefore, sometimes films have two versions: in 
local dialect and in Mandarin (Zhu 2002: 17).  
By observing different dialect films and comparing them to those without dialects we can 

identify three functions that dialects have in film.  They are: serving as fun maker, indicating 

the identity of the speaker, and helping to describing the speaker’s characteristics. (Yao 

2014: 15) 

In this section, I further analyse the role of dialects in Jia Zhangke’s films through two of his 

movies: Still Life (2006) and Mountains May Depart (2015). 

Still life tells two separate stories: two protagonists, Han Sanming and Shen Hong, come to 

Fengjie from Shanxi to look for someone from their earlier life. Han looks for his wife and 

daughter. Many years ago, Han bought his wife from a human trafficker and later she was 

rescued by the police and sent back to her hometown Fengjie with their daughter. Since 

then, Han hasn’t seen them. Shen looks for her husband who hasn’t contacted her for two 

years. Fengjie is a small city in Chongqing. It is disappearing because of Three George Dam 

project, an important project for several groups of Chinese Communist Party leaders. Han 

and Shen mainly speak Shanxi dialect. We also hear other dialects like Chongqing dialect.  

 

In the first scene, Han asks the owner of the house he lives in in Fengjie for some 

information. He needs to repeat his question several times since the owner doesn’t 

understand his Shanxi accent. Here we see an honest, not well-educated and a poor Shanxi 

man trying desperately to speak good Mandarin. The Putonghua ‘common speech’ is very 

difficult for him. On the other hand, the owner speaks Chongqing dialect and is trying to 

understand Han. But unfortunately, he can only understand a part every time Han repeats 

his question in Putonghua with a strong Shanxi accent. Dialects and accents make 

communicating difficult. This scene in the movie shows a very problematic, but very true 

moment. It could happen easily in real life. The dialects clarify identities of Han and the 

owner vividly and naturally. Even though being understood is a problem, Han perseveres in   

looking for his wife and daughter. Imagining both Han and the owner speaking Mandarin, 

the sharp contrast and the feel of realism would disappear, while the audience’s 

sympathy for Han would be less.  
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In the second scene, Han speaks to a young man who speaks Mandarin mimicking the movie 

stars from television. Shanxi dialect, Chongqing dialect and Mandarin with the local accent 

create a very realistic atmosphere.   

The other protagonist, Shen Hong, is different from Han Sanming. She is a nurse and can 

speak proper Mandarin.  

 

In this scene, in front of the Three Georges Dam, she asks her husband for a divorce. She 

speaks Shanxi dialect with her husband while the background sound is loud and unclear, 

probably propaganda music. As a viewer, we don’t know much about Shen Hong’s past, 

neither her future. However, from her trip to Fengjie and all she has done in Fengjie, we see 

a loyal, disappointed wife while at the same time a calm, independent and decisive woman.  

 

In this scene, Han will leave for Shanxi and has a final dinner with his acquaintances in 

Fengjie. Han tells them that if he works in the mine, he could earn 200 Yuan per day. His 

fellows are all excited and want to join him instead of getting “a miserable 50 Yuan per day” 

for demolition jobs in Fengjie. But when Han emphasizes that the job is extremely 

dangerous, the demolition workers become quiet and surprised, eventually saying nothing 

more than the words wei xian ‘dangerous’ in Chongqing dialect. It seems those Chongqing 

dialect speakers are living in their own world. During their long silence, they try to 

understand the meaning of what Han says: “If you go down the mine well, you don't know if 

you will come back in the afternoon”. After the long silence, they return to their real world 

with their conclusion in Chongqing dialect: wei xian. They will probably stay in Chongqing, in 

their own world. The dialect is also a mark of backwardness, isolation, lack of modernity. 

The Three George Dam enjoys an international reputation and is a symbol of China’s 

development, while these migrants stand for the vast number of Chinese citizens who have 

been left out of China’s economic boom and the fruits of modernization (2007 Lu). These 
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local people living in this dark, dirty accommodation consider risking their life to travel to 

Shanxi to earn 200 Yuan per day.   

The film Mountains May Depart tells the story of the lifes of a group of people in three time 

periods. In 1999, young lady Zhao Tao is loved by two men from her hometown Fen Yang in 

Shanxi. Liang Jianjun is an honest, loyal and hardworking man and Zhang Jinsheng is a 

promising, rich while at the same time a rather arrogant man. Zhao chooses to marry Zhang 

and they have a son named Daole/Dollar. Liang leaves their hometown with great 

disappointment. In 2014, Liang is seriously ill. He returns to his hometown seeking help. 

Zhao gives him some money at Jiang’s home where she gave him her marriage invitation 15 

years earlier. Now Zhao and Zhang are divorced and their son Daole is with Zhang in 

Shanghai. In 2025, Daole and Zhang are living in Australia, facing many cultural conflicts 

while Zhao lives alone in her hometown.  

In the film, Mandarin, Shanxi dialect and English are accurately and strategically used. In the 

1999 segment, Shanxi dialect is used for the conversation between the actors. Since they 

are all living in their hometown, the dialect is used in their daily life.  

The following scene in the film takes place in 2014.  

 

When Zhao’s father passes away, Daole comes back to Fen Yang for the funeral. Zhao is very 

sad because of losing one family member but at the same time, she feels happy to see Daole 

returning and growing up as a big boy. When she asks why Daole doesn’t speak with her 

Daole seems very confused. Daole obviously hasn’t spent time with his mother for a while. 

When Zhao asks him to call her Mum he instead calls her “Mommy”. Eventually Daole calls 

her “Ma” in Shanxi dialect under Zhao’s insistence. Of course, Daole doesn’t speak Shanxi 

dialect anymore, he is a modern Shanghainese with the fashionable scarf and international 

school uniform. The characters identify themselves by using their own language. The 

intimacy between mother and son disappears by not speaking the same dialect. Mandarin is 

neither natural for Daole nor for Zhao. They speak Mandarin politely to each other to 

communicate. 
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When Zhao hears Daole comfortably speaking with his stepmother in Shanghai dialect, she 

becomes extremely disappointed, angry and even jealous. She speaks Mandarin with Daole 

and his stepmother, however, she shifts to Shanxi dialect with Zhang. Zhao understands that 

she will not be closer with Daole if she continues to speak Shanxi dialect. Therefore she 

speaks Mandarin with her son. Zhao speaks Mandarin with Daole’s stepmother to make 

communication easier while also trying to create an image of herself of an educated lady 

who can speaks proper Mandarin instead of a woman speaking only the local dialect. Of 

course, Zhao can be herself when speaking to Zhang, therefore, she shifts to Shanxi dialect 

automatically. Using dialect or Mandarin shows the sensitive relationship between speakers.  

 

This movies last segment takes place in 2025. Daole doesn’t fully understand Chinese since 

he migrated to Australia when he was 7 years old and studied and grew up in an English-

speaking environment. Daole forgets Chinese the same way most young migrants do. Zhang 

doesn’t speak English like the typical middle-aged Chinese migrants who move to Australia 

and doesn’t make much effort to adapt to the local culture. Daole and Zhang can’t 

communicate because of the language barrier. They speak to each other with Google 

Translate. As expected, there are a lot of inaccurate translation which makes their difficult  

communication even worse. Eventually, Daole invites his Chinese teacher to translate for 

him and his father.  

Three originally Chinese people have their own convenient languages, which clearly show 

their identities and tell their own stories. The Chinese teacher and Daole can communicate 

easily in English. The Chinese teacher speaks Mandarin with Zhang, while Zhang keeps 

speaking Shanxi dialect. Actually, the Chinese teacher translates between the son’s English 
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and father’s Shanxi dialect via Mandarin. The absurdity of the situation is amplified by the 

contrast of Zhang speaking Shanxi dialect with in the background the beautiful Australian 

scenery outside the house. Although Zhang could probably speak Mandarin to the Chinese 

teacher, he is arrogant and insists on speaking dialect, to be totally himself which shows his 

stubbornness and unwillingness to adapt into a new culture.  

I can conclude that in Still Life, the dialects help greatly to create clear identities for the 

characters and make the whole story realistic. Furthermore, the contrast of Shanxi and 

Chongqing dialects remind the audience continuously that Han and Chen are outsiders in 

Fengjie.  In Mountains May Depart, the dialects show the sensitive relations between the 

characters. Dialects make it clear who each person actually is and who they want to be 

under the certain circumstances.   

Therefore, I conclude that there are three main functions for the use of dialects in Jia 

Zhangke’s films: Indicating the regional identity of the characters; Creating realism; Helping 

to describe the characteristics of the figures in the movie. What Yao mentioned the function 

that dialect as serving fun maker is not the purpose in Jia Zhangke’s films.   
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