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PREMISE 
 
A transgender Chinese woman receives news of her mother's death. As the only "son", she feels obligated to return to her birthplace in the mountains, even though she'll have to hide her true self from family and friends.
 
SYNOPSIS
 
Working at a nightclub in Chengdu, a transgender Chinese woman receives an unexpected visit from her cousin, informing her that the mother she has brushed aside, has died. As the only "son", she feels obligated to return to her birthplace for the sake of her family, even though she'll have to hide her true self from those that once shared her past.

PLOT (SPOILERS)

Li Wanying (Gu Xiang), a transgender Chinese woman that works at a cabaret in the capital of Sichuan, receives an unexpected visit from her cousin, Wang Dandan (Yu Yinmeng), informing her that the mother she has brushed aside, has died. As the only "son", she feels morally obligated to return to her birthplace, a village in the mountains, for the sake of her family. Initially she refuses, because she'll have to hide her true self from those that once shared her past. However, after her cousin mentions an inheritance of cash hidden in her mother’s house (that the neighbors might steal), she agrees, due to current financial difficulties.

Back in the village, Li Wanying becomes Li Yong again, “Little Yong”, and meets upon her arrival an old friend whom she had a longtime crush on, Guo Xiang (Tian Peng), now married and with a baby.

When Li Wanying finally sees the inert body of her mother (Li Lierong) covered by a blanket, she is utterly devastated.  Later on, at the funeral banquet, Guo Xiang proposes to arrange a marriage between Li Wanying (or rather “Little Yong”) and the sister of his wife, Cui Xian (Chen Jiaqi). Li Wanjing, offended and a bid drunk, leaves the table. She hides in her room, wears a dress and applies some make up, but then, a further discussion with her cousin, whom she accuses of stealing her heritance money, upsets her even more. She runs away from the house, ending up at a nearby lake. There, in the middle of the night, her deepest fears and desires will materialize, and after that supernatural experience, her identity is reaffirmed, and she shows it with pride to the world.

___________________________________________
ROBERTO F. CANUTO & XU XIAOXI
THE DIRECTORS (BIOGRAPHY, COMMENTARY, FILMOGRAPHY) 

ROBERTO F. CANUTO BIOGRAPHY
(Gijon, Spain, 1973) 

Graduated in Audiovisual Communications from Complutense University (Madrid, Spain). Bachelor of Music studies at the Royal Conservatory of Music in Oviedo (Spain). In 2009, he completed a Master in Film Direction at the New York Film Academy of Universal Studios in Los Angeles. He has directed various shorts, among them the warded Toto Forever. His graduation feature film, Desire Street, co-directed with Xu Xiaoxi, is praised in Mexico and other film festivals. In 2011 he moved to China, where he founded, along with Xu Xiaoxi, the company Almost Red Productions, which alternates advertising with fiction works, like the awarded short films Ni Jing: Thou shalt not steal (2013) and Floating Melon (2015), the last one a Chinese-Spanish coproduction. Advent is his debut in Spain, and has received various awards in a variety of festivals. His latest short, Sunken Plum, completes the Chinese trilogy “Invisible Chengdu”.

XU XIAOXI BIOGRAPHY
(Chengdu, China, 1981) 

Graduated with a Fine Arts degree (Painting and Video Art) from the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University (Port Elizabeth, South Africa, 2007). In 2009, he completed a Master in Fine Arts, at the New York Film Academy, Universal Studios, Hollywood. He has directed several short films, including Ni Jing: Thou shalt not steal (2013), Mei Mei (2009) and the experimental film The Fluxus of ID (2006). He is a regular collaborator of Roberto F. Canuto, with whom he completed his master-graduating feature project, Desire Street in late 2011. Together they have collaborated on other projects, in addition to directing work, in photography and writing, for example in Toto Forever (2010). His film Floating Melon (2015) was shot in Chengdu (China). Advent (2016), awarded in various festivals, represents his debut in Spain, and his latest work, Sunken Plum, is the final part of the trilogy “Invisible Chengdu”.
___________________________________________
DIRECTORS COMMENTARY

The initial idea for Sunken Plum comes from watching a couple of videos shared on various social networks (we have included an excerpt of them in the final credits of the film). Those videos document the real life physical and psychological abuse of transgender people by local authorities, and, consequently, were quickly censored from the internet. Transsexuality, like homosexuality, is considered by the regime to be a perversion (to such a degree, that it is even compared to rape and pedophilia in several governmental documents related to audiovisual censorship). In recognizing the enormous difficulties that this community faces in order to live a in a dignified life, such as the lack of legal protection and having to tolerate the contempt of much of Chinese society on a daily basis, we decided to write this story. We wanted to shine some light on the difficult position that members of this community find themselves in and the often-tough choices they have to make perhaps to make people understand that being “trans” is just a different way of living, a different aspect of our larger society and that people should not be ostracized or mistreated because of this.  In “Sunken Plum”, we focused on the conflicting situation faced by a trans woman who must return to her hometown to attend her mother's funeral, but in order to do so, she has to recover her previous identity. Portraying an inner struggle where the heartache of not having her mother know her true persona, Li Wanying, before she died. An emotional whirlpool where questions of love, support, identity and redemption, all come into play. 

The pre-production process was very complicated, initially due to the lack of institutional support and the impossibility of finding private funding. The reason being that works of this nature do not have any type of mainstream distribution channels in China and has to be circulated underground. Together with the investment of our production company, the film was financed thanks to a crowdfunding campaign. Many people collaborated, knowing that our intention with the film was to draw attention to the difficulties faced by the LGBT community, in particular transgender and transsexual individuals, in China. This makes the project very special, because in a large part it is sponsored and made possible by the broad range interest and collaboration of various members of Chinese society, who simply want the status quo to change.

Another element the film shows is the different attitudes of acceptance when it comes to the existence of the LGBT community in Chinese village life (rural) and city life (urban). Reactions are divergent, accentuated by factors of ignorance and rejection more prevalent in the smaller communities, where the familiar and social relationships are held in higher regard and experienced as more intense. An idea that is widely held and especially popular in villages, is that homosexuality and LGBT behavior has been created and spread in China by the arrival of Westerners who have perverted local customs.

FILMOGRAPHY

2017     Sunken Plum (short)
2016     Advent (short)
2015     Floating Melon (short)  
2013     Ni Jing: Thou Shalt Not Steal (short)
2011     Desire Street (feature, student)
2010     Toto Forever (short, student) (Dir. Roberto F. Canuto)
2009     Mei Mei (short, student) (Dir. Xu Xiaoxi)
2006     The Fluxus of ID (short, student) (Dir. Xu Xiaoxi)
___________________________________________
 


FINAL PART OF THE TRILOGY “INVISIBLE CHENGDU” 

TRILOGY

Sunken Plum represents the last chapter of the trilogy "Invisible Chengdu", a series of short films set in Sichuan (China) and filmed using the local language of the region, namely Sichuanese. The trilogy reflects aspects of Chengdu’s (the capital of Sichuan province) underground scene and includes, in addition to Sunken Plum, the short films Floating Melon (2015) and Ni Jing: Thou Shalt Not Steal (2013). Together, these films capture the life and stories of characters that are often discriminated against, the invisible underdogs of society, subsisting in the shadows and nightlife of the city, since the mainstream ideology accepted and propagated by most of Chinese society does not allow for, or is often contrary to the inherent diversity and individuality of the population.

LOCATIONS

The film’s main locations were; the city center of Chengdu (Sichuan), Bai Ta lake and Nan Bu, a village in the mountains of Sichuan. The main problem in the location scouting process was to find a village whose neighbors allowed the shooting of scenes relating to funerals. Superstitions, especially those associated with death, are deeply rooted in China. After several unsuccessful attempts, a village was found, but located five hours from Chengdu, practically inaccessible due to winding roads and the remoteness of its location in the Sichuan mountains. Even so, all the scenes related to the funeral had to be treated with tact, and in some cases aspects of the filming process had to be hidden from the villagers.

THE SOUTHWEST MANDARIN

The dialogue of Sunken Plum is spoken in the Sichuanese language. The use of a local dialect is not new in the career of its directors, since in the previous shorts of the trilogy, Ni Jing: Thou Shalt Not Steal and Floating Melon, they deliberately ignored the official Mandarin language in order to use the dialect of the Sichuan province. Similar to their use of the Asturian language in the film Advent, produced in Spain in 2016.  Even though “Sichuanese” enjoys extensive use by more than 260 millions of China’s population, and despite the huge differences between “Sichuanese” and “Mandarin”, “Sichuanese” has not been elevated to the status of an official “language” and is merely considered to be a “dialect”.  

THE SCRIPT: Chinese vs. occidental vision.

The film germinated from the directors’ exposure to videos circulated on social networks that showed the mistreatment of several transgender women in China. Once the main plot of the script was written, the directors realized that there’s a marked difference between occident and orient when it comes to dealing with LGBT issues, especially in a family context. For the most part, this became apparent when comparing the role of family and family relations in mainstream Western Society to that of Chinese societies. A difference in view which originates from certain customs and traditions rooted in Chinese cultural practice, that are either not found in or unknown to the West. One such example would be the revered admiration for the notion of family and Chinese elders in Chinese society. 

In the beginning of the story, the internal doubts and conflicts of the protagonist, Li Wanying, reflects this experience when she has to weigh personal choice against social responsibility. In the end, she decides to go to her hometown, to bury her mother, because in China there is no doubt when it comes to fulfilling the obligations and duties required of you by family. Notions of ill treatment and strained familial relationships become irrelevant when weighed against fulfilling familial responsibility, something that from a Western perspective is usually a little more open to interpretation.  A second example can be found in the protagonist reaction to the appearance of her mother’s ghost, - she apologizes immediately, something that it is customary in Chinese logic since it serves to drive away spirits. Given these considerations, the directors decided to remain faithful to the logic of Chinese reactions, at the expense of several aspects within the film that may not seem well explained from a Western point of view.

CAST AND CREW

Sunken Plum is performed by a cast of non-professional actors. For all of them the film represented the first appearance in front of the cameras, with the exception of Yu Yinmeng, who already participated in the directors' previous work. 
Some scenes required the presence of many extras, which in the case of the village board and lodging were provided by members of the town.
The main role is played by Gu Xiang, who had to build and portray a complex character, Li Wanying, a female transgender facing strong family and social conflicts. To prepare for the role, Gu Xiang worked for several months with the directors until he got the skills and found the right tone for the character performance.
The technical team comprised of several regular collaborators of the directors, such as the producer Leng Zhiwen (also heading the production design of the film) and the director of photography Guo Yong, with whom they collaborated in the film Floating Melon. The original music has been composed by Andrea Centazzo, being Sunken Plum the seventh collaboration with the directors.

THE TITLE

The original title of the film, Chen Li, refers to the expression "floating watermelon, sunken plums", which was used in ancient Chinese to refer to the summer season, and it is also used poetically in literature. It refers to two types of seasonal fruits, that used to be placed in large buckets filled with water and, as it literally reads, the watermelon remains afloat while the plums sink. The second part of this expression is used allegorically for the title of the film, reflecting the life of the main character, and the attempt by society and her environment to “sink” her true identity, an aspect that she will have to fight if she wishes to remain herself.

THE POSTPRODUCTION & POSTER

The editing was completed by the directors in China, ending in the summer of 2017. At the same time, promotional material for the film was created, all aspects of which fell under the supervision of the directors, including the promotional poster for the film. The Sunken Plum poster was created by the illustrator Leng Zhiwen, who is also the producer of the film. It is distinguished by a colorful illustration style based on the watercolor technique, the subject matter looks hand-drawn and is figurative in nature. The aim was to capture and reflect the interior world of the main character, Li Wanying, to show all the different aspects of her persona alongside the symbology of the title.

___________________________________________

THE MUSIC

ANDREA CENTAZZO
COMPOSER
(Udine, Italy) 

Italian-American performer, composer and video artist, with more than a 30-year career, has become one of the international benchmarks of minimalist music. Conductor, percussionist, with more than 1,500 concerts and live performances in Europe and the United States and more than 150 published discs. 
His opera Tina was highly acclaimed in Italy as well in California. For 20 years now Centazzo has been working to create multimedia experiences, combining live music with video images, blending traditional instrumentation with the latest digital audio-visual technology. Among his many multimedia creations, we find  Cosmic Messengers, inspired by the gravitational waves, and R-Evolutions, inspired by Darwin.
Composer of multiple soundtracks in the 70s and 80s, his collaboration with filmmakers Roberto F. Canuto and Xu Xiaoxi began in 2009 with Toto Forever and Mei Mei. Sunken Plum represents their seventh collaboration, and apart from composing those films already mentioned, he has also composed the exquisite score of the award-winning feature film Desire Street, the Spanish short film Advent and the trilogy, “Invisible Chengdu”, which includes Ni Jing: Thou Shalt Not Steal, Floating Melon and Sunken Plum.

THE SOUNDTRACK

Andrea Centazzo is the creator of the original soundtrack of Sunken Plum. In the various themes of the film, the author represents the different emotional states of mind that the main character, Li Wanying, experiences. In several scenes, he uses an experimental composition, mixing electronic music with sound effects and orchestra instruments.
The song that Li Wanying performs at the cabaret, and also plays at the closing film credits, has been composed by Leng Zhiwen and Gu Xiang (lyrics and music), while the music that plays in the club during the performance of the "Go-go boys" and the opening credits is a creation of James Benedict. 

___________________________________________

THE ACTORS

The cast of Sunken Plum is composed of non-professional actors (in the case of protagonists and supporting actors). For all of them the film represented their first appearance in front of the cameras to interpret a character (except Yu Yinmeng, who already participated in an earlier film of the directors, Floating Melon). None of them have completed any prior acting courses. However, they spent weeks preparing the characters with the directors, through participating in rehearsals and workshops, managing in the end to create realistic and credible characters by putting in the hard work. 


GU XIANG
(Chengdu, China, 1982)

Although interested in art from his childhood, Sunken Plum represents for Gu Xiang his first experience in front of the cameras. He works organizing cultural events and is the founder of the company Lingmei Advertisement. In the film, he plays the most challenging character, Li Wanying.  He prepared the character for several months along with the directors, until his interpretation was both credible and natural.


YU YINMENG
(Henan, China, 1982)

Yu Yinmeng is a cultural events organizer, artist representative, presenter and founder of the Chinese & Dutch company About Asia. As an art lover, her first contact with the world of performing came in 2015, when she was chosen by directors Roberto F. Canuto and Xu Xiaoxi to play a character in the short Floating Melon. The film won several awards and which made her decide to continue her career in acting with this new film, where she got to portray a more complex and developed character than in the previous one.


TIAN PENG
(Chengdu, China, 1987)

Model and presenter. Art lover and fitness professional, his participation in Sunken Plum represents his first inclusion in the world audiovisual interpretation. He performs the role of Guo Xiang, the object of desire of the main protagonist, “Li Wanying”.

___________________________________________


PRODUCER

LENG ZHIWEN 
(Chengdu, China, 1984) 

Born in Sichuan (1984), Leng Zhiwen belongs to the first generation of independent underground illustrators from Sichuan in the new century. His most successful work in the illustration field is his comic SC3, awarded with the “Prix de la Bande Dessinée Alternative” at the International Festival of the “Bande Dessinée” in France, 2010.
	Floating Melon was his first work as a film producer and his first collaboration with the directors. An experience that awakened an interest in filmmaking, which he now explored for the second time with the directors on Sunken Plum.  Apart from producing, he also created the poster for the film and heads the film’s art direction. He currently lives in Shanghai (China), alternating between illustration, the perfume industry or brief inclusions in filmmaking, depending on how any of his other passions might take him.

PRODUCTION COMPANIES 

ALMOST RED PRODUCTIONS (CHINA)

Production company founded by the directors Roberto F. Canuto & Xu Xiaoxi. Registered in Chengdu, Sichuan (China), but with its origins in United States, as they produced their works under that company name. The portfolio of the company includes all the director’s creations, short films, a feature film, together with numerous works in advertising, collaborations with local NGOs and televisions. The collaboration with Arkadin Ediciones starts in 2015.

ARKADIN EDICIONES (SPAIN)

Publisher and audiovisual production company with over ten years of experience dedicated to the audiovisual field, has published nearly thirty books. It’s run by the brothers José Manuel and Francisco Javier González-Fierro Santos (Aviles, Asturias), graduated in Audiovisual Communication from the Complutense University of Madrid. In the field of film production Sunken Plum is the third collaboration of Arkadin Ediciones with Almost Red Productions, after Floating Melon and Advent. 

___________________________________________

FILM CREDITS

CAST
Gu Xiang 	(Li Wanjing)                                       
Yu Yinmeng 	(Wang Dandan)	                                      
Tian Peng 	(Guo Xiang)                                         
Li Lierong 	(Mother)	
Chen Jiaqi 	(Cui Xian)
Yao Zhexing 	(Manager)
Yong Wei 	(Guest at Dinner Table 1)		
Guo Jun 		(Guest at Dinner Table 2)       	
Cheng Yuru 	(Bar Attendant) 		
Zheng Xuan 	(Go-go Boy 1)      	
Zang Yan 	(Go-go Boy 2)		
Zhang Zhijiu 	(Blonde Drag Queen) 
He Mingfang 	(Li Wanjing's Aunty)

CREW

Written/Directed: 	Roberto F. Canuto y Xu Xiaoxi
Producer: 		Leng Zhiwen 
Ass. Director: 		Cheng Chi                                       
Line Producer: 		Peixuan Yang                                    
Associate Producers: 	Xu Zezhu, José Manuel & Fco. Javier González-Fierro Santos, 
Natalia Fernández Canuto
Music: 			Andrea Centazzo
Director de Photography: 	Guo Yong
Camera Assistant: 	Zhou Zuhua
Sound: 			Hou Fei
Art Dir. / Wardrobe: 	Leng Zhiwen
Assistant Art. Dir.: 	Chen Jiaqi
Make-up/ Hair:  		Chen Hanlong
Editing: 			Roberto F. Canuto & Xu Xiaoxi
Colorist: 		Xu Xiaoxi
Sound Designer: 		Roberto F. Canuto
Poster Designer: 		Leng Zhiwen
___________________________________________
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