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Directors Notes
“The flag is still. The wind is calm. It’s the heart of man that is in turmoil!” (Buddhist canon)

In the winter of 1992, someone suggested that I make a film adaptation of Louis Cha’s famous 
martial-arts novel The Eagle-Shooting Heroes.  I re-read all four volumes of it and finally decided not 
to do an adaptation but instead to develop a new story about the early years of two of its main 
characters, Dongxie (Lord of the East) and Xidu (Lord of the West).  I chose these two because they 
have exactly opposite personalities; you could think of one as the antithesis of the other. 

I tried to depart a little from the traditional martial-arts genre. Instead of treating these characters as 
heroes, I wanted to see them as ordinary people – at the stage before they became heroes.  I knew 
where these characters were going to end up and there was nothing I could do to change it.  This 
imbued both me and the film with a sense of fatalism. 

Over the years, I’ve come to realize that there are several different versions of ASHES OF TIME in 
circulation, some approved by me, some not, as well as the fact that the film was never released in 
much of the world including the United States.  To rectify this situation, we decided to revisit this 
project and to create the definitive version.  As we launched into the work, we discovered that the 
original negatives and sound materials were in danger: the laboratory in Hong Kong where they were 
stored was suddenly shut down, without warning.  We retrieved as much as we could, but the 
negatives were in pieces.  We came to realize that there are hundreds of prints locked up in 
Chinatown warehouses in those cities which used to show Hong Kong movies.  Looking through all 
this material felt like uncovering the saga of the ups and downs of Hong Kong cinema in the last few 
decades.  And this history, of course, included ASHES OF TIME.

Synopsis
ASHES OF TIME is inspired by characters from Louis Cha’s martial arts novel The Eagle-Shooting 
Heroes.  It centres on a man named Ouyang Feng (Leslie Cheung).  Since the woman he loved 
(Maggie Cheung) chose to marry his brother instead of him, he has lived in the western desert, hiring 
skilled swordsmen to carry out contract killings.  His wounded heart has made him pitiless and 
cynical, but his encounters with friends, clients and future enemies make him conscious of his 
solitude……

The film is set in five parts, five seasons that are part of the Chinese almanac, which divides the year 
into 24 terms. 

JINGZHE refers to a time in spring when the peach blossom flowers begin to bloom and insects 
come back to life. Every year, as spring approaches and the almanac predicts warmer breezes from 
the east, Ouyang Feng receives a visit from his friend Huang Yaoshi (Tony Leung Kai Fai).  In their 
younger days, Huang and Ouyang were the two best swordsmen of their generation.  Like a sworn 
ritual, he visits every year at the same time to tell Ouyang tales of his travels of that year. 

XIAZHI refers to a time in summer when the influence of ‘yang’ begins to wane and ‘yin’ begins to 
rise.  A peasant girl (Charlie Young) appears outside Ouyang’s shack.  She wants to find a 
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swordsman to avenge her brother.  The swordsman from Peach Blossom Village arrives.  He is fast 
losing his sight, and wants to go home to see peach blossoms one last time while he can.  Ouyang 
offers him the job of defending the local villagers from a large gang of horse thieves.  Handicapped 
and heavily outnumbered, he goes into battle and is killed. 

BAILU refers to that time in autumn when the northern birds begin to migrate southwards.  A 
dishevelled swordsman, Hong Qi (Jacky Cheung), hungry and shoeless, takes up residence by a wall 
near Ouyang’s shack.  He rides a camel and is looking for adventures in the jianghu.  Despite 
misgivings, Ouyang feeds him and offers him the job of finishing off the remaining horse thieves. 

LICHUN refers to the end of winter and the beginning of spring.  Ouyang visits Peach Blossom 
Village and encounters the blind swordsman’s widow (Carina Lau).  He immediately realizes that 
there are no peach blossoms to be seen; Peach Blossom is the woman’s name. 
 
JINGZE This year, Huang does not come to visit Ouyang in the desert.  Ouyang receives a message 
from White Camel Mountain, informing him that the woman he loves had passed away in the winter 
two years ago.  He contemplates the reasons for his solitude. 

Martial Arts
Martial-arts fiction has a long history in Chinese literature.  It has generally been most popular in 
times of turmoil, such as during the civil war at the turn of the 20th century, or during the Sino-
Japanese War, or in Hong Kong during the 1950s.  The Jianghu – literally, “Rivers and Lakes” – is the 
parallel universe in which martial arts fiction is set.  It is a universe that often intersects with our own: 
real historical figures sometimes appear in it, and it often incorporates real places and events. The 
sprawling casts of characters in martial-arts novels mirror the complications of real-life extended 
families in the Confucian tradition, just as the feuds and rivalries between factions mirror the 
skirmishes and wars between clans, which have occurred throughout China’s history.  But there are 
also crucial differences between the Jianghu and the world we know. Many aspects of social 
organization are absent, and individuals – both heroic and otherwise – define their own morality.  The 
characters are generally larger (or smaller) than life, capable of superhuman feats in controlling their 
own qi (vital energy), and gender is somewhat more fluid than it is in the workaday world.  Exotic 
martial skills are elaborated fantastically, and those who have mastered them take equally exotic and 
fantastical noms de guerre, such as “Malignant Lord of the East” or “Malicious Lord of the West”. 
Supernatural forces can come into play.  Most striking of all, the conventional laws of physics can be 
suspended: when the need arises, these people can fly.

Reviews
Peter Bradshaw, The Guardian, 2008
"What becomes of the broken-hearted?" is the question behind many of Wong Kar-Wai's films and 
certainly behind this re-release, which the director considers to be the definitive new text of his 1994 
movie (originally chopped about owing to rights and distribution issues).  It is an intriguing film in 
some ways, with lovely swirling images, and Wong's distinctive emphasis on close-ups and faces, 
suggesting an interiority of mood and feeling.  With its ironic duplications and symmetries of 
unrequited passion - a woman caresses a man while both are thinking of another - it's a forerunner of 
the very much superior In the Mood for Love.  But I must frankly say I found its flashbacks and 
general structure muddled and opaque, and I am unsure how rewarding the film's intricacies and 
indulgences look now.

Anthony Quinn, The Independent, 2008
Wong Kar-Wai’s 1994 epic, remodelled and reissued, looks spectacular, but trying to follow its 
storyline is a test.  Star of the show is Christopher Doyle’s superb photography – the landscapes are 
ravishing – though the only truly affecting scenes come very late on.  Maggie Cheung’s poignant, 
beautifully delivered soliloquy on lost time has an almost Shakespearean majesty, and looks forward 
to Kar Wai’s terrific In the Mood for Love six years later.
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