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Aharrowing drama about school bullying has struck a
strong personal chord with Chinese cinema audiences
and soared to the top of the box office, after authorities

belatedly gave it the go-ahead. “Better Days” shines a spotlight
on what the state-run China Daily called “a nationwide problem
which has existed for years” but is rarely broached in Chinese
films. A real-life case went viral this week about a seven-year-
old girl who needed hospital treatment after a group of fellow
pupils forced scraps of paper into her eyes.

“Better Days” has grossed at least 1.4 billion yuan in the
nearly three weeks since its release, according to the China
Movie Data Information Network. Starring Zhou Dongyu and
Jackson Yee, two popular figures in Chinese cinema, the film is
based on a novel and tells the story of a teenage girl who teams
up with a school drop-out to protect her from bullies. The girl’s
plight has left cinema-goers deeply moved, with many people
commenting online that they had been reduced to tears. For a
few, the film is a reminder of a past they would rather forget.

The film also highlights the pressures of the “gaokao”, the
notorious examination for Chinese universities. China’s commu-
nist authorities appear to have only very reluctantly allowed the
film by Hong Kong director Derek Tsang to show because of the
sensitivity of the subject.

In February it was abruptly pulled without explanation from
the Berlin Film Festival days before it was to be screened. It also
failed to come out as scheduled in June in China’s heavily vetted
cinemas, before finally being released in the world’s most pop-
ulous country on October 25. Many Chinese have speculated

online that it was only green-lighted after cuts were made. The
film was released overseas last week.

Bully or be bullied
The Global Times, one of the ruling Communist Party’s

mouthpieces, cited a survey that found more than 32 percent of
Chinese primary and middle-school pupils have been bullied.
Six percent were frequently bullied, it said, which given China’s
vast population means tens of millions of young children. “When
you were a kid, you bullied others or were bullied by others,
right?” says a policeman in the film, summing up the scale of the
problem.

Cinema-goers are left in no doubt that the government is tak-
ing bullying seriously with public-service announcements before
and after the film. One message details the steps the government
is taking, such as the launch last year of a major anti-bullying
campaign in primary and middle schools. On Tuesday, a law pro-
fessor writing in the China Daily said that the film “has sparked
a public debate on school bullying”.

Qiao Xinsheng, of Zhongnan University of Economics and
Law, said that a meeting last month of China’s rubber-stamp leg-
islature made clear that bullying is a top priority. Psychological
counseling of bullies is one prime way to stop them, argued
Qiao, while also calling for security guards in schools. The age
of criminal responsibility should be lowered from 16 to 12 for the
worst offences, said Qiao.—AFP

Swedish-born Oscar winner Alicia Vikander performs
in both English and Japanese in her new movie, thriller
“Earthquake Bird”, as she immerses herself in 1980s

Tokyo. The actress portrays an expat translator caught up
in a love triangle in the film, directed by Wash Westmoreland
and based on the novel of the same name by Susanna Jones.

Vikander’s character Lucy Fly begins a romantic relation-
ship with photographer Teiji (Naoki Kobayashi) but things
start to unravel with the arrival of fellow expat Lily Bridges,
played by Riley Keough. Reuters spoke with Vikander - who
played cyborg Ava in “Ex Machina” and won an Oscar for
“The Danish Girl” - and with Westmoreland about the movie,
released on streaming service Netflix on Friday.

Q: Is speaking Japanese a hidden talent of yours?
Vikander: “I always had this dream of going to Japan, it

was the one country that I wanted to go to. I managed to go
there like three ... four years ago for the first time for press
and then, the second time, I just said, ‘oh my God, I just want
to be in this culture for a longer period of time’ but the only
thing that would make that happen is if a film would be made
here.” “(The film) was an opportunity for me, to embrace my-
self in that culture and go there.”

Q: Your characters Ava and Lucy, were they uniquely dif-
ficult to embody?

“My, kind of, revelation when I prepped for (Ava), was
realising that when I made her like a refined human, like a
human 2.0, if I made all the human-like movements, but I just
made them a bit more refined and without twitches, then it
felt a bit off ... With Lucy ... she’s more expressive in a way.
She tries to hold it back but I don’t think she really can.”

Q: How much is “Earthquake Bird” an exploration of love
versus obsession?

Westmoreland: “It really looks at this relationship be-
tween these two characters and it’s more to do with their
past, and particularly ... damaging experiences (Lucy) had in
the past. Their relationship has both elements of love and
obsession because there is something that connects the
characters very deeply but there’s also something that keeps
the characters apart.”

Q: I recently spoke with (director) Brian de Palma, who
was asking what ‘happened to beauty in cinema’. Here, pic-
ture quality and a hint of the 1980s are noticeable - was that
on purpose?

Westmoreland: “(With) cinematographer Chung-hoon
Chung ... and Yohei Taneda, my production designer, we
started talking about the colors and the palette and this kind
of Tokyo blue-grey. It’s the color the city goes after sunset
so we wanted that to permeate the film... We wanted to cre-
ate this world that was immersive.”— Reuters 

“The Mandalorian” creator Jon Favreau and cast members
debuted the “Star Wars” series on Wednesday at a red-
carpet event for fans and promised more surprises fol-

lowing the reveal of an unexpected new character in the first
episode. “The Mandalorian,” which runs on Walt Disney Co’s new
Disney+ streaming service, is the first live-action series set in the
galaxy far, far away that was first seen on screen in the 1977
movie “Star Wars”.

The series stars Pedro Pascal as a bounty hunter sent on a sen-
sitive mission. The first season will run for eight episodes. “There
are lots of surprises in the show. Part of what is fun about doing

eight episodes is that each one could have a surprise and twist,”
Favreau said in an interview at the premiere in Hollywood. The
audience was composed largely of fans, some of whom carried
bounty-hunter helmets.

The first episode, released on Tuesday, ended with the Man-
dalorian finding a character that looks like a baby version of the
Jedi Master Yoda from “Star Wars” films. It was unclear how the
baby may be related to Yoda or fit into the story, sparking debate
among fans. Favreau and cast members did not shed much light
at Wednesday’s premiere. Disney is releasing “Mandalorian”
episodes weekly starting on Friday.

“You have to see the shows to figure out who this baby Yoda
really is, and what he is all about, or even if he is really a baby
Yoda,” said Carl Weathers, who plays Greef Carga, a man who
gives bounty assignments to the Mandalorian. “He has his own
name, and he is very interesting and very knowledgeable and very
cute,” Weathers said. “I never use that word, but he is a cute little
guy.”—Reuters 

This file photo shows elementary
school students running through cam-
pus grounds past an ivy-draped school
building in Shenyang, China’s north-
eastern Liaoning province. — AFP 


