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The Film the Whole Class Watched Together

In the last Chinese class of the term I made a decision I would not usually dare:
let the whole class vote for one film and screen it in class. The vote chose an old
film about a shoemaker and his apprentice. I had seen it in primary school, with only
a blurry rainy night left in memory. A colleague suggested switching it to a classic

novel adaptation. I refused. I had promised them: whatever they vote for, we screen.

The projector’s white light climbed the curtain, and the classroom fell quiet. I
sat at the edge of the platform, watching them more than the film. Zhou Yang in the
last row, the loudest boy normally, did not turn around once the whole evening, his
chin on the desk, his eyes unmoving. It was Lin Xiaoman, the quietest girl, who
buried her face in her arms when the shoemaker returned the last pair of shoes to his
creditor, her shoulders shaking. I sat in the aisle and did not go over to disturb
her. Two girls in the front row, who usually passed notes to each other, touched one
another’ s elbows during the scene where the apprentice secretly practiced stitching

at night, and neither of them said a word.

When the lights came on, I pushed the desks into a circle and asked what they
wanted to talk about. I expected plot, ending. Zhou Yang spoke first: the master
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wiped his tools clean every night, and never told anyone why. Lin Xiaoman raised her
head, voice still hoarse, and said that on the day he returned the shoes, the
master’ s hand paused long at the door before pushing it. They spoke line by line, and
everything they named was a corner I had missed on my own rewatch: the stopped clock
on the wall, the apprentice touching the door frame once before leaving, skilled at
last. The class monitor in the middle even proposed copying the master’ s catchphrase,
take it slow, onto the class bulletin board, and several voices backed it at once. I

listened and barely put in a word.

The bell rang and they poured out. Passing the platform, Zhou Yang paused and
said: teacher, the master was not really afraid of poverty; he was afraid of owing
people things. I nodded, and he left satisfied. I stayed in the empty classroom
stacking chairs, and it came over me that all term I had corrected hundreds of essays
without ever seeing these children as clearly as tonight. What children hand over
while watching a film is more direct than any essay. Next term I want more classes
like this. They still choose; I still sit and watch.
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