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Abstract

Filmmaker Dawei Zhang ( 张大卫 ) wanders around the diegetic reality of the film as if haunting it (both as 
ethereal and ever-present as the past). As the title of this film, The Waxing Moon ( 月有死生 ), suggests, we 
are witnessing the ‘becoming’ or ‘returning’ of the cycle of life, and a cycle of films—a larger transcendental 
circle that encapsulates the smaller concentric circles of the seasons, the waxing and waning of the moon, 
and the practice of certain arts.
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The Waxing Moon opens on a Japanese Haiku—a meditation on the inherent poverty and cyclicality of life 
and death. It states: 

‘When I leave the world 
on my way back 
I’ll carry just one beggar’s bag.’

 
This notion of the poverty of life and death, one which humbly submits to the process itself, is central to the 
kind of artists represented throughout the film. These aren’t the romantic and quaint artists often sexually 
charged by the bourgeois, rather they are the individuals whose play is the serious work of creation. This 
character is thematically reflected structurally in the music deployed throughout the film which jaunts about 
in its own serious playfulness. We find a type of artistic practice and practitioner which defy utility in the 
hands of those who would commodify them. Instead the kind of artistic practice seen here (one taken up not 
only in the martial arts, calligraphy and musical engagement, but also in soccer, lunchtime and the day-to-day 
restlessness of Being ( 存在 ) resists the intellectual’s sedimentized theory, and instead produces an under-
standing reflected in the opening poem: one which depends upon the free play of the individual not beholden 
to economic conditions of ‘success’. To quote Martin Heidegger (2002), ‘the poets are in the vanguard of a 
changed conception of Being’, and here this conception of Being is one which returns us to the realm of the 
ancients. 

This is further echoed in the motif of the animals who travel around with the groups of artists, who by their 
very nature remain unaware of the artistic and spiritual practice of the artists - one which is itself a type of 
‘translation of the world,’ deployed as they shift from one activity to the next. The quilting point of this set 
of notions is echoed in the scene in the middle of the film while, during a martial arts tournament where two 
fighters are interlocked, the film quickly cuts away to a set of dogs who, in playing with one another, give 
chase back and forth. The relationality of dog to man however need not mean that the individuals of the film 
are led through life as if a dog by its nose, for as Lao Tzu ( 老子 ) (2009) states：

‘Colors blind the eye 
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Sounds deafen the ear. 
Flavors numb the taste. 
Thoughts weaken the mind. 
Desires wither the heart.’

 
Instead, it is through the animals surrounding these artists that man is given back an image of his primal 
identity which is in harmony with the cycle of nature. This is seen through the cat sleeping on Zhang’s lap as 
he meditates away from the group: an image of Being which is, by nature of its following of the Tao ( 道 ), 
rejected by society. 
 
As we close upon the first half of the film, we see on screen a quote from Sun Tzu ( 孙子 ), which states: 

‘The five elements: Water, fire, wood, metal, earth, are not always equally predominant; 
the four seasons make way for each other in turn. 
There are short days and long; 
the moon has its periods of waning and waxing.’ 

As the title of this film suggests, and anyone familiar with Zhang’s brilliant corpus of works leading up to this 
film would intuit, we are witnessing the ‘becoming’ or ‘returning’ of the cycle of life, and a cycle of films—
a larger transcendental circle that encapsulates the smaller concentric circles of the seasons, the waxing and 
waning of the moon, and the practice of certain arts. As Lao Tzu says, we understand that everything is in 
flux, and yet the patterns of predictability within the world yield an understandable sequence which makes 
sense of the world around us. This is in harmony with the Ancient Greek image of the world, as when Hera-
clitus says ‘No man ever steps in the same river twice, for it’s not the same river and he’s not the same man’. 

Yet, this understanding and submission there with is the very foundation of creativity and peace. We have this 
practically explicated for us when one of the martial artists speaks of the ruin of his training staff (which is 
itself a cycle that, for this artist, repeats three to four times a year with this self-same ceremony): ‘This is the 
rebirth, the recycle of life and everything. You have a past and you have a new life next year. You burn it here 
in China, but you pick it up in Italy’. We also see the seriousness of play returning us from this truth becom-
ing too theoretical, bringing us back in submission to the here and now of bodily life when an older onlooker 
states of the fire which consumes his staff, it should be used to barbecue, declaring without further delay: ‘It’s 
barbecue time’.
 
This same seriousness of play is reflected within the mode of Being where reality and fiction coincide with-
in the work—filmmaker Dawei Zhang follows the group around in documentary fashion, yet intertwining 
himself and his ex-girlfriend in liminal states somewhere between fiction and reality. They wander around 
the diagetic reality of the film as if haunting it (both as ethereal and ever-present as the past), much in the 
same way that the past of history (seen in the buildings and modes of ‘play’) haunt modernity. This is not the 
only past haunting the film, however, as there are frequent cutaways to the ancient unknowable past of the 
untamed wilderness, one which perhaps better recalls us to the threshold of the ancients. At one point, Zhang 
is found splayed out on the ground, bisecting the shadow cast from the ancient building before him, and the 
radiant sun of the new day: his body forms the character ‘da’ and thus locates man as the oldest thing present 
- giving him the specificity of importance as the being who can meet transcendence as such, rather than being 
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caught in mere repetition. As Heidegger (2002) states, ‘... and so man, as existing transcendence abounding 
in and surpassing toward possibilities, is a creature of distance. Only through the primordial distances he es-
tablishes toward all being in his transcendence does a true nearness to things flourish in him.’ It is his primal 
distance that both separates man from, and yet allows him to transcend being. This is the cycle of truth and 
fiction mirroring the cycle of life and death - each is here intertwined, co-influential, and pointed towards 
Otherness as such. The past is present in the play found throughout the film in keeping ancient traditions 
alive, much as the past is kept alive by the buildings surrounding them, but in the present ‘time’ they are both 
disjointed and out of place. Once again, to quote Heidegger (2002): ‘if I take death into my life, acknowledge 
it, and face it squarely, I will free myself from the anxiety of death and the pettiness of life—and only then 
will I be free to become myself.’

In this way, it seems Zhang is stating, we may find the understanding of progression and stasis, identity and 
difference, the one and the many, dissolved into the peace of the Tao.
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