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Bulang Music: From the Mountains to the Stars (ToEH& T MBLUEIELE).
2023. Written and directed by Leonardo D’Aimco. Produced by MULTI CULTL

42 minutes. In Chinese with English narration and subtitles in Chinese and English.

The music ethnographic film Bulang Music: From the Mountains to the Stars, filmed in
Xishuangbanna Dai Autonomous Prefecture, Yunnan Province, in 2017 provides a
summary the music of the Bulang people. It gives an overview of their music and their
culture, covering aspects such as geographical environment, religious rituals, architec-
ture, clothing, and language. It is worth mentioning that field researcher Leonardo
D’Amico also paid attention to the new forms of Bulang music culture after the
intervention of commerce, tourism, and new media in the strong process of global
urbanization.

The Bulang people are descended from the ancient Pu people of southwestern
China, which is why Han Chinese people refer to them as “Puman people.” This may be
why the reggae-style band in this film named themselves “Puman Band.” Bulang
music has its own classification system: Zhuai(}#), Zai (58), Suo (%), Sen (#%), and
Tongma ([5]33). D’Amico keenly grasped this distinctive feature and illustrates the parts
one by one. At the same time, Bulang music has characteristics that are common among
several ethnic groups residing in mountains with cheerful tunes and relatively simple lyrics.
The film is structured in a similar style with a simple and clear structure, frequent shots of
the natural landscape, and a clear narrative throughout.
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As a music ethnographic film, cameras and recorders serve as mediums. They are
the main tools used by field researchers to observe, record, and present culture bearers
through visual means based on their own audio-visual experience.

As an outsider from a foreign country, D’Amico has lived in Yunnan for several
years and has a preliminary but accurate understanding of the complex and diverse
religious and cultural environment in Xishuangbanna. Therefore, his visual works high-
light the overall style of realism and moderation. His film does not pursue gorgeous and
beautiful visual effects, and most of it uses natural light and fixed camera positions. Large
panoramas are often used to depict the living environment of the Bulang people, as well as
their rituals, activities, and group dance scenes in these spaces, highlighting the relation-
ship between characters and space. Some scenes of daily life draw attention to tea picking,
hunting, and tea roasting. D’Amico uses cutaway lenses to display finer details and
handheld photography to track the movement process, ensuring the integrity of the scene
is retained in a vertical mountain environment.

The theme that cuts across this film is singing and instrumental music perform-
ance. To highlight the facial expressions and emotions of the subjects, the filmmaker uses a
telephoto lens to shoot mid-to-close shots; when explaining a concept, he uses interviews,
commentary, and other films’ resources to supplement the data.

The film captures some vivid scenes in the lives of the Bulang people: Yukanla, a
Bulang singer, who is addicted to her smartphone, calls D’Amico on her phone: “Hello,
Italian Friend!” Another Bulang woman went to Yukanla’s home where, while singing
together at dinner, the pig next to them suddenly oinked. “Oh, the pig wants to sing too,”
she jokes. Of course, there are old women watching music performances from outside
through the window, children secretly eating candy, Lisu men performing circuses in the
tourist center, and so on. These scenes, charming and poetic as they are, make the audience
aware of the beauty and richness of their lives.

Asa consequence of these few scenes, [ would like to discuss some minor flaws in the
film. Asawhole, the film is too focused on the bigger picture; it lacks sufficient presentation of
the everyday lives and individual experiences of the Bulang. The perspective of filming could
have been more specific and in-depth. For example, as the main subject, Yukanla’s lively and
generous personality, as well as her relationship with her introverted husband, could have
been depicted in greater detail because it would have drawn attention to the importance of
Bulang music in the lives of the people, the interrelationships within their social structure. Of
course, this perspective would have taken much longer to observe and record.

In addition, the audio representation in the film is sometimes inadequate. As an
important part of a music ethnographic film, the soundtrack draws attention not only to music
but also to ambient sounds as a means of narrating and rendering emotion and highlighting
cultural attributes. For example, is the Bulang village quiet or noisy? What are the surround-
ings like? We could have imagined them through the sounds. For instance, the sound of frying
tea can directly add a visual image and smell to one’s imagination. What's more, if that pig
squeal echoed with the song of Yukanla, what an interesting image that would have been! But
these sounds were ignored and perhaps even cut from the film purposely.

https://doi.org/10.1017/ytm.2023.13 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/ytm.2023.13

FILM/VIDEO REVIEWS

As a nursery rthyme from the Bulang ethnic group sings: “Chicken crows, get up
quickly; if [you] get up late, even pigs laugh.” This is simple and plain but relates to the
daily life of the Bulang. Music ethnographic films, which are arguably more intuitive than
text, should be represented empirically through both visual and auditory means, providing
the audience with a rich sense of perception.
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Crossing over the Arirang Pass: Zainichi Korean Music. 2018. In Japanese and Korean
with English subtitles, directed by Ko Jeongja and Terada Yoshitaka, produced by the
National Museum of Ethnography, Osaka, Japan. 76 minutes.

Devastating news arrived in the middle of the night in China on March 29, 2023, during
the second Chinese Music Ethnographic Films Symposium. It was with a heavy heart that
I learned of the untimely passing of Terada Yoshitaka, a highly respected scholar in
audiovisual ethnomusicology. His passing was especially difficult to bear given his close
relationship with the China Music Ethnographic Film Festival (CMEFF), and the fact that
he was far too young to be taken from us so soon. Although this is a film review, I cannot
help but express my profound sadness and dedicate this review to the memory of Terada
Yoshitaka, an esteemed ethnomusicologist.

As curator for the first CMEFF, I was responsible for overseeing various aspects
of the festival. This included coordinating with Professor Yoshitaka, who was invited to be
a jury member and had his film Crossing over the Arirang Pass: Zainichi Korean Music
screened at the Shanghai Grand Theatre. As the film was meant for local audiences, we
decided to add subtitles in Chinese for our audience. The translation process was not easy,
especially with Japanese and Korean languages, as they share Chinese characters (kanji),
but often with slightly different meanings. Moreover, we had to be extra cautious with the
translations due to the sensitive political factors involved. Throughout the process, we
frequently communicated to ensure accurate details, for instance, we had to consider
whether to translate zainichi from Korean into either chosun people in Japanese (£ H §H
fiZ2 \) or “Koreans in Japan” (£ H & [E| A ). I admired his serious and careful approach to
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