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A woman today has a greater chance of being elected to the US Congress than she does directing a Hollywood 
film. While Congress is 24% female, only 10% of all Hollywood films last year were directed by a woman, up 
from 5% the year before.  
 
By winning an Oscar for Best Director for NOMADLAND, which also won Best Picture, Zhaó became the first 
Asian woman, and only the second woman ever, to receive that award (with Kathyrn Bigelow being the first 
for THE HURT LOCKER).  
 
Talk about making history.  
 
7 years earlier, Zhao, a Chinese national who studied Political Science at Mt. Holyoke and film at NYU with 
Spike Lee as her mentor, created her first film, SONGS MY BROTHERS TAUGHT ME, under less than optimal 
circumstances. 
 
Attracted to the romance of the American West since she was a child, Zhaó was set to shoot an entirely 
different scripted film when the funding dropped out. Rather than pack up and leave, Zhao directed her small 
crew to shoot a different film – one that would be structured as a series of vignettes featuring non-actors who 
mostly improvise scenes closely based on their own lives. 95% of the cast of the film that would become 
SONGS MY BROTHERS TAUGHT ME are members of the Lakota Tribe born and raised on the Pine Reservation 
in South Dakota, the community with whom Zhao had become close with while prepping for her first feature. 
 
What happened was both magical and real, with sumptuous photography meeting gritty life stories. SONGS 
MY BROTHERS TAUGHT ME, starring John Reddy as Johnny and Jashaun St. John as Jashaun, is the story of two 
siblings struggling to survive the challenges of Reservation life amid the harsh beauty of the South Dakota 
Badlands, a region that got its name for a reason.  
 
While Reddy and St. John are not brother and sister in real life, much of their actual lives does show up on 
screen. For instance, when St. John goes to see her father’s home that burnt down in the film, she is visiting 
the ruins of her actual home that was tragically lost.  
 



SONGS MY BROTHERS TAUGHT ME features many of Zhaó’s signature talents that appear in all three of her 
films to date [Her second film, THE RIDER, set in South Dakota, was released in 2017]: Magnificent 
photography that captures the rugged openness of the American West; A spectacular ability to work with non-
actors (although acclaimed actress Frances McDormand took home an Oscar for best acting, she was 
surrounded by non-actors in NOMADLAND); And an elliptical storytelling structure that presents a narrative 
without filling in “all the gaps.” The latter skill is deftly applied in a film with so many non-actors who might 
not always hit their marks or carry an entire scene with their acting chops alone. By creating a film is more a 
series of vignettes than a seamless unfolding of cause and effect, and editing scenes such that it feels like we 
arrive just a little bit late and exit just a bit early, the film never relies on the acting alone to keep the viewer 
engaged.  
Zhao’s impressive first feature premiered at Cannes and was nominated for a Camera d’Or and Best First 
Feature award. The Independent Spirit Awards also recognized SONGS with nominations for Best 
Cinematography and the “Someone to Watch” award. THE RIDER, which was also shot in South Dakota with a 
non-professional cast, premiered at Cannes and won an Art Cinema Award, and went on to gross over 4 
million dollars in the US box office, making it a small commercial success. 
 
Despite its many accolades, Zhaó’s third and most successful film, NOMADLAND, never had a major release in 
her homeland China.  Many credit this to the Communist Party’s reaction to an interview she gave to 
Filmmaker Magazine in 2013 in which she said 
 

It [high teen suicide rate] goes back to when I was a teenager in China, being in a place where 
there are lies everywhere. You felt like you were never going to be able to get out. A lot of info 
I received when I was younger was not true, and I became very rebellious toward my family and 
my background. I went to England suddenly and relearned my history. Studying political science 
in a liberal arts college was a way for me to figure out what is real. Arm yourself with information, 
and then challenge that too. 

 

 
 
 
The sky is not just the limit for the Zhaó’s daunting talent. Her latest film, ETERNALS, to be released in 
November 2021, is about an alien race who have secretly lived on earth for over 7,000 years, and is the 26th 
film in the Marvel Cinematic Universe. With a budget that is way more than all three of her first films 
combined, it’s time to shoot for the stars. 



 
 
 
 


