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Determined Break—The Aftermath

Huang Wenhai

I moved to Hong Kong of my own volition in 2013. My first opportunity there was offered to me
by the Journalism and Media Studies Centre, the University of Hong Kong. They commissioned
my book Fangzhu de ningshi: jianzheng Zhongguo duli jilupian [Gaze of an exile: Witnessing
Chinese independent documentary], published and distributed in 2016 by renowned Taiwanese
publisher Tendency. In the meantime, I co-established the Chinese Independent Documentary
Lab with Chinese directors exiled to Hong Kong, including Ying Liang and Zeng Jinyan. My
first thought was: For those of us who came from a totalitarian state to this land of freedom, what
can we do? Moreover, since we were born in the Mainland and we based our early creative and
working careers in the Mainland, our background and our evaluation of cinematic works are
different from those film festivals established by local Hong Kongers, including the Hong Kong
Independent Film Festival and the Chinese Documentary Film Festival. These factors are the
difference between our standard of selecting and evaluating our films and theirs. Based on such a
difference, we have screened more than thirty films under a number of creative themes, including
‘One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest’, ‘Runaway from China’, and ‘China Desire’. We also invite
independent directors to Hong Kong so that they can show their films in a free place, where they
may exchange ideas with other filmmakers and an audience in an open space. This year, we will
collect the transcripts of eighteen of these post-screening discussions into a book, which will
serve as a supplement and contrast to the screening experience in the Mainland. As a filmmaker, I
am bringing with me to the Chinese Visual Festival We the Workers, which is the first film I made
after I have moved to Hong Kong. The entire postproduction team of this film consisted of Hong
Kongers. Because of their participation, my film has acquired a new look. Perhaps I can discuss
my experience of working in Hong Kong in the past four years in my discussion today.

Such an experience allows me to believe personally and firmly that any investigation into the
future of independent cinema must be built upon an understanding of history and a judgement

of our current condition. In recent years, as the Chinese government continually attacks and
oppresses independent documentaries, a mournful sentiment has permeated the Chinese indepen-
dent film circle. Yet, as I reflect upon my own experience of being attacked and oppressed, I find
that in fact, the entire creative and exhibition environment of independent documentary cinema
was quite difficult and equally attacked and oppressed before 2010. In 2006, the Regulations on
DV Management came into effect. We should have recognised early on that under the Heavenly
Dynasty, anything independent and free would be considered criminal. This is our situation. The

point is: in comparison with our situation today, that was our ‘golden age’. Neither government




policy nor the larger environment has changed—people have. But without the emergence of this
batch of independent directors, we would not have seen such an accumulation of experience
today. The most important point is to rebuild the tradition of the Chinese documentary.

From two different perspectives, I shall discuss my non-pessimistic view on the future of Chinese
independent cinema.

The theme of my book Gaze of an Exile: Witnessing Chinese Independent Documentary is: The
Chinese independent documentary is both a testimony and a means of struggle; the attitude of its
creator is—a ‘determined break’ from the institution of the party and the state.

In the book, I point out that the Chinese independent documentary emerged after 1989. At that
time, independent filmmakers were a small circle of people who lived in Beijing, including Wu
Wenguang, Zhang Yuan, Jiang Yue, and Duan Jinchuan. Most of them graduated from profes-
sional schools such as the Beijing Film Academy and the Beijing Academy of Broadcasting.
During the 1990s, almost all independent documentary directors had one form of connection or
another with television stations. Independent directors could earn a living by working on col-
laborative projects with these stations. They could also use the equipment and facilities of these
stations and strive for better production conditions by being television employees. Because of the
effort of these directors, the quality and ratings of some television programmes also improved.
For instance, Jiang Yue co-produced CCTV’s Shenghuo kongjian [Living space], a programme
that ‘tells the stories of the common people’. Meanwhile, Duan Jinchuan took advantage of his
assignment to film the celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of the liberation of Tibet to produce
Baguo nan jie shiliu hao [No. 16 Barkhor South Street].

By the end of the 1990s, the emergence of bootlegged videos opened new paths by which
common people could obtain films and information. The availability of the DV camera and the
internet also drastically lowered the cost of film production. It made it possible for a single indi-
vidual to shoot and edit an independent documentary. In 2001, local independent documentary
film festivals emerged, which established a platform of exchange between independent directors
and local audiences. Until then, from production to interaction with the audiences, the Chinese
independent documentary operated independently, completely free from the control of official
institutions. Many independent documentary directors who emerged after this point were not
professionally trained in the film and television industry, nor were they dependent on television
for a living. They came from a much wider social spectrum: bank clerks, teachers, NGO workers,
painters, civil rights lawyers, petitioners, farmers, and workers. The documentary was a conveyer
of their observation, criticism, and judgment of this society and an expression of their personal
views. Unfortunately, the most important independent documentary directors of the 1990s, even
into the 2000s, continued to depend on television production for a living. Their works became
increasingly institutionalised, commercialised, and market-oriented; eventually, they were no

longer part of the new independent documentary movement. Because of this, I consider Hu Jie’s




‘determined break’ from the Nanjing branch of the Xinhua News Agency in order to make his
film Xunzhao Lin Zhao de linghun [In search of Lin Zhao’s soul] as the most important gesture
signifying the appearance of a new generation of independent documentary filmmakers.

Such a gesture of a ‘determined break” inspired this new batch of independent documentarians
to adopt the same mentality to root their creativity in the soil of the reality of their time. In the
following decade, the breadth, depth, and sensitivity of their creative work far exceeded those

of the works that came out during the 1990s. A ‘tradition’ of Chinese independent documentary
began to take form.

I want to emphasise that 2010 was a turning point in the civil rights movement, ranging from on-
line calls for action to street activism. The official understanding of the independent documentary
began to change drastically, as the state shifted its target of suppression from the textual contents
of individual films to the independent film as a new medium. In Tunisia, the Jasmine Revolution
broke out by the end of 2010, social media such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube were crucial
in demonstrating and pushing forward the power of the masses. Eventually, Ben Ali’s govern-
ment was overthrown; as a result, the Jasmine Revolution was also called the Revolution of the
Mobile Phone and the Internet.

In response, the Chinese government actively suppressed mass activities and new media, in fear
that an ‘internet revolution’ could happen in China. In 2011, Ai Weiwei was detained for eighty-
one days without any communication with the outside world. Many independent documentary
filmmakers, including Hu Jie, Ai Xiaoming, Wang Yunlong, Wang Libo, and Jia Zhitan, were
invited for ‘tea’ or summoned before the internal security bureau.

After 2010, the most important independent documentary film festivals in the Mainland were
‘forcibly disbanded’ one after another. The five-year-old YunFest was completely shut down,
while the Beijing and Nanjing Independent Film Festivals, which had managed to carve out their
own public or semi-public spaces, once again returned to ‘private quarters’ or ‘underground’
conditions. Today, I daresay that open independent documentary film festivals no longer exist.
Most curiously, independent documentary filmmakers did not lose their creativity because of
official attacks and oppression, and of the disappearance of independent film festivals. On the
contrary, many new directors and works have emerged. The Amsterdam International Documen-
tary Film Festival 2015 selected seven Mainland independent documentaries. Zhao Liang’s Beixi
moshou [ Behemoth] became the first Chinese-language documentary selected for the Golden
Lion competition in the Venice Film Festival. Between 2016 and 2017, a large number of works
emerged in major film festivals around the world, including Wang Jiuliang’s Suliao wangguo
[Plastic China], Ma Li’s Chou [That Room], Guo Xizhi’s Gongchang gingnian [Factory Youth),
Ai Xiaoming’s Jiabiangou jishi [Jiabiangou Elegy], Rong Guangrong’s Haizi bujupa siwang dan
haipa mogui [Children are not Afraid of Death, Children are Afraid of Ghosts], Ai Weiwei’s Ren-
lei de liudong [Human Flow], Xu Xin’s Changjiang [A Yangtze Landscape], and my Xiongnian
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zhi ban [We the Workers]. In addition, independent directors Ji Dan, Feng Yan, Xu Tong, Cong
Feng, and Mao Chenyu are also producing their new works. Furthermore, an even larger number
of local directors identify the general public as their target audience. For them, webcast as a
platform is their main space of dissemination.

Meanwhile, there is a new phenomenon. Because of the political changes of the Chinese govern-
ment, some independent film directors moved overseas. Geographical changes inevitably bring
forth creative changes. Personally, I believe that this transformation is comparable to the con-
dition of Chinese literature after 1989: the tripartite classification of guanfang wenxue (official
literature), dixia wenxue (underground literature), and /liuwang wenxue (exile literature).

In my book, I write about my conversation with the director of the film Wangming [Exile], Han

Guang, who now lives in Japan. Referring to exile literature, I proposed:

After 1989, many Chinese intellectuals went in exile either by force or of their own
volition. They established a new tradition of exile literature. Their representative figures
include Gao Xinjian, Ma Jian, Yang Lian, Bei Dao, Bei Ling, Ha Jin, Meng Lang, and
more recently, Liao Yiwu in Germany. They continued to work in the Western literary
circle. Bei Dao and Bei Ling published their own magazines and anthologies Jintian
[Today!] and Qingxiang [Tendency] respectively, which became the main media for pub-
lishing exile literary works. Moreover, Gao Xinjian received a Nobel Prize in Literature
in 2000 and Liao Yiwu was awarded the Peace Prize in Germany in 2012. These were
important literary prizes in the West. The achievements of these authors in exile have en-
riched and broadened Chinese literature; they also established an important offshoot that
has remained independent from the official literature of the Mainland. But unfortunately,
China has yet to establish a system of exile cinema. Meanwhile, Iran, which is also a to-
talitarian state, has an exile cinema, which is widely recognised by film festivals around
the world. As far as I can remember, your work Exile and Li Ying’s 2H (aka General in
Exile; 1998), who also worked in Japan at the time, can be considered the pioneers of

Chinese exile documentary cinema.

Unfortunately, Han Guang was not conscious of any of this. [ mention this conversation here in
order to raise our awareness that Chinese independent cinema can be diversified and enriched
because of these directors’ migration. In 2016, Japanese curator Akiyama Tamako programmed a
series of films in the United States under the title ‘Exile’, including works by Ying Liang, Wang
Wo, and Cui Zi’en.

This new phenomenon gives me new hopes for the future of Chinese independent cinema.

03. May. 2018
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