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Showing the Glimmer of Humanity Amid the Atrocities of War 
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Lu Chuan in front of a poster of his latest work, the movie Nanjing Nanjing. Lu Chuan is considered one of the most talented Chinese young directors. His movie Nanjing Nanjing has recently been released in mainland China, delayed by a long censoring process. 

BEIJING

THE death threat landed in Lu Chuan’s e-mail in-box the first week his film on the Nanjing massacre was released here in China.

Mr. Lu tried to recall the exact words as he sat one morning in the apartment of a French producer of the film, “Nanjing! Nanjing!” “ ‘You’re a traitor,’ ” he said, reciting the e-mail message. “ ‘I want to kill you.’ ”

The producer, Isabelle Glachant, shook her head. “It’s ‘I’ll dismember you,’ ” she said. “It’s not just ‘I’ll kill you.’ It’s ‘I’ll kill you by dismemberment.’ ”

Other threats soon followed, as a glance at the tens of thousands of comments on Mr. Lu’s blog shows. One person wished his parents slow and painful deaths. Another said he would cut off Mr. Lu’s penis. 

“I never imagined this film would have aroused so much, you know, hatred against me,” Mr. Lu, 38, said with a slight laugh, looking boyish behind black-rimmed glasses.

What has ignited so much fury among nationalistic Chinese is the fact that one of the film’s protagonists, a Japanese soldier witnessing the atrocities committed by his countrymen during the occupation of Nanjing, is shown in a sympathetic light. 

But some viewers who applaud the film say that that humane depiction has broken new ground by revealing a side of the Second Sino-Japanese War that they had never been exposed to before, at least not in the official accounts drilled into Chinese students.

The film, called “City of Life and Death” in English, has created a sensation here since it opened on April 22. It depicts the events of 1937, when the Japanese Army seized Nanjing, the capital of China under the Kuomintang government, and killed up to 300,000 Chinese, according to official Chinese estimates.

Most people here assume the movie would have been banned by the government five years ago because of its graphic scenes of rape and murder by Japanese soldiers, including mass executions, decapitated heads, cartloads of naked corpses and a child being thrown from a window to her death. 

Despite all the violence, or maybe because of it, Chinese audiences have flocked to the movie. According to the China Film Group, a state-run company that is one of the film’s main investors, it was seen by almost one million people in its first 19 days, earning $22 million, considered a good return for a Chinese film.

Those numbers have catapulted Mr. Lu, whose first two features were small art films, into the top ranks of Chinese directors. He called the financial success “a miracle.”

“You know, it’s a dark movie, it’s black and white, it’s not entertaining,” he said in fluent English.

With its patriotic overtones, the film has been embraced by the Chinese Communist Party. It has been designated one of the 10 movies to help commemorate 60 years of Communist rule, which will be formally celebrated on Oct. 1. The movie will also be shown in schools as part of the curriculum on the war, though Mr. Lu said it would have to be tailored to the younger audience.

It was never a given that the movie would be permitted to be shown here, much less to be celebrated by the party. 

Mr. Lu had to wait six months for the censors to approve his original script, and another six months for approval of the final cut. He said the deletions the censors insisted on were minor: a scene of Japanese soldiers beheading Chinese, one of a woman strapped to a chair to be raped, a conversation between a Japanese commander and a Chinese prisoner that revealed compassion on the part of the commander.

The film was also nearly pulled from theaters in its first week, Mr. Lu said, because of Internet postings vehemently attacking it for its nuanced portrayal of a Japanese soldier. The film bureau came under enormous pressure to halt all screenings, Mr. Lu said. Only the support of Li Changchun, the Communist Party’s propaganda chief, staved that off, he added.

MR. LU’S fascination with war came from eight years of service in the Chinese Army. That period began when, at 18, he enrolled in the People’s Liberation Army Institute of International Relations, in Nanjing. It was an unusual move for the elder of two sons from an intellectual family; Mr. Lu’s father is a prominent novelist. But it was one that his father insisted on, Mr. Lu said, because he did not want him to get caught up in the chaos of 1989, the year of the Tiananmen Square student protests and massacre.

The father, Lu Tianming, said in an interview that he knew early on that his son would want to attend film school. The boy had fallen in love with cinema at age 16 after seeing movies by Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige, the two most celebrated directors from the so-called Fifth Generation of Chinese filmmakers. But the father said he pushed his son to attend a military academy instead and study English, because an artist “must understand real life, must understand human beings.” 

Naturally, the Nanjing massacre came up often as a topic of discussion at the academy. So did foreign movies, especially war movies. 

Since there were no native English speakers teaching at the university, Mr. Lu said, English majors constantly borrowed videotapes of foreign movies from the library. “The Longest Day” and “Lawrence of Arabia” were among his favorites. 

The military school had a much larger movie collection than even the Beijing Film Academy, which Mr. Lu attended after working for two years as a secretary to an army general. During his years at the two schools, Mr. Lu was able to indulge in the works of his favorite directors: Akira Kurosawa, Ingmar Bergman, Pier Paolo Pasolini and Jim Jarmusch. Mr. Lu wrote his master’s thesis on Francis Ford Coppola. 

Mr. Lu’s first two movies, “The Missing Gun” (2002) and “Kekexili” (2004), were made on small budgets, though “Kekexili,” about Tibetans trying to prevent antelope poaching on the Tibetan plateau, received financing from Columbia Pictures. The Nanjing movie cost $13 million, 12 times more than “Kekexili.” The money was cobbled together from various investors, including a Hong Kong company and friends of Mr. Lu’s. China Film Group, the state-run company, gave it financing after reviewing five competing scripts on the Nanjing massacre.

The film, which is now showing in Hong Kong, will be shown in Taiwan and South Korea, and a company recently bought distribution rights for Britain at the Cannes Film Festival, where the film was screened out of competition for potential buyers. Mr. Lu said he hoped it would be distributed in Japan.

While the Nanjing massacre has long been a sore point in relations between China and Japan, Mr. Lu was not weighing the political implications when he chose it as a subject. “I wanted to make something powerful,” he said. “I wanted to make something violent. And I wanted to analyze the relationship between man and the battlefield.”

MR. LU said his initial ideas on war were reflected in one of his favorite movies, “Apocalypse Now,” which he sees as a narrative of man’s transformation from normality to evil in wartime. But as he began doing research in 2005 for the Nanjing movie, a different idea took shape.

Mr. Lu read translations of diaries, notes and letters of Japanese soldiers, all collected by a wealthy Chinese friend who had traveled around Japan buying up war memorabilia. Those revealed to Mr. Lu the banality of life during wartime: a soldier wakes up in the morning to see compatriots shooting prisoners, then rejoices in the afternoon when he drinks a bowl of red bean soup.

“They’re just normal people from the beginning to the end,” he said. “They kill many, many people, but they’re still a normal person.”

From that insight was born the character of Kadokawa, a Japanese soldier who tries in small ways to help some Chinese and eventually collapses under the weight of the brutality he has witnessed. War, Mr. Lu realized, crushes even the victors.

Jonathan Ansfield contributed reporting, and Zhang Jing contributed research.
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