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Slow Cinema is, at least in relation to the entire history of cinema, a young
and continuously evolving movement. It is global in origin and remains global in
practice1, but one of the most apparent and seemingly universal reasons for its
existence is to provide an alternative to mainstream cinema. The subtitle of Ira
Jaffe’s 2014 book, Slow Movies, says it all: “countering the cinema of action.” As
Jaffe sees it, Slow Cinema exists (at least partially) as a response to action
cinema, specifically that of Hollywood. These films would then serve as the
antithesis to action cinema. But what if there existed films that simultaneously
contained action, along with many of the characteristics associated with the Slow
Cinema movement? The stance that Jaffe, among many others, has essentially
taken, that of Slow Cinema being antonymous to action cinema, would need to
be reconsidered. In this context, I am interested in examining the work of JeanPierre Melville, a filmmaker whose work predates the modern Slow Cinema
movement, but whose contemporaries (Bresson, Antonioni, Tarkovski, etc.) are
frequently viewed as its predecessors. Those familiar with Slow Cinema may find
any argument that places Melville’s films in this category to be somewhat
ridiculous, but I do not intend to argue that Melville’s films are examples of “pure”
Slow Cinema, merely that they share many of the same qualities. Moreover, his

1 Although this paper focuses exclusively on filmmakers working in Western Europe and China,
many of Slow Cinema’s most prominent and influential filmmakers can be found elsewhere.
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work has served as a major influence on future generations of Asian action
filmmakers (perhaps most notably John Woo). It is primarily in Asia where I
propose that a new cinematic movement, which I will refer to as “Slow Action”, is
gradually developing. Hsiao-Hsien Hou’s 2015 film The Assassin (a
China/Taiwan/Hong Kong co-production) and Jia Zhangke’s 2013 film A Touch
of Sin (China) are prominent and highly regarded examples of this movement
and, in this paper, I will engage in a close analysis of their cinematic qualities as
a way of defining the aforementioned movement2. Slow Action films manage to
both challenge the conventions of action cinema, as well as the notion that such
a challenge can only be mounted from outside of its sphere of influence.
Furthermore, by comparing and contrasting his work to that of Chantal Akerman,
one of Slow Cinema’s most influential precursors, I will argue that Melville should
be considered a forefather of this movement.
Before engaging in a discussion concerning the films and filmmakers I
have just mentioned, it is crucial that definitions of both the Slow Cinema
movement and the action genre are established. As a relatively new and ongoing
movement, there is little consensus on a definition for Slow Cinema.
Nevertheless, there are several cinematic qualities that are commonly associated

2 While the work of both Hou and Jia is frequently associated with Slow Cinema, neither is
typically associated with action cinema. This can help to explain why their forays into the genre
are so unusual and indicative of Slow Action.
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with the movement. Jaffe, for example, claims that a film can be deemed “slow”
based on four general cinematic qualities. To varying degrees, films can qualify as
slow “by virtue of their visual style, narrative structure and thematic content and the
demeanor of their characters”. In terms of visual style, a slow film will typically
have very little and rather slow camera movement, as well as “austere” mise-enscene. Structurally, these are films that normally avoid temporal leaps and have
a linear narrative. The more singular nature of these films is often complimented
by infrequent editing, which “inhibits spatiotemporal leaps and disruptions.”
Thematically, these are bleaker films than the typical Hollywood fare, with
particular focus on stillness, emptiness, and absence. As an extension of the
themes, the characters in these films often “lack emotional, or at least
expressive, range and mobility” (Jaffe, 3). In other words, a typical slow film
contains less of what we’ve come to expect in mainstream cinema (editing,
emotion, camera movement, etc.).
Although they make it quite clear in the introduction that their goal is to
avoid attaching a definite and, in their eyes, restrictive definition to the titular
movement, much of the work presented in Tiago de Luca and Nuno Barradas
Jorge's book, Slow Cinema, seems to largely agree with Jaffe’s definitions. For
example, they acknowledge that if Slow Cinema “makes time noticeable in the
image and consequently felt by the viewer, it can be argued that this is often
achieved by means of a disjunction between shot duration and audiovisual
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content” (de Luca and Barradas Jorge, 5). In other words, these films frequently
contain abnormally3 long takes which may seem to contain little in the form of
narrative significance or momentum. The two also agree with Jaffe when it
comes to the types of shots most common in Slow Cinema. Later in their
introduction, they even cite Jaffe and his claim that in Slow Cinema “long shots
frequently prevail over close-ups” (Jaffe, 3). So, it would seem, despite the lack
of a comprehensive and universally agreed upon definition of Slow Cinema, there
are often a number of similar qualities in these films that are generally associated
with it. These often extend beyond the purely cinematic, and into thematic and
narrative content. One of the more common themes of Slow Cinema, which can
also help to explain the movement’s very existence, is a criticism of globalization
and capitalism. As Song Hwee Lim argues, “a turn to slowness in rapidly
developing regions, such as East Asia, may arise from an anxiety towards
wholesale modernisation and industrialisation, and thus a desire to hold on to a
less hectic pace associated with an agricultural past” (Lim, 92). These themes
are integral to the work of slow filmmakers such as Jia Zhangke and Bela Tarr.
Despite its considerably longer existence and more prominent place in
American popular culture, defining Action Cinema may be a more challenging
task. In Action/Spectacle Cinema, Jose Arroyo claims that action/spectacle is “a

3 In relation to mainstream, or Hollywood, cinema.
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type of cinema that cannot quite constitute a mode but which exceeds the
boundaries of a genre” (Arroyo, iii). Indeed, “action” as both a term and concept,
has exceeded the boundaries of genre and, in many cases, seems to occupy a
space of uncertainty. It isn’t often that a debate arises regarding a film’s status as
a member of the comedy or musical genres, but there seems to be much
disagreement regarding whether or not a film should be placed in the action
genre. Yvonne Tasker writes that, in most cases, when critics “talk about what
constitutes action they focus as much on how the story is told as the type of
story, setting or other generic elements. The specific qualities of action are, it
seems, to do with pace, excitement, exhilaration: a visceral, even sensual,
evocation of movement and violence” (Tasker, 6). These qualities, like those
proposed by Jaffe for Slow Cinema, would seem to have relatively few films
which perfectly meet every criteria. This has led to a seemingly endless stream of
sub-genres such as action-adventure, action/sci-fi, action/thriller and countless
others. Action, both as a term and application, has been attached to virtually
every other genre at one time or another. This lends further legitimacy to Arroyo’s
point that “action” is far too prevalent and influential to be limited to a single
genre. There can and should be distinctions between these films but, just as a
film need not meet all of Jaffe’s criteria to be considered Slow Cinema, they can
all still fall under the umbrella of “action” as long as they contain physical
“movement and violence”.
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Both Slow Cinema and action cinema have seen some of their most
influential films and filmmakers emerge from Asia. Consequently, it shouldn’t
come as a surprise that the beginnings of Slow Action should bare strong ties to
the continent. While there are plenty of Asian filmmakers who can be considered
precursors of the Slow Cinema movement, such as Yasujiro Ozu, finding one
who also shares a strong connection to action cinema is considerably more
challenging4. As a result, and because Slow Cinema is more of a global
movement, I will discuss the significance of Jean-Pierre Melville as a precursor to
Slow Action. The most famous, and perhaps the best, example of this is his 1967
film Le Samourai. It is one of Melville’s slower films and it shares a number of
similarities with The Assassin. Le Samourai showcases the life of an assassin
but, unlike more typical Hollywood fare, we are not bombarded with shootouts,
car chases, or even a montage displaying our protagonist’s greatest hits. Instead,
Le Samourai spends an unusual amount of time focused on the more menial
aspects of an assassin’s life. In this respect Melville’s film, similarly to slow
filmmakers such as Bela Tarr and Nuri Bilge Ceylan, focuses on the decidedly
banal aspects of a character’s life while relegating the more conventionally
exciting bits to little more than afterthoughts.

4 This is not to say that there are none. Kenji Mizoguchi, for example, directed several slow films
that contained action. However, these films (such as Sansho the Bailiff and The 47 Ronin) are
more strongly associated with drama, and they aren’t among Mizoguchi’s slowest films.

7

It is this focus on ritual, repetition, and the banal that makes Melville’s
films so intriguing in this context. Such monotonous chores and other tasks are
frequently present in Slow Cinema. Le Samourai, in particular, contains many
parallels to one of the most important precursors to the Slow Cinema
movement: Chantal Akerman’s Jeanne Dielman, 23, quai du Commerce, 1080
Bruxelles (1975). Jeanne Dielman chronicles three days in the life of its titular
character, a single mother whose days consist of a strict routine. For the most
part, this routine is limited to the stereotypical household tasks of a homemaker,
but there is one notable exception. As a way to supplement her income, Jeanne
doubles as a prostitute. Outside of their slow qualities, which I will discuss in
great detail, the two films are immeasurably different. While their similarities
convey the slow qualities of Melville’s films, their differences effectively
demonstrate the need for a distinction between pure Slow Cinema and Slow
Action.
In Marion Schmid’s analysis of Akerman, she writes that Jeanne Dielman
is “above all a film about the disturbingly banal, the elusively everyday” (Schmid,
33). As the film shows us, there is perhaps no better way to portray the banality
of Jeanne’s daily routines than by showing them in full, and without interruption.
The only aspect of this routine which is consciously omitted (for the first two days
chronicled) is Jeanne’s sex work which, by conventional cinematic standards, is
the most ‘exciting’ aspect of her life. Enhancing the sense of banality is the lack
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of emotion and overall sense of detachment that Jeanne brings to nearly every
aspect of her life. As perfectly fits the ritualistic nature of her daily routine, Jeanne
has become “absent from herself, robotic and automaton-like, incapable of
creatively investing herself in the world or of taking a step back, frozen in habit or
repetition” (38). Indeed, Jeanne has become frozen in both habit and repetition
but, in a way, she has also become frozen in time. If the film is viewed as a
character study, then it reveals that Jeanne’s entire life is dependent on time,
which she fills with a never-ending series of chores that are “tamed in strictly
observed rituals”. Jeanne does the exact same thing every day; she effectively
lives the same day over and over.
Based entirely on Ira Jaffe’s characteristics, Jeanne Dielman can be seen
as essentially the perfect example of Slow Cinema. The fact that the film, and its
maker, are referred to multiple times throughout Jaffe’s book only gives credibility
to my suspicion that it provided considerable inspiration while he developed his
ideas. In the context of my paper, however, Jeanne Dielman is most interesting
for its parallels to Melville’s later films, specifically Le Samourai. Like my
assertions that Melville should be recognized for the slow qualities of his films,
any relation to Chantal Akerman, or her most iconic work, might be viewed as
heresy in some circles. Some may even take offense at a study that correlates
Akerman, an everlasting symbol of cinematic feminism, with Melville, who has
occasionally, and not without merit, been criticized for misogyny.
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In terms of the films themselves, Jeanne Dielman is very much a “female”
film, while Le Samourai (and all of Melville’s other works being discussed) can
hardly be described as anything other than a “male” film. My use of gendered
descriptors refers not just to the bodies that dominate the frame, but also to the
ways in which time is utilized. Time itself can become gendered, especially in
regards to the ways in which it passes on-screen. Although I am not suggesting
that masculine and feminine temporalities are the only approaches to cinematic
time, but Le Samourai and Jeanne Dielman highlight differences between these
two genders. Within cinema, masculine time can be defined as the portrayal of
“an existence that fully embodies cultural and social prescriptions of manhood”
(Marino, 2). Applying the same principles, feminine time within cinema should be
defined as the portrayal of an existence which embodies womanhood. In Jeanne
Dielman, for example, the majority of the film's 201-minute runtime is spent
portraying the daily routine of the titular character, who appears (for the most
part) as a stereotypical housewife. We see her cooking, cleaning, and shopping.
These are all activities that conform to traditional gender roles and embody
womanhood. Therefore, they are representative of feminine time. It is also worth
considering that repetition could itself represent feminine time. Tania Modleski
notes that in melodrama, a traditionally female genre, it is common that a film’s
“only major events are repetitions of former ones” (Modleski, 23). Although it is
hardly a melodrama, virtually every act in Jeanne Dielman is repeated.
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Like Jeanne Dielman, Jef (the protagonist of Le Samourai), leads a life
dominated by ritual and repetition. There are two assassinations carried out in
the film, and before each, Jef engages in what Vincendeau describes as “a ritual
dressing and examination in the mirror” (Vincendeau, 184). The killings
themselves are filmed in exactly the same way both times. As Vincendeau also
notes, the “killings, sartorial routine, Jef’s lengthy walks through corridors, his
obsessive returns to the night-club, to the same type of car and same garage, his
lines of Evian bottles and packets of Gitanes, all continue the theme of his
ritualistic behaviour” (185). It is the film’s focus on the repetition, on Jefs rituals
surrounding the killings, that serve to de-glamorize the life of an assassin and the
very genre(s) it is a part of. Still, unlike Jeanne Dielman, Jefs life is filled with
guns, cars, and nightclubs. These are things that are traditionally associated with
manhood, and are therefore most frequently representative of masculine time. It
is hardly coincidental that many of the themes and most recognizable aspects
found in a typical action film overlap closely with masculine time; the dominant
mode of time in action films is masculine.
It is certainly true that in terms of shot length and camera movement,
Melville’s films are not nearly as slow as Jeanne Dielman, and they are also not
nearly as concerned with showing the routines of characters in full (and without
interruption or temporal leaps). However, there are several instances in his films
in which Melville, like Akerman, aims to create the illusion that the events within
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the frame are happening in real time. One of the most notable examples of this
can be found in Le Cercle Rouge during the film's heist sequence. In Hollywood,
a heist is almost always filmed in a way intended to emphasize the action and
excitement. It will be loud, there will be lots of fast cuts and sudden camera
movements, and this will all be a buildup for the inevitably spectacle-filled
getaway sequence. In Le Cercle Rouge, the heist is nearly absent of sound; the
thieves operate in the dead of night. There is no dialogue, no innocent
bystanders, and nearly all sound is diegetic. By conventional standards, there are
no fast cuts, and camera movement is minimal. The “getaway” is met with no
immediate resistance. As Vincendeau points out, Le Cercle Rouge eschews
action in favor of showing the thieves “walking through a labyrinth of corridors
and courtyards, accompanied by an evocative aural montage (steps, silent
courtyards, distant parties, printworks) for six minutes before they arrive outside
the guard’s window and ‘proper’ action begins - a good example of ‘cinema of
process’” (Vincendeau, 194). Indeed, a ‘cinema of process’ (or of ritual), is a
perfect way of describing not just this sequence, but perhaps even Melville’s
filmography as a whole.
Even the ‘proper’ action that Vincendeau speaks of lacks the immediacy
and volume of a conventional heist film. Once the thieves arrive at the vault they
intend to rob, more than a minute of film time is spent focusing on the thieves
opening a case, removing all of the parts of their rifle one-by-one, carefully
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assembling and adjusting them, taking aim, and eventually firing a single, muffled
shot. This is the sort of ‘action’ scene that is most prevalent throughout Melville’s
films. The act of firing a gun, regardless of the context, has little significance; it is
the process that leads to the firing of that gun, the supposedly “boring” bits that
are typically cut out of action films, that Melville focuses on. Just as the eroticism
and potential for voyeuristic pleasure is stripped from Jeanne Dielman’s sexual
encounters, so too is the burst of adrenaline and the sense of sadistic pleasure at
the sight and sound of violence stripped from Melville’s gangster films.
If we view Le Samourai as a precursor to the Slow Cinema movement,
then Hsiao-Hsien Hou’s The Assassin (2015) can be viewed as its evolution. As
the title indicates, The Assassin also follows the life of a professional killer. One
area where it distinguishes itself from Le Samourai, however, is with its female
protagonist. This allows the film to subvert masculine time while also integrating
aspects of feminine time. Its central character engages in activities that are both
feminine and masculine, and the time passing on-screen is also representative of
both genders. In this regard, the film echoes aspects of both Jeanne Dielman
and Le Samourai.
The plot of The Assassin is extraordinarily complex and steeped in ancient
Chinese culture and history. Because of this, I will avoid going into much detail
about the film’s narrative, which centers on Nie Yinniang, an assassin who has
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been sent to kill a man to whom she was once betrothed. Nevertheless, I will be
analyzing a sequence that occurs roughly halfway through the film in order to
describe the film’s Slow Cinema qualities, action sequences, and its portrayal of
both feminine and masculine time.
The sequence begins at dusk, with an extreme long shot emphasizing
China’s natural beauty. The green of a surrounding forest dominates the frame
and we see the faint glimmer of torches gradually approaching. A group of five
men pass by on horseback, and the camera slowly follows them. They stop and
share a brief exchange of dialogue concerning their mission; these men are a
sort of hunting party, chasing after a group led by Nie Feng, who is Yinniang’s
father. The camera then continues to follow them as they disappear behind tall
grass, and then cuts to the next scene, which plays out similarly to the last, with
the notable exception that dawn has broken, thus indicating the passage of time.
We then cut to a dense forest, penetrated by the light of the midday sun. Two of
the riders emerge from the trees, and the camera pans as they ride offscreen.
The film cuts to a continuation shot, framed much like every other shot in this
sequence. Thus far, roughly two minutes of film time has passed and we have
viewed a chase scene leading into combat. The slowness in this sequence is, as
is the case with much of The Assassin, realized through the cinematography,
editing, and sound design. In terms of the cinematography, the sequence
qualifies as slow because the only camera movement consists of slow pans. At
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no point does the camera track the riders, zoom, or dolly-in close to them.
Consequently, each shot begins as an extreme long shot, and the human
characters’ size within the frame only grows as they ride towards the camera. As
far as the editing is concerned, the first two scenes consist of a single shot (both
long takes), while the third scene consists of two. In a typical cinematic chase
scene, the film would not only cut to reaction shots and different angles, but it
would likely alternate between the chasers and the chased. The use of a nondiegetic musical score is also quite common in these sequences, and its purpose
is similar. These cinematic techniques are an effective way of artificially inflating
suspense, tension, and a sense of speed but, in Slow Action, none of these
things are typically deemed important.
Because of the lack of importance given to suspense, it is unexpected
when the two riders stop along the forest path and, despite a lack of any
perceptible audio or visual cues (for the viewer), the lead rider begins to draw his
sword. This initiates an action sequence which, although edited in a manner
more akin to a conventional action scene, is shot in much the same way as the
rest of the film (without close-ups or significant camera movements). What is truly
unusual about this sequence, however, is the way it is structured. After little more
than 20 seconds, the film cuts to a new scene. The scene is yet another
longshot, now of a stream at the bottom of a waterfall. A man, who has yet to be
introduced, crouches over the stream, filling a jug with water. The man finishes,
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stands up, begins to walk towards his supplies, and suddenly stops. As he
stares, unmoving, into the distance, it is clear he has heard the nearby battle but,
once again, this is inaudible to the viewer due to the sounds of nature (the
waterfall, crickets, etc.). Once again, Hou is undermining what is conventionally
deemed important in an action film. In this case, and really throughout the film’s
entirety, the human characters (and their actions) are portrayed as subordinate to
nature.
In her essay “If These Walls Could Speak: From Slowness to Stillness in
the Films of Jia Zhangke,” Cecilia Mello discusses a lineage of realist cinema
which began in the aftermath of World War II with neorealist directors such as De
Sica and Rossellini, and has continued on to more contemporary filmmakers.
Hsiao-Hsien Hou is one of the contemporaries she mentions, and this scene from
The Assassin encapsulates why. One of the qualities crucial to this lineage is “a
focus on non-action, which delay[s] the efficient narrative of cause and effect
crafted and perfected by more commercial cinematic practices” (Mello, 139). Not
only does this scene beneath the waterfall de-emphasize the significance of the
human characters and their actions, but it also delays the narrative and halts the
sense of momentum essential to commercial action films.
The lack of importance placed on the action is further emphasized in the
next scene. The film transitions back to the scene of the battle, which has now
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ended. The fact that much of this fighting occurs off-screen is further evidence of
its insignificance. Nevertheless, it is clear that the pursuers were victorious; Nie
Feng is held at swordpoint while one of his companions is being buried alive. The
anonymous man from the previous scene appears and, in what would seem to
be an act of chivalry, he intervenes to save the captives. Armed only with what
appears to be some sort of stick, the man stands little chance against his swordbearing opponents. After initially engaging them, he flees, and another chase
sequence begins. As was the case with the previous action scene, this one is
also disrupted midway. The chase abruptly cuts to a shot of Yinniang riding
through the forest on horseback. Unlike previous horse riding shots, this one
begins with the character relatively close to the camera, and continues as she
rides away from it. Essentially, what begins as a long shot progresses into an
extreme-long shot. The camera continues to follow Yinniang until she stops and
casually dismounts. At this point, her figure is so small within the frame that none
of her features are visible and she is obscured by the surrounding plant life. After
cutting to a shot of Yinniang slowly walking, we return to the action. After a brief
exchange with his pursuers, the man is surrounded and seemingly dead-to-rights
when Yinniang flies in to intervene. She manages to “save the day,” as would be
expected of an action hero, but it is the nature of her behavior and actions which
sets her apart from the other participants. Prior to her arrival, the exclusively
male combatants have spent minutes of screen-time running, shouting, and
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slashing wildly at each other. Yinniang’s entrance marks a stark contrast to this
unmistakably testosterone-fueled affair. In a matter of seconds, she manages to
kill all five of her foes. While they run and exert maximum energy, she walks
gradually and exerts little energy. While they scream, she is silent. While they
wildly throw spears and slash their swords, her every move is calm, calculated,
and precise. The contrast between this group of male participants and a single
female is rather telling. This group of five men, who were sent on a relatively
simple mission, expend considerable time and energy, but ultimately fail at the
hands of a single woman. The men represent both masculinity and typical ‘fast’
action cinema, while Yinniang is representative of femininity and Slow Action. In
this instance, masculinity and speed may be interpreted as inferior to femininity
and slowness.
The scene which immediately follows begins with yet another landscape
shot emphasizing China’s natural beauty. The camera slowly pans down and to
the left, revealing a group of several travellers and their horses slowly trekking
along the hillside. Once again, these characters are partially obscured by plant
life and shot at such an extreme distance that none of their physical features are
discernable. This scene, consisting of a single shot, lasts approximately one
minute, ending as the characters near a mountainside cave. There is no
dialogue, non-diegetic sound, or camera movement beyond the slow pan. The
next shot begins in total darkness, and is only illuminated when Yinniang,
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followed by the rest of her party, appears on-screen with a torch. This is another
single shot scene which lasts about a minute. This style of filmmaking, one shot
for every scene, is quite common in the work of other slow filmmakers such as
Akerman and Tarr. Other than the action scenes, The Assassin frequently
adheres to this filmmaking approach. After two more travelling scenes, the group
arrives at a village. Following a few shots establishing the village and its people,
we cut to the interior of a house, where Yinniang is caring for her father, who was
injured during the battle.
Unlike prior scenes which have focused on masculine time (action), or
empty time (non-action), this scene deals with feminine time. The scene begins
with a kettle heating over a fire and, after a few seconds, pans up to reveal
Yinniang waiting for the water to boil in the foreground, while her father can be
viewed out-of-focus in the background. Yinniang then pours the kettle’s contents
into a bowl and brings it to her father. After blowing on the liquid to cool it, she
holds it to her father’s mouth so he may drink. The role that Yinniang takes in this
scene, one of a caregiver, is a traditionally feminine one. The fact that this
scenes goes uninterrupted for over two minutes, longer than any of the film’s
individual action scenes, is further indication of the significance the film places on
everything other than action.
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Unlike Le Samourai, or any of Melville’s films for that matter, The Assassin
can be considered Slow Cinema with little reservation. If we look back at Jaffe’s
common Slow Cinema criteria, The Assassin meets virtually all of them.
Throughout the film camera movement is sparse and, when there is movement, it
is almost always gradual. The shot length may not approach the durations of a
Tarr or a Lav Diaz, but they seem eternal when compared to mainstream cinema.
The long shot and extreme long shot are far more prevalent than the close-up or
extreme close-up. Moreover, these shots will often render human characters as
subordinate to their environment. Many scenes are absent of dialogue or any
form of non-diegetic sound. Where we come to an obstacle, at least as it relates
to the limitations of Slow Cinema that have been generally accepted by film
scholars, is the presence of action scenes. Hence the need for a subgenre, my
proposed ‘Slow Action’. It may seem paradoxical, but the word ‘slow’ is relative.
In regards to The Assassin, the action sequences have little in common with
those found in a typical mainstream action film. In these films, it is the action that
dictates the film’s speed. In Slow Action, the inverse is true: the action is dictated
by the film’s speed. This is because in the mainstream action film, the action
takes precedence over all else (plot, characters, etc.), and the rest of the film,
both technically and narratively, is intended to complement the action.
In many slow films, including both Jeanne Dielman and The Assassin, no
aspect, not the action, plot, or characters, is deemed any more or less important
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than the most banal tasks. No character is more significant than the tree she
walks past and no line of dialogue carries more weight than the chirping of
crickets. If the dominant narrative of humanity has been its perpetual need to
conquer- whether this be nature, other peoples, or even themselves- than this
has subsequently dominated all art and forms of media (including cinema). Slow
Cinema counters this by shifting focus away from the dominance of humanity and
instead emphasizing its relative insignificance; for whatever level of selfimportance humanity may have, on a cosmic level it is no more or less significant
than a boulder or a blade of grass. In regards to The Assassin, this explains why
several action sequences are obscured by nature and, in one case, shot at such
an extreme distance that the human participants appear as little more than
specks within the frame. There are several ways in which this creative decision
can be interpreted. It simultaneously highlights the equal importance (or lack
thereof) of all things, regardless of its appearance within the frame. It also can be
viewed as a general critique of the Hollywood action film and its blatant disregard
for anything deemed an obstacle, insignificant, or in any way lesser than male
actions. In many ways, Hollywood can be viewed as a microcosm of Western
culture which, at least to some extent, has become synonymous with capitalism.
Perhaps no system can be held more responsible for the ever-increasing speed
of our global culture than capitalism. This would therefore make capitalism a
natural antagonist of Slow Cinema.
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If there is a central antagonistic presence permeating throughout Jia
Zhangke’s A Touch of Sin, which is made up of four loosely connected
segments, it is the corrupting influence that capitalism and globalization have on
humanity. Zhangke’s body of work can be viewed as an act of resistance to these
systems and, in this sense, it “might seem coherent to place it within the current
trend of cultural movements in favour of slowness which appear as a form of
reaction or resistance to capitalism and its obsession with productive time (and
the lack of it)” (Mello, 138). A Touch of Sin resists capitalism not just through
slowness, but also with its violent action sequences.
The first segment of the film focuses on Dahai, a member of a community
victimized by China’s rapid growth. The surrounding landscape appears
desolate; buildings are abandoned and crumbling, and there is a distinct absence
of bright colors. The citizens of this community suffer as Boss Jiao, a state
appointed official reminiscent of a governor, lives a life of luxury. Dahai, an
outspoken idealist, publicly criticizes Jiao and is subsequently beaten with a
shovel. After this encounter, Dahai is paid off for his expected silence. This
sequence can be considered a perfect example of not only corruption stemming
from uncontrolled capitalism, but also of the connection between speed, money,
and action. All of these things, as I've established earlier in the paper, are
routinely considered antithetical to, and are oftentimes a target of criticism for,
Slow Cinema. Jiao, a figure whose power is a result of the increasing speed of
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China, indirectly exerts this power through action (the assault of Dahai) and
money (bribery). The portrayal of these systems and persons of power as corrupt
is, in many other films, the extent of the critique. In A Touch of Sin, however, Jia
Zhangke opts to take his criticism farther by having his protagonist resist this
capitalist-induced violence with more violence. After proclaiming that he “can be
more evil than the Village Chief or Jiao”, Dahai retrieves a shotgun and sets off
on a quest for revenge against Boss Jiao and his underlings, thus initiating the
film’s largest, both in terms of duration and amount of violent acts, action
sequence.
In a traditional ‘fast’ action film, an action sequence is almost always
accompanied by a profound sense of urgency conveyed through the actions and
demeanor of characters, frequency of editing, and the sound design. From the
very beginning of Zhangke’s sequence, he defies these conventions. The
sequence begins with a long tracking shot (42 seconds) of Dahai unhurriedly
walking towards his first target and, although non-diegetic music can be heard in
this initial shot, the remainder of the sequence contains only diegetic sound. The
next shot is a continuation of the previous one, and follows Dahai into the home
of his first target. Aiming his gun at the man, Dahai threatens to kill him if he
won’t produce a written confession detailing the Village Chief’s embezzlement.
When the man defiantly challenges Dahai to shoot him, Dahai falters, raising his
gun and begins to rapidly blink in apparent self-doubt. When the man realizes
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Dahai’s wavering resolve, he calls him a coward. Dahai does not take this
challenge to his honor, and perhaps his masculinity, lightly and he immediately
kills the man, along with his wife, most likely out of surprise at her unexpected
appearance. This entire encounter, which lasts roughly 150 seconds, is
comprised of six shots. This gives the encounter an ASL (Average shot length) of
30 seconds, which is somewhat misleading, given that the first shot in the scene
lasts 128 seconds, while the next five (consisting of reaction shots of the killing
which then transition into the next scene) make up the remaining 22 seconds.
As David Bordwell noted in 2002, “in 1999 and 2000, the ASL of a typical
[Hollywood] film in any genre was likely to run three to six seconds” (Bordwell,
17). In the years since Bordwell published this, the ASL has continued to
decrease and, although there is a lack of a single, comprehensive study, the
typical action film has an even lower ASL. Since it has been established that
cinematic speed and action are nearly synonymous in mainstream cinema, it is
apparent that A Touch of Sin resists this approach. It exemplifies the notion that
a Slow Action film is one in which the action is dictated by the film’s tempo. There
is no rising tension leading up to the shooting, in fact, Zhangke makes it seem as
if Dahai will lay down his gun and return home without spilling any blood. Once
the action does occur, we almost immediately return to a relatively glacial pace,
much as in The Assassin.
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The next scene plays out quite similarly to the last. The entire scene has
six shots and lasts 118 seconds but, other than a one-second cutaway showing
blood splatter against a wall, every shot lasts between 16 and 35 seconds. For
the most part, each scene in this sequence follows a loose pattern: 1. tracking
shots of Dahai walking towards or searching for his next target 2. Dahai briefly
conversing with his target 3. Dahai killing his target 4. Dahai moving towards his
next objective. This pattern harkens back to Melville, as well as Vincendeau’s
‘cinema of process’. A Touch of Sin resembles Melville’s films in that its interest
lies not in the action itself, but in the process that leads to the action.
There are two significant deviations from this pattern, and these scenes
occur directly before and after Dahai has killed his third victim. The first scene
opens with an extreme-long shot of the crumbling town square. In the foreground
we see a group of apparently homeless men grouped around a statue of Mao
Zedong. This is a clear critique of the policies of the Chinese government and
other holders of power, if not a direct criticism of capitalism. In the background of
this shot, we see Dahai walking towards the statue. The film then cuts to a
medium close-up of the men. Seeing the gun draped over Dahai’s shoulder, one
of the men asks him if he is hunting. The camera pans towards him and he
replies “hunting animals”. After this brief interruption, the film returns to its
previously established pattern; the shot continues for several more seconds with
the camera follows Dahai walking before cutting to the next scene. This is
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followed by the second deviation which, along with the first, provides a greater
insight into the ideological motives of both Dahai and Jia Zhangke.
This next deviation would initially appear, at least on a fundamental level,
as not much of a deviation at all. It follows the same lose pattern, but if one
examines the more subtle details, they will find it distinctly different. The scene’s
first notable excursion can be found in Dahai’s movement and demeanor. Until
now, he has appeared relatively calm and has moved without urgency.
Nevertheless, this scene begins with a long shot of him briskly running towards
the camera as it slowly tracks left to reveal what he is so urgently approaching: a
horse being whipped by its owner due to a refusal to move. Once Dahai is within
a few yards of the man and horse, he momentarily pauses, aims his gun, and
kills the man. He then yells “bastard!” at the man’s corpse, and continues on to
his next target.
In his book, Action Movies: The Cinema of Striking Back, Harvey O’Brien
notes that “The classical action movie is built around a three-act structure
centered on survival, resistance, and revenge. It is a narrative of social and
personal redemption in which the act of will is embodied in the physical body of
the hero - tested, traumatized, and triumphant” (O’Brien, 14). Although A Touch
of Sin lacks a traditional three-act structure, one could argue that this individual
segment, as well as the film as a whole, bears a striking number of similarities to
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O’Brien’s “classical action movie”. One of the major themes throughout every
segment in A Touch of Sin is the struggle to survive amidst a rapidly changing
China. The central character in each segment resists falling prey to these
changes and the evil that they cultivate. Specifically, in the film’s first segment,
Dahai seeks, and ultimately achieves, his revenge. He is traumatized after being
severely beaten by Boss Jiao’s underlings. His test comes in the form of the
allure of capitalism. This first occurs when Boss Jiao has his men attempt to buy
Dahai’s silence, and continues as his victims challenge his courage and attempt
to negotiate with him. Ultimately, Dahai is triumphant and, having rid his
community of its most visible oppressors, achieves a form of both personal and
social redemption. This redemption, however, is not without cost. Dahai’s
intentions may have been pure, but his reversion to violence and murder have
stripped him of whatever innocence he previously had.
As I have displayed through a close analysis of scenes from both A Touch
of Sin and The Assassin, both films share a number of qualities with both the
Slow Cinema movement and the action genre. Since the very concept of ‘action’
is often at odds with that of Slow Cinema, there is a need to define, or at least to
develop the terminology to differentiate, these films. In response to this need, I
have introduced ‘Slow Action’. It seems only apt that, like Slow Cinema and
action cinema, this blossoming movement should not have a concrete definition,
but a list of characteristics that are frequently associated with it. Since Slow
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Action can never be viewed as a separate entity, but a marriage of two cinematic
approaches, its characteristics must then represent certain aspects of both. A
film like The Assassin may consist of long takes and lack camera movement, but
it also contains sequences which, although brief, are quickly paced and combat
focused. It utilizes both masculine and feminine time as a means to contrast the
speed of action with the slowness of nature. Similarly, a film like A Touch of Sin
may be slow paced and thematically bleak while still containing a visceral
evocation of violence. It follows a narrative similar to an archetypal action film,
but its overarching critique of capitalism evokes Slow Cinema. These are the
type of films which challenge the notion that “action” is antithetical to Slow
Cinema. Moreover, in the films of Jean-Pierre Melville, we see a clear example of
a filmmaker whose work preceded this movement. His work may not be “pure”
Slow Cinema but, as evidenced through a comparison to Jeanne Dielman, it
unquestionably shares many of the same stylistic qualities and has continued to
reverberate through the work of future generations of filmmakers.
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