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Out of the Shadows 
The films of Wang Bing 

— Benny Shaffer on the work of the leading 

Chinese documentary filmmaker 

By Benny Shaffer 

Features 
Spring 2018 Issue  

The opening scene of Wang 
Bing’s directorial debut, the nine-
hour documentary Tie Xi 
Qu (West of the Tracks, 2003), is 
shot from a slow-moving train 
through the snowflake-covered 
lens of a digital video camera. 
Accompanied by the low roar of 
wheels on frozen, rusted rails, the 
camera navigates a landscape of 
dilapidated factory buildings in a 
once-booming, now rapidly 
declining industrial zone in 
northeast China. This point of 
departure for Wang’s career 
echoes the overlapping histories 
of early cinema and industrial 
modernity, intimately tied to trains 
and the particular forms of visual 
experience that moving images 
produce. While early cinema often 
celebrated the magic of the 
cinematic apparatus and the 
modern technologies of 
industrialisation, Wang’s films 
casts a melancholy gaze on 
industry’s decay. Over the course 
of his career, he has documented 
vanishing worlds and lived spaces 
in their most unadorned forms; 
yet his investigative and 
immersive approach has 

remained unsentimental and 
understated in its implicit critique 
of China’s social realities. 

Born in 1967, Wang Bing grew up 
during the Cultural Revolution and 
later witnessed how his country’s 
reform-era experiments with 
capitalist production took a toll on 
citizens who struggled to adapt to 
the change. The arc of his career, 
which began during the late 
1990s, was closely aligned with 
the rise of digital video as an 
accessible and mobile 
technology, one that enabled him 
to document the social worlds of 
marginalised individuals in ways 
previously unseen in mainstream 
cinema and broadcast journalism 
in China. Wang has long been 
recognised as a significant 
director by the international 
cinema community and is no 
stranger to the festival circuit, 
while a recent retrospective of his 
films as part of Documenta 14 
illustrated his embrace by the 
contemporary art world. Yet his 
films have rarely been publicly 
screened in his home country, 
where for the better part of two 

decades he has worked to 
document those who labour 
precariously against the backdrop 
of dramatic social transformation. 

ACROSS HIS MANY 
FILMS, HIS SIGNATURE 
OBSERVATIONAL STYLE 
HAS NOT MERELY 
BEEN A PASSIVE MODE 
OF QUIET 
NONINTERVENTION, 
BUT AN ACTIVE 
WITNESS TO THE 
HISTORIES OF THOSE 
ROCKED BY CHINA’S 
TUMULTUOUS WAVES 
OF CHANGE 

above and facing page 15 Hours (stills), 2017 

digital film, colour, sound, 900 minutes. 

Courtesy the artist and Magician Space, Beijing



A 2017 exhibition at Magician 
Space in Beijing, Experience and 
Poverty, marked Wang’s first solo 
show in China. Transposing his 
cinematic works into the space of 
the gallery, the opening coincided 
with the Beijing government’s 
campaign to forcibly remove 
millions of the so-called ‘low-end 
population’ from the city. The 
resonance was eerie: in a 2017 
interview in The Brooklyn Rail, 
Wang stated that ‘cinema is not 
about composition or colour, but 
about balancing power dynamics, 
about continuous change’. For the 
exhibition, one of Magician 
Space’s white cubes was 
converted into a black box with 
rows of theatre seating, inviting the 
audience into a direct engagement 
with the durational contours of his 
practice. A scheduled programme 
of daily screenings functioned – at 
least as a gesture – to disrupt the 
tendency for wandering members 
of the fast-paced artworld to drift in 
and out of video installations 
without viewing the works in their 
entirety. Across his many films, his 
signature observational style has 
not merely been a passive mode of 

quiet nonintervention, but an active 
witness to the histories of those 
rocked by China’s tumultuous 
waves of change. 

Yizhi (Traces), 2014, single-channel video installation, 
35mm film transferred to digital, b/w, sound, 28 min. 
Courtesy the artist and Magician Space, Beijing 

The exhibition featured Yizhi  
(Traces, 2014), Wang’s first work on 
celluloid. Using a small stockpile of 
black-and-white 35mm film – 
reportedly from the artist Yang 
Fudong – Wang’s roving, handheld 
camera surveys the unforgiving 
desert landscape of the Jiabiangou 
Labour Camp, where thousands of 
alleged reactionaries and rightists 
were sent, and later died, during 
the Mao era. What remains are 
fragments of bones, liquor bottles 
and hand-carved Chinese 
characters on the walls of caves 
counting down the days and 
scrawling out gasps for 

freedom. The film is projected from 
the ceiling onto the floor, and 
Wang’s physical presence at the 
site – the same place that inspired 
his narrative feature Jiabiangou 
 (The Ditch, 2010) – is apparent in 
the trembling of the camera in his 
hands and the sound of heavy 
breathing. This is a stylistic echo of 
earlier works such as San Zimei  
(Three Sisters, 2012) and Feng 
Ai (’Til Madness Do Us Part, 2013), 
in which an embodied camera also 
travels through the disorderly 
terrain of everyday life, framing 
worlds with an unwavering desire 
to record and understand the lives 
of those excluded from power. 

Fang Xiuying (Mrs Fang, 2017), 
which was awarded the Golden 
Leopard at the 2017 Locarno Film 
Festival, documents the final week 
of the protagonist’s life with an 
intimacy that borders on 
voyeurism. Her days are confined 
to bed in a bewildered, speechless 
silence as Alzheimer’s lays claim to 
her body and mind. The contrast 
between the family members who 
crowd busily around their 
matriarch and her powerless 

paralysis creates a tense, harsh 
portrait of a domestic space. 
Beyond the bare walls of the 
bedroom, we see vignettes from a 
local world where the pastimes 
include electrofishing and long 
rides on dirt roads through endless 
fields. This patience and attention 
to detail is equally apparent in 15 
Hours (2017), which witnesses the 
daily rhythms of work in a textile 
factory in Zhejiang Province. This 
gruelling work recalls Wang’s West 
of the Tracks in making its main 
protagonist the factory itself, 
however many individuals we see 
working in it. The single-shot, 15-
hour video accumulates raw poetic 
fragments: a glimpse of the English 
word ‘MADNESS’ on a worker’s T-
shirt; the simultaneously deft and 
mechanical handiwork that pieces 
together hundreds of pairs of jeans 
in a single day; the way that light 
changes over several hours in 
spaces so vast that their limits 
vanish. The work extends Wang’s 
preoccupation with the labourers 
who make possible the nation’s 
economic boom, and who might 
be left behind by it.  



 

WANG’S PHYSICAL PRESENCE AT THE SITE IS 
APPARENT IN THE TREMBLING OF THE CAMERA IN 
HIS HANDS AND THE SOUND OF HEAVY BREATHING 

In recent years, documentary 
practices have gained prominence 
across the expansive field of 
contemporary art, though Wang’s 
films have rarely aligned with the 
trends of the moment. While the 
audience for Wang’s work has 
extended beyond film festivals, his 
recent validation by the 
contemporary art establishment 
points to a broader shift in the role 
that everyday happenings and 
their representations play in the 
artworld. As Hal Foster writes, 
‘Despite rumors of its 
disappearance, the real remains 
with us.’ Excavating the real has 
always been central to Wang’s 
films, and his formal style has, in 
large part, remained unchanged 
throughout his career, to the extent 
that his cinematic approach flirts 
with aesthetic conservatism. What 
has changed is the increased 
visibility that the gallery context 
and the network of art biennials 
offer him. There has always been a 
risk of his films being 
decontextualised and exoticised 
when shown to audiences in the 
West, who might view Wang’s 
China with distanced and 

fetishised curiosity (though a large 
community of spectators has 
never existed for his work in China, 
where his films lack approval from 
the censors and cannot be 
publicly screened).  

The fact that Wang been so 
enthusiastically received by the 
Western artworld, and only 
afterwards exhibited in Chinese 
galleries, reflects a move by the art 
establishment to confront social 
phenomena in ways that 
documentary cinema has been 
doing for decades (the case of 
Documenta 14 and its attempts – 
however limited – to intervene in 
the discussion around vulnerable 
populations of migrants in Europe 
is an obvious example). Across his 
body of work, Wang has tested the 
limits of cinema and explored the 
possibilities opened up through 
the extreme duration of his works 
and their unflinching confrontation 
with social suffering. From its start, 
filmmakers sought to document 
labour and industrialisation; 
Wang’s work can be seen as a 
timely return to that sensibility. Read More: 

https://artreview.com/ara-spring-2018-feature-wang-bing/

San Zimei (Three Sisters) (still), 2012, film, 153 min. Courtesy the artist and Galerie Chantal Crousel, Paris
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Time Does Not Heal: Inside 
Wang Bing’s Cinema of 
Slowness 
By En Liang Khong 

Profile | 29 January 2018 

Ahead of a show at Amsterdam’s EYE 
Filmmuseum, how the documentarian’s 
wandering gaze takes in China’s 
landscapes of loss. 

The Chinese film expert Shelly Kraicer 
tells a story about a recurring 
daydream: he wanders down a narrow 
Beijing hutong alleyway and finds 
himself at the ‘Chinese Indie Director’s 
Discount Emporium’. Here, you can pick 
from shelves of long-haired drifters, 
bleak rural landscapes, sweeping long 
takes – and a discount deal on shaky 
DV camera footage. There is no special 
wisdom to Kraicer’s cautionary tale, 
though it does suggest that a certain 
formula has taken hold in Chinese 
independent cinema over recent 
decades. Since the 1990s, 
documentarians such as Zhao Liang 
and Wu Wenguang have dished out 
uncompromising perspectives on their 
country’s social fractures, from rubble-
strewn landscapes caught between 
destruction and construction to new 
floating populations of migrant workers. 
But their favoured use of the small 
digital camera as a tool for rapid-
response, clandestine filmmaking and 
the relentless chronicling of the dreary 
lives and labours of China’s 
underclasses, can easily make for 
clichés. 

It was therefore with slight wariness 
that I entered ‘Experience and Poverty’, 
a solo show by the pioneering Chinese 
documentarian Wang Bing held at 
Beijing’s Magician Space in December. 
The exhibition, curated by Yang 
Beichen, hosted seated screenings of 
two recent films by the director: 15 
Hours (2017) and Mrs Fang (2017). The 
former is a minimally edited, 15-hour 
continuous shot of the factory floor of a 
clothing manufacturer in Zhejiang 
province. The film’s forbidding duration 
mirrors the drawn-out monotony of the 
workers’s long shifts, spent hunched 
over their cutting machines. If anything, 
the scene is a tragic update of the old 
socialist realist aesthetics that 
celebrated physical mastery over 
technological might. There is little to 
signal the presence of the filmmaker 
and nothing in the way of a soundtrack 
or additional lighting to temper the 
factory’s brittle, fluorescent ambience. 
But, if the detached observation of 15 
Hours demonstrates Wang’s affinity 
with the practices of direct cinema, his 
camera is neither still nor objective. It 
takes on a life of its own; as a roaming, 
distracted eye, its attention caught by 
the whirring of sewing machinery, 
carving low across the factory floor as it 
traces the movements of a new subject. 

Father and Sons, 2014, film still. Courtesy the artist



Originally commissioned for 
documenta 14, Mrs Fang is a 90-
minute profile of the last days of 
Fang Xiu Ying, confined by 
Alzheimer’s to her bed in a 
Zhejiang village. Wang had 
originally befriended Fang’s 
daughter while shooting another 
film in the region in 2015 and 
returned a year later on hearing her 
mother had a week to live. Wang’s 
film cuts quickly to a portrait of her 
elderly human body exposed in its 
weakest, most uncomfortably 
intimate state. His camera lingers 
close over Fang’s glazed face, her 
skin pulled against the skull, and 
then across her bedroom in which 
family members have gathered to 
openly discuss funeral plans and 
pass comment on Fang’s draining 
life: ‘sinking slowly, like a boat in the 
river’. The film also includes scenes 
of illegal electrofishing, following 
Fang’s brother-in-law as he casts 
his nets under cover of night. Wang 

narrates the sense of destruction 
and poverty in China’s rural south: 
once famed as ‘the land of fish and 
rice’, contemporary Zhejiang is a 
region in which social welfare and 
natural resources have leaked 
away. 

Wang was born in Shaanxi 
province, in China’s northwest, in 
1967. Even his birthplace, he 
claims, set him apart from the 
mythological, epic gaze of China’s 
‘fifth generation’ filmmakers: ‘I 
didn’t look at the Northwest in the 
exotic way that Zhang Yimou and 
Chen Kaige did in their film Yellow 
Earth [1984],’ he said in a recent 
interview. Wang graduated from the 
Beijing Film Academy at a time 
when millions of workers in state-
owned enterprises were being 
sacked, making way for a new form 
of class apartheid in China. He 
arrived in the smokestack Teixi 
District of China’s industrial city 
Shenyang in 1999 and, over three 
years, recorded 300 hours of 
footage with a Panasonic mini-DV 
camera lent by a friend. It would 
become his seminal nine-hour 
trilogy West of the Tracks (2003) 
which documented the laying off of 

workers, the demolition of their 
housing and the breakdown of the 
socialist social contract. West of 
the Tracks opens with a now-
famous tracking shot of the district 
itself, with Wang’s camera 
positioned on a small goods train 
as it weaves through the factory 
buildings in a blur of snow: a 
wandering cipher for the filmmaker 
himself. 

Where West of the Tracks caught a 
landscape in the process of 
vanishing, the last decade has seen 
Wang journey from rustbelt to 
border region in order to reveal the 
true costs of the new China. For 
instance, 2012’s Three 
Sisters follows young siblings in a 
village high in the Yunnan 
mountains, who are left to fend for 
themselves when the mother 
abandons the family and their 

father is forced to search for work 
in the city. Wang’s camera often 
wavers, struggling to keep up with 
the children as they set about their 
day feeding livestock, gathering 
dung and potatoes, caught in 
impoverished labour at a tender 
age. 

Wang’s permanent presence on 
the international film festival circuit 
- last year he won the Golden 
Leopard at the 70th Locarno Film 
Festival - separates his films from 
the activist-led, investigatory strains 
of Chinese documentary making. 
(Consider the fury that Ai Xiaoming 
and Ai Weiwei breathed into 
Chinese social cinema in their 
investigations following the 2008 
Sichuan earthquake.) But what if 
we move out from the granular 
detail of each of Wang’s films to its 
macro-landscape, from the 
country’s disillusioned north-east 
to its impoverished south-west and 
across historical time in the 
process? We begin to see, the film 
scholar Elena Pollacchi argues, a 
‘cinematic journey’ that traces a 
sharp counter-geography to the 
‘China dream’. 

Mrs Fang, 2017, film still. Courtesy: the artist

West of the Tracks, 2003, film still. Courtesy: the artist





  The subjects, practices and tools of 

Wang Bing’s documentaries may be 
more easily anticipated these days. But 
the same is not necessarily true of our 
experience with them. While Wang’s 
submission to a cinema of slowness 
purposefully creates difficult 
encounters in the film theatre, the art-
gallery viewer is not governed by the 
films's durational demands. Next 
month, Wang’s films will be shown at 
Amsterdam's EYE Filmmuseum 
(alongside work by Hito Steyerl and 
Ben Rivers). Here the intention is to 
display Wang’s long-durational film 
works - including 15 Hours and Crude 
Oil (2008), a 14-hour study of crude oil 
extractors in Qinghai province - as a 
constellation of multiple projection 
screens. These films will construct a 
landscape that the viewer can ‘edit’ 
themselves by shifting attention from 
screen to screen, as Jaap Guldemond, 
EYE’s director of exhibitions, tells me. It 
might be a more fragmented, fleeting 
sensation but, like Wang’s lens, the 
gallery frees us to linger and wander, 
and this newly liberated mobility draws 
attention to the unseen threads 
between his films. As we begin to idle 
in the space and sound of Wang’s 

dystopias, can we also glimpse 
landscapes of possibility resonating 
beyond? 

The ‘EYE Art & Film Prize’ exhibition at 
Amsterdam's EYE Filmmuseum will be 
on view from 24 March through to 27 
May 2018. 

Crude Oil, 2008, film still. Courtesy: the artist

Read More: 
https://frieze.com/article/time-does-not-heal-inside-wang-bings-
cinema-slowness

https://frieze.com/article/time-does-not-heal-inside-wang-bings-cinema-slowness
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Looking Back 2017: Beijing 
By Carol Yinghua Lu 

Opinion | 9 December 2017 

Wang Bing, Mrs Fang, 2017, digital video, installation view, Magician Space, Beijing.  
Courtesy: the artist and Magician Space, Beijing 

Wang Bing, ‘Experience and Poverty’, Magician Space  
18 November 2017 – 31 January 2018 

Beijing-based filmmaker Wang Bing has long been an inspiration to the art 
world for his commitment to documenting some of the most remote, harshest 
and darkest conditions of contemporary Chinese reality, and portraying them 
with enormous patience and generosity. In his current show ‘Experience and 
Poverty’, which opened in November at Magician Space, we are introduced to 
two new works – Mrs. Fang and 15 Hours, both commissioned by documenta 
14. 15 Hours records a day’s shift for a group of people working in a garment 
factory in the city of Huzhou, Zhejiang province. Wang films in one continuous 
take, following the movements of the migrant workers operating within the 
confined space of the factory floor. Screened in its entirety over two days of the 
exhibition’s run, the film communicates something of the endurance required 
for this kind of labour. The routines of filmmaker and factory worker temporarily 
mimic one another together, bridging the gap between viewer and the object of 
the camera’s gaze. Mrs Fang is a more intimate portrait of dealing with a 
woman nearing death, which follows the relatives and neighbours who care for 
her in her remote village. 

Wang’s films, often unedited, require long viewing periods – sometimes 24 
hours, sometimes two days. They constantly remind us that to make films – as 
with all art – takes time as well as empathy and humanity: we should approach 
reality likewise. 
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過嬱扜裮、灖晹聧䃾䯖粀滿倀謾筧䄯

䂏㫊24妘艊惤掟䯖唻鳅證鍎酽漛剴酽

漛艊扟㫝㫓蠿䯖唻231侸跣跣鉢䂏㫊

711侸啢暚艊㛅㜎㚶嫚䯖㰊踵嬁穻椨婠

㫥樭艊莏呺抲辭鑫▕梪艊詵镾屟、貶

糴㛅鍎鮪䁬俧頌艊靕偧酘䉯麇駁酽跣

頻菋晄㓅艊儦尓詵飨懃憳䯖䁬俧鑨

謚䯖啂甡梪鳏艊㓅唒醮抲䃾晼曧煆犨

媀艊䯖剴曧頻䉪艊、躐忞飨镾㫥樭䯖

畝嬔頌㬉裮䯖粀滿㛺㫓䯤＃彿啢暚鎬

鮪墡陣墡慘䯖雜瀕㳚喥桹㫥樭酽跣

鳏䯖時鳏㰊㓌嬱骼嬟屪蟇骼嬟㫨䯖貶

曧彿蟇骼嬟㫝䯖彿廮骼￥、雩㚾䯖澐

曧巃讜㦳糴艊鄽證㚯骼驔嬱鑫恦拠鳏

醮鳏躐䄄鲮牐艊㫅翨䯖扟㫝莏呺艊㚶

嫚醮ィ㫊艊蟴㛆、

粀滿醮糴㛅鍎蜁嫚▕諦嬁䯖3127䯖粀滿墡慘咇嵷盧、



 

展评 | 王兵 
⽂/郭锦泓 

2017.12.26 

粀滿䯖︹26啢暚︺䯖3128䯖斶叄䗮玜嫚絹䯖嫷頥桹佪䯖跏㯵鰓䯖諤8啢暚66鰓㾮、

粀滿艊慘閔跤桹䉯夠媰砮艊＃鮪鰱巃￥䯖㫥蟢囑僔鍖賛賮艊㚶嫚ィ㫊嫮媀䯖懲骼

艊慘閔竊豸彾鑫嫕魍跤蹺嬁絹攝慘跤艊榚蟢＃婬覜￥、鍖㫥蟢婬覜巃䯖剴罌謾惤

掟唻㝧詵飨曧鴛醑鳗鳏炓跤艊麇駁酽跣䯖㚯鳏巃勢酽蟢䇏飨㔃㛺艊蓎荋、惤掟忲

熴嶗惤掟唻㝧躐䄄艊㫥酽蓎荋豈薶鰱慇謭鑫彿髦㫥跣暚魍魑鳏晹熴茻㓉艊莏荁䯤

煆䧿䁬俧醣慁醁鲕鰓㾮艊皜澰䉳姟䯖媰㫷㓅‖䉳唻酽蟢醭嬱醭邁嵔艊濈㲅䯖酽蟢

醮踽牐麽過㓅鑨㭠鍖䖆。漲晹䅡扟㫝粷呺艊濈㲅、!

灖晹聧䃾䯖澐曧▕鲋醢㫼＃鮪鰱巃￥䯖粀滿艊慘閔嬔嬔䈑㒄㓅‖艁鰓躐艁鰱煆犨

鲋嬁絹粷鯫䯖羾曧䯖啔骼夃駱＃艀苵厸￥媀艊翍娡裶䄄妛䉯曀鲇、忞妟澑漛䙬㳟

蓴跣嗴艊踽嗴鄭⺖敘㬬彾鑫酽姫孎矇嬁䅳䯤䧸壪躐侳䯖䧸艀嬁絹︹㭤鯰︺

䯒3125䯓㬦㫓頻䉪艊䁬俧㚶嫚鑫╖鮌鲋彯伄瓡嗎鴛妘艊㭤䗎䯖詁惛樴銲噿媀艊灖

晹墮翽夃酓彿髦暚䄄艊駈齯䯥䧸壪躐廟䯖︹26啢暚︺䯒3128䯓醭鎢麇駁販䒅嶗囅

鲇鰱㚶嫚鑫牸焎荎鄬㳚䁗醢酽咲鄛鄬墡陣墡鳏艊暀夠羠牆鄫頺䯥鍖︹昷酦餚︺

䯒3128䯓賒罌狇倀羠澰䯖靕磢鲲羠鑫晹詵㮌鋁艊囅鲇屟ⅩⅩ儕嬁絹嬐澑囁姉䯖椨

詀熱酽夿＃㠱貂￥‖羠蹕、偧︹昷酦餚︺跤䯖粀滿飨竊豸醭夃麇駁鳏貙巃嵔艊䁬

俧㛳㔃懃憳勢鑫咲姲彾蘚贖嶯狆㓦＃澰鲩￥㫓蠿跤鲲羠艊酽跣跣擄瓕彽㜗巃艊蒃

䄄ⅩⅩ㫥曧⺖惤掟唻㝧忞贖嶯㭤宻艊ǔ膁嶗頷鑘、鮪︹26啢暚︺㳚䯖䉪澏艊䁬俧

唻豈羾暆靧朷艊陣応㩱䄄䯖嶗墡鳏髦㳛侟艊俠慘䯖㫥詵䎖蓜艊。晹熴⺖鳏撾忞鄮

酁艊暚䄄㢋㫓鑫＃呏瑪￥餱縶䯖雩彾喥鑫粀滿酽觠酽陝贖醣艊‖羠躐潣、!

鮪暚䄄躐犦跤⺖墱㬩艊羠噯躐犗玌煫䯖畝給羾暀夠㳛侟艊羠噯倐撾珪螻嚩㫅䯖駈

馾嶗艀煛醣䯖彿髦螻勢蜫魯艊䗎䖾躐跤䯖㰊曧鲢煫謖煫僠艊濈蕚潣㜩䯖魑彿髦鎍

鎱茩茲、鞲踽嗴鄭艊哣䃽裶䄄熱棾䯖畝荱勢悅啑鲋侳嗴鄭鰱䉳艊︹㭤鯰︺穻瀇䯖

倀謾⺖斶蔅怇棧䅘燒鲋亝醢艊嬁絹䉪夅䯖彿髦鏖慚曧㣥䆠醭蓜謖鍎艊㢹㬅畝姪㫠

螻彯伄䯖鍖㫥瀇晈蠿跤⺖紱㡽艊嵔酻晹饅鲋犗畑踽躏艊巃藹嶗尒暃䯖羗靧徳磢荁

儂ⅩⅩ偧讜︹侺醮䈏︺䯒䅏愛〃䈈蹰䯖2:67䯓跤鞲酽詛醭侟㫠艊笻俒鳏忲醢㐫醣

艊〡蠘偧嘪艊凗徃䯖㫥酽贖䯖鞲晹䅡扟㫝皜澰艊鉢䖢跤㫔澒鍖熱艊彿髦䯖醮魯鲋

彿髦鍖羠艊＃藹訥￥䯒孭寫貿䯖︹qvsf!jnnbofodf︺-q38䯓@踵酽鉢、



 

《⻄铁区》：历史与阶级意识   
⽂/吕新⾬ 

2003.10 

    “我们想创造⼀个世
界，但最终这个世界崩溃
了。” 
　——纪录⽚《铁西区》
导演王兵 

荱㫓鄅嫚穻︹㿐㒂嶼︺艊鳏㰊

＝唻㮰酽婩僔艊㫜誤䂏䁬俧棧

㝧獿贖、䆠菑瞐㩱醿醿㫧駱䯖

㓉㳜跤嗴婩艊曧酽穻艀䇻㒉苼

艊駈顠艊陣応䯖鮪紐枩艊瞗頥

俍裶醣䯖酽鲢牆誤艊㦳嬁偧讜

妧瞝䯖鏖慚彿髦㫧駱勢鑫詆酽

跣跫翨䯖酽跣趵墱瀙瞔艊跫

翨䯤墡趵旝暺艊姠亴、䂏㫊醑

鰓㾮艊䂏䁬俧飨酽蟢髟媀鞶艊

昷媀㡑鲂彿髦酽蟢㫧駱䯖唻證

諍艊㫧駱、!

㿐㒂嶼瀕鲋㫉呂荎煄䅃壈䯖曧

跤蹺證諍桭䂏。㓇浧桭俋艊梽

櫑鎢墡趵▕鰱嶗▕婠㱚倧墡趵

▕鰱-謾踽鉢曧蹺桹麟趵䯖雩曧

蛼＝踽躏㚧陝鄽牨鮪鞔俍艊桭

謚ー縴、㿐㒂嶼艊證諍詵飨㬉

璕勢2:45妘暀梪島雲梕䄄䯖呅

踵暀聶羠鲲澓鏍⺸侕倀踵俋矇

聶墡麟趵抲辭梽櫑㱚倧㛄侕䯖

攢呉譯陣艊樴嗁喥曧鮪暀梪鳏

梕䄄嫮彾艊䯖3114妘惖㫍艊嬟

侸墡鳏艊賓呉㫤曧鮪囑暀梪鳏

賓応艊▕蕬醢敘婠艊、昦跤蹺

婠襫飨謚䯖飝鎽啔鲈徔梕䄄鞲

孭蹺惖䅵艊㛄侕斾販謚䯖慘踵

魳謖艊267䎋悅㡊䎋茩挌雲䯖

謾跤俋㯵鰓呏⺸鮪㫥㳚䯖罌踵

桹䉱㫝飝鎽艊鰱釐棷鬣嶗暀梪

鳏婠襫艊墡趵▕蕬䯖忞飨呅雩

彾踵㚧陝鄽牨諎絔鉢壽呺昻桭

暆嶗飝鎽浧媀呺昻桭嬏姌艊鰱

嶼䯖鞔俍㫉呂艊蹺桹㡊鲲瀷㳛

鞣㫊86&、鮪敘䉺婩敡躐頌䯖

趼譯艊墡趵酽茻曧跤蹺墡趵艊

閙檕䯖曧蛼＝踽躏粷魍誼艊僨

誤梽䯖茻勢馬鴛妘魍設䯖鮪㿐

㒂嶼酽夃墡陣喥趵艊墡鳏斶㳝

賜磢㫊勢䎈圐䯖郿桹211醐墢

諢、敘䉺婩敡飨謚䯖跤蹺粷魍

誼艊僨嗴㣵嬛鞲賜㡜㚧陝鄽牨

㩸謭賜㡜壈鯫鄽牨䯖斾跣蹺咲

敘䉺婩敡艊徔耚證諍曧䯤馬鴛

妘魍㳛砎僨嗴紒焎醑㓕爳䯖謦

鴛妘魍㳛砎僨嗴醢犦犑趼、嫕

跤蹺艊攢昷墱鄽㫧駱壈鯫鄽牨

暚魍䯖趼譯㫤侐鲋慇魑屟㚧陝

暚魍䯖㾱棞。梽櫑鲲閔䗮瀷籌

妕麽㜉熱䯖鍖㠨敤䗮䎰醢鲮䯖

ⅩⅩ醭曧醑鴛妘鍖曧鲕鴛妘艊

邁嶗蹺艊㚧陝鄽牨鮪踵鲈鴛妘

艊壈鯫鄽牨恔惔彾梪嶗魍麽、

澐曧鮪謦鴛妘魍設梕䯖㿐㒂嶼

㯵鰓蹺鬫麟趵婩僔熱粷鲎懖! 䯖

勢2:::妘梩俋㯵鰓墡陣䅖醁匯

鲲、3113妘跤邁鴛嗎俋婩僔㳛

㓉趼譯鍈墡趵嶼艊憈蠻䯖壔梐

㬦㫓扢㫧壈鯫誼敘壽䯖懲趼譯

艊蹺桹麟趵呺粷恖梮哣䇗醮㡊

梪哣䇗艊粷魍麟趵壽姪艊㩸

矇、貶曧㡊梪哣䇗矇艊㳛墡趵

僨嗴忞䈑㒄艊㡊梪䯖跤俖敤姛

漲醭畝徏晹撾恔惔䯖㫥嶯嚌菑

蹺咲恦㫥蟢＃憈蠻￥謾呺婠襫

鮪唻侳㡊艊梕梐嶗賜㡜醢、鮪

㫥跣蹺咲噴詇艊鑨謚曧跤蹺茩

頌岄鉢墡趵⺸侕墱鄽嫮彾㫧訥

賜㡜䯖蛼＝躉呯㛄侕悅㡊艊醑

鰓躐鲈墱鄽賜㡜㫧訥䯖趼譯艊

蓴熌。礠訵蔃窹㡊瑧跛㳛楢

覚䯖鳢㫉呂艊俢趵墡鳏喥墱鄽

㫊勢鑫361醐䯖墡痐澑㡽嬐

鼯、喥趵彾踵㫥跣蛼＝壈鯫鄽

牨鉢壽㩸懙跤桭脙艊䃾䎪䯖呅

饅鎽菑跤蹺粷魍誼㫓蠿跤艊墡

鳏䅆鄀倀謾噯㫜、



 

囑旝䀍扟䯤iuuq;00ti/tjob/dpn/do0
311817260231888852/tiunm

嫕粀滿雜楙與䖂羮酽詬啢艊EW

掟嬁梽㫧駱㿐㒂嶼艊暚鎬䯖澐

曧2:::妘梩、骼惤掟艊桭㳛㒄

艊酽跣墡陣曧煄䅃飄砓陣䯖呅

婠鲋2:45妘罷瓕暚梕䯖勢鞔俍

賜磢曧㿐㒂嶼桭桹謖艊墡陣、

呅桹醑跣嬟䗮艊硙糲䯖酽跣曧

暀梪鳏婠艊䯖詆跏跣曧鮪嗎鴛

妘魍㚧陝鄽牨僨嗴勢塱圐艊暚

鎬蠻婠艊䯖鮪粀滿荱棾䯖㫥醑

跣硙糲艊證諍嶗嫮㝧魍ィ菑㫥

跣嶼䯖雩魍ィ菑煄䅃䯖曧趼譯

墡趵艊酽跣㝧嬕、㫤桹跏跣㳛

砎惤掟艊墡陣曧煄䅃㩲㾱陣嶗

翄醩陣、翄醩陣羠鲲艊㪟黌翄

跀酛曧跤蹺㓦敡飨謚箏桹艊䯖

鮪馬鴛妘魍躐頌䯖煄䅃翄醩陣

曧跤蹺㳛㒄艊㪟黌翄跀酛墡

陣、鍖煄䅃㩲㾱陣嶗嫕暚艊㿐

㒂嶼艊酽鲢墡陣酽樭鮪訵嬜蕚

鲲䯖謾呺墱鄽侐鲋⺖姠婮艊笶

尓、粀滿惤掟艊暚鎬飄砓陣艊

羠鲲㫤嬟澐夠䯖2:::妘曗頺㫓

謚蕚㠫艊㬅㝧忴朄䉃熱棾䯖貶

嫕暚㜇雩醭蓜㭠飄砓陣＝醭＝

趕䃽䯖謚棾㫥跣墡陣鄮鲋趕䃽

鑫䯖粀滿澐偡惤鑫醣㫥跣證

蠿、桹酽漛惤勢酽跣㩱䄄㒄匯

鲲䯖酽瀕墡鳏㧂鮪勸厸醢㜎骼

跣鳏艊鄽證䯖鞲醢啢叧婩僔酽

茻勢醢嘪醣雯䯖骼鮪㚸㫼靕墰

羠噯艊㫓蠿䯖骼嶗蛼＝艊饅

跀䯖骼尫妡絔㓦靕墰、貶曧骼

煫桹嶯㛌勢䯖鳢鳢曧鴛鰓㾮躐

謚䯖骼噯㫜艊敘黌喥婩僔鑫䯖

酽跣鳏㡶鑫㫧棾鶯㛏骼墡陣匯

鲲鑫、粀滿㓌嬱骼惤掟勢艊㮰

跣暚贖竑時㳛㒄䯖惤掟艊暚鎬

呅曧梥蓜艊䯖掟嬁梽嶗㫥瀕墡

鳏邁讜姪㫓鑫㮰酽贖䯖粀滿唻

呅㚶宎獿贖、罌踵掟嬁梽艊㓄

㛇䯖㫥跣暚贖鮪暚裶跤僑躉䯖

醭畝狆㬩、!

嗎鴛妘魍謚梕熱羠艊啂甡粀滿

唻︹㿐㒂嶼︺艊㓦㳘曧䯤!

＃彿髦嶎攝㬬酽跣跫翨䯖貶桭

鄮㫥跣跫翨坽瑑鑫、彿惤艊曧

酽跣踽牐鳏銲艊羠牆䯖骼髦嶗

蛼＝艊饅跀䯖骼髦靕墰羠噯艊

棧㬅、偧楇恦㫓詛竊鴛妘艊趼

㒂愽㫓棾嶗彿艊穻厸敡鮪酽㡽

荱䯖倉喥＝荱勢㫥竊鴛妘㫥跣

蹺咲艊鳏鮪會鳘妡鲇嵔䯖喥＝

荱勢㮰跣暚魍鳏艊絔嶎曧鳘

妡䯖桭謚骼髦艊絔嶎呺粷鑫煫

桹、㫥曧酽跣竑時㳛㒄艊䃾

䎪䯖讜暚雩詵飨翨呯熱飨謚彿

髦姉㛫尫妡牆、￥!

㫥㳚艊＃踽牐鳏銲￥喥曧跤蹺

艊墡鳏䅆鄀、訅醑跫翨蛼＝踽

躏蹺咲艊墡鳏䅆鄀倀謾證諍醭

讜鲋僨㫊㡊梪踽躏蹺咲艊墡鳏

䅆鄀倀謾證諍䯖㫥跣醭讜澐曧

彿髦䈑㒄酓鲂䄠㳘艊、訅醑跫
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WANG BING  
with Zoe Meng Jiang 
Film | In Conversation | October 5, 2017 

Winning the Golden Leopard at this 
year’s Locarno Film Festival for his 
latest film, Mrs. Fang, Wang Bing is the 
second documentary director in recent 
years—after Gianfranco Rosi—to earn 
the top award from a major European 
art film festival, which historically tends 
to favor fiction over non-fiction. This 
perhaps indicates that documentary 
film is no longer a subgenre of cinema 
but rather an indispensable site of 
aesthetic and political intervention in an 
era when the discussion of truth and 
realness has become increasingly 
urgent. Two days before the award was 
announced, over beers, cigarettes, and 
a Chinese meal prepared by Tibetans at 
La Rotonda in Locarno, Wang Bing 
spoke with me about his influences, the 
geopolitical and topographical 
dimensions of his work, and the making 
of Mrs. Fang. 

Zoe Meng Jiang (Rail): I have 
wanted to ask you this question for 
a long time—how did you manage 
to capture that phone call at the 
very end of He Fengming (2007)? 
In the film, after three hours of 
static shots of Ms. He’s oral 
account of her persecution during 
the Anti-Rightist Movement of the 
1950s, this unexpected phone call 
reveals that Ms. He is still 
engaging in activism and 
connecting with other survivors of 
the labor camps. This ending 
seems to symbolically link China’s 
traumatic history to its present. 
The closure of the film suggests 
there’s not yet a closure to that 
phase of history. 

Wang Bing: I filmed with rapture 
when that phone call happened. I 
was so excited. I had borrowed a 
camera, bought a lens, and driven 
for a whole day to Lanzhou. I didn’t 
rest and went straight to film He 
Fengming. When the phone call 
happened, I felt a great relief.  
         In the early 2000s, I was at the 
International Film Festival 
Rotterdam and randomly went to a 

screening. It was a feature film, 
recording only an old lady talking, 
with almost no cuts. I thought the 
film was genius, though I couldn’t 
understand at all what the old lady 
was talking about, and didn’t know 
anything about the film. It was not 
until several years later that I found 
out it’s Jean Eustache’s Numéro 
Zéro (1971). Eustache filmed his 
mother recounting her life story. 
The film is an exemplification of 
the merit of zero editing.  

Rail: It was an influence on the 
making of He Fengming. 

Wang: To some extent, yes. I also 
used this method of minimal 
editing in He Fengming. It might 
be easy to film anything with this 
method, but it’s hard to tell 
whether it can produce a good 
film.  

Rail: Have you experienced failure 
before? Say you’ve got lots of raw 
footage but couldn’t use it, or you 
didn’t know how to end a film after 
a long period of shooting.  

Wang: Never. There was never one 
project that I failed to finish. Only 
once maybe. But it was not 
because of me. After 
shooting Three Sisters (2012), I 
was very interested in a village 
near where the three sisters lived. I 
got sick at the time, so I hired a few 
cinematographers to shoot some 
footage in the village while I 
recovered from my illness. They 
went on filming for a few months, 
but the footage they got was not so 
good, and I couldn’t use it. But 
every project I started myself, I 
finished. I always plan ahead and 
estimate how much time I would 
need.  

Rail: You’ve been to both art school 
and film school—after finishing 
your study at Lu Xun Academy of 
Fine Arts, you went to Beijing Film 
Academy. What prompted your 
decision to go to film school? And 
what was it like being at Beijing 
Film Academy in the 1990s? 

Wang: I was really into cinema. In 
my undergraduate years, I watched 
three films almost every day. I’m 



from the same generation as the 
Sixth Generation filmmakers like 
Wang Xiaoshuai and Jia Zhangke, 
but I went to Beijing Film Academy 
after them, and took on a 
completely different trajectory. I 
had the chance to study with Zhou 
Chuanji (1925 – 2017) in Beijing. 
He was an excellent professor. 
During the Cultural Revolution, he 
secretly translated all the major 
Western film theories into Chinese. 
He traveled around the world in the 
1980s and brought back 
thousands of video cassettes. In 
his classes I watched the films of 
Tarkovsky, Antonioni, and 
Bergman. It was Tarkovsky’s films 
that made me understand what 
cinema really is. But the influence 
of Bergman didn’t last very long. I 
also loved Pasolini. I think all 
filmmakers in our time owe 
something to Pasolini.  

Rail: The way I understand your 
practice is, the choice of location is 
an important or even fundamental 
part of your artistic decision-
making. It seems that your 
filmmaking can be divided into 
three phases: Tie Xi Qu: West of 
the Tracks (2002), He 

Fengming and The Ditch (2010) 
were from places you’ve lived in 
and are familiar with—Shenyang, 
where you studied, and 
Northwestern China, where you 
grew up; then you moved on to 
Yunnan Province in Southwestern 
China, where you made Three 
Sisters (2012), ‘Til Madness Do Us 
Part (2013), Father and Son (2014), 
and others. I read that you 
encountered the three sisters on 
your way to visit the mother of your 
deceased friend, the writer Sun 
Shixiang, who is from rural Yunnan 
and died in 2001 at the tragically 
young age of 32. It was because of 
this that I got to know about Sun’s 
autobiographical 
novel, Shenshi (History of the 
Gods), an epic about rural life in 
China. 

Wang: Yes. It is a tremendously 
important novel, but it’s sadly 
unknown and neglected.  

Rail: And then you followed young 
people from Yunnan to Eastern 
China, where they become migrant 
workers, and where your recent 
films have been set. Can you talk 
about your filmmaking practice in 

relation to these different places? 
Particularly Yunnan, where you 
spent your most prolific years. 

Wang: For me, different places 
mean different cinematic spaces, 
and my approach to the narrative 
and shooting plan would change 
accordingly. Northeastern Chinese 
people are portrayed the way they 
are in Tie Xi Qu. And to depict 
Northwestern China, I chose 
prison as my subject. Because for 
thousands of years of Chinese 
history, the Northwest has been 
the place where many individuals 
were imprisoned or exiled. You can 
still find traces of their existence 
there. Prisons can tell us a lot, 
about politics in the past and 
politics in the present. I grew up in 
the Northwest and I know what the 
truth of living there is. That’s why I 
didn’t look at the Northwest in the 
exotic way that Zhang Yimou and 
Chen Kaige did in their film Yellow 
Earth (1984).  

To digress a little, Chinese cinema 
in the past is mostly an institutional 
cinema. The films are more like 
propaganda than cinema. Films 
like Yellow Earth are but extensions 

or variations of institutional 
cinema, not real cinematic 
interventions. To some extent they 
are similar to Xie Jin’s films, or not 
even as good as Xie Jin.1What are 
the real feelings of the people who 
dwell on this land? They are not 
concerned with this question. 
When representing people in films, 
we must be very conscious about 
any given ideological position. 

The Northwest is the Gobi Desert, 
the Huangtu Plateau. In such 
landscapes, people live a bold, 
rough, and strong existence. It’s 
not that different in Yunnan. 
Though Yunnan features green 
mountains and blue waters, people 
there are still tough, tenacious, or 
even intrepid, in a very external 
way. Their strength is no less than 
those from the Northwest. Yunnan 
is at the upper part of the Yangtze 
River, which could be the reason 
why there is something primitive in 
Yunnan people. I always fantasized 
about the Yangtze River area. The 
Yellow River and the Yangtze River 
regions are the two cradles of 
Chinese civilization. They cultivate 
two different ways of life. I grew up 
in the Yellow River region, so the 



other region was very mysterious 
to me. I wanted to live and 
understand the Yangtze River 
culture and put it in my film. 
Therefore, after finishing working 
in the Northwest, I went right to 
Yunnan.  

Rail: The American anthropologist 
James C. Scott has famously 
defined people living in Zomia 
Highlands as “barbaric by design”
—that Zomia’s ethnic groups are 
formed by people who run away 
from various forms of state 
governance. Zomia consists of 
parts of seven Asian countries, 
including Yunnan and Myanmar.2 I 
was thinking, after you 
documented the Ta’ang people 
crossing the border between 
Myanmar and Yunnan to seek 
refuge in Ta’ang (2016), a map of 
Zomia sort of emerges from your 
filmography. 

Wang: I know Scott’s book. I 
haven’t read it yet. If there are 
things in common among the 
highland ethnic groups, it’s 
because of the harsh cultural and 
natural circumstances. Yunnan 
ethnic minorities in past Chinese 

cinema are always stereotypes of 
peaceful people who dance and 
sing a lot.3 But they are not like that 
at all! Most Chinese don’t know 
what they are really like. I entered 
the region and found them 
extremely respectable. Like the 
way Sun Shixiang depicted in his 
novel, they live in a brutal 
environment. They are so full of 
hope and dreams. They strive to 
change their lives, but reality is 
hard to change.  
     Yunnan’s terrain is magnificent, 
even more so than the Huangtu 
Plateau. Valleys connecting giant 
mountains can go one or two 
thousand meters deep. A local 
song says: “There are green 
mountains after eight hundred 
green mountains.” And then on the 
other side you have the Tibetan 
Plateau, the highest and largest 
plateau in the world. Such an 
environment determines the local 
people’s emotional lives. They are 
strong and fierce. 
      Relationships among people 
can be so direct that it would seem 
ferocious to us. In the past, we 
didn’t know that they are like this. 
The Northeastern Yunnan, where I 
made most of my films, has 

produced many heroic figures in 
Chinese history. 
      I’m also fascinated by the lower 
part of Yangtze River, the region of 
Shanghai, and Zhejiang Province, 
where modern Chinese culture 
originated and traditional Chinese 
culture is best preserved. I made 
my three most recent films there, 
also hoping to enter the cultural 
lives of Eastern China. 

Rail: Could you briefly 
introduce Mrs. Fang?  

Wang: Mrs. Fang was 
commissioned by documenta 14, 
conceived as a video art piece. 
Soon it was also invited by the 
Locarno Film Festival. Fang 
Xiuying is the mother of a good 
friend of mine. I was going to make 
a documentary about her in 2015, 
but it was postponed because I 
was too busy at the time. In 2016, 
the friend called to tell me that her 
mother’s illness had grown severe, 
and she might not live very long. I 
went to see Fang Xiuying right 
away. When I got there, I realized 
it’d be difficult to make a 
documentary about her. I hesitated, 
but still decided to film her. We 

filmed the last eight days of her life. 
So it’s a story about a dying old 
woman. 

Rail: In the first three minutes 
of Mrs. Fang, we see footage of 
Fang in a relatively functional state. 
She must have been more or less 
lucid at the time. I’m wondering, 
what did she think of being filmed? 

Wang: In fact, at the time in 2015, 
she had already lost the ability to 
talk. But she still had memories of 
her children. For example, 
whenever her daughter came 
home, she would approach her 
and hold her hand. I don’t think she 
understood what it is to be filmed. I 
only filmed her when she was 
happy and not stressed. So I don’t 
have much footage of her in a 
functional state, only a few shots. I 
thought I would have more time 
later, but life is precarious. 
Ultimately, the time I got with her 
was short. 

Rail: There are three kinds of shots 
in Mrs. Fang: close-ups of Fang’s 
face; shots of Fang’s room in a 
theatrical setup, with the bed in the 
foreground, Fang’s family members 



 in the middle ground attending to 
her, and more people in the 
background talking or watching TV; 
and handheld tracking shots of 
Fang’s brother-in-law going 
electrofishing on the lake. When 
did you come up with this visual 
structure—was it during the 
shooting or the editing? 

Wang: The structure was set 
during the shooting. I mainly used 
two lenses. One is an 80mm 
telephoto lens, and the other is a 
19mm wide-angle lens. For the 
indoor scenes, it’s better to use 
static shots with deep focus or in 
close-up, and for the outdoor 
scenes I try to balance this with 
camera movements to make it 
more dynamic. 

Rail: Do you have your customary 
cameras? 

Wang: I always change cameras for 
different situations. I started 
making films with a MiniDV, 
then HDV, and now I’m using a 4K 
digital video camera. People often 
talk about cinema in terms of 
composition, color, lighting, etc. 
But the image itself is of no avail. 

Cinema is not about composition 
nor color, but about balancing 
power dynamics, about continuous 
change.  

Rail: How do you usually find this 
balance of power dynamics? 

Wang: It’s a matter of training. Now 
within any given situation, I’m able 
to find the balance in one minute. 

Rail: Why would you film the 
scenes of Fang’s brother-in-law 
going fishing, including the long 
take at the end, three months after 
the death of Fang? Is there any 
symbolic significance to these 
scenes? 

Wang: The region where Fang lives 
is known as “the fertile land of fish 
and rice” in China. But you can see 
that everything looks decrepit now. 
Older people don’t have much to 
do. To help out with the family 
expenses, they sometimes go 
fishing on the lake. One evening 
when I was filming Fang, her 
brother-in-law told me he was 
going fishing. I thought it’d be a 
chance for me to see how people 
around Fang live, or exist. So I went 

with him and filmed the process. 
The reason those scenes are 
always at night is because 
electrofishing is illegal in China. 
Nowadays fish farming in all rural 
Chinese rivers and lakes is 
contracted out. Ordinary people 
don’t have access to fishing 
anymore. Natural resources in the 
countryside are depleted, even in 
China’s real “land of fish and rice.” 

Click here for further information.

https://brooklynrail.org/2017/10/film/Wang-Bing-with-Zoe-Meng-Jiang
https://brooklynrail.org/2017/10/film/Wang-Bing-with-Zoe-Meng-Jiang


 

Mrs. Fang - An Interview with Wang Bing
Four Three Film | October 1, 2017 

By Jeremy Elphick | Locarno Film Festival 

With a remarkably steady output of films over the last fifteen years, Wang Bing has 
become one of documentary cinema’s most revered filmmakers. He’s never been 
short of ambition, either; Wang begun his career with the nine-hour 
documentary Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks. His work has captured exclusion, 
conflict, and neglect on film, addressing them specifically as symptoms of 
inequality. His new film Mrs. Fang is his second shortest feature – 2009’s 53-
minute Coal Money is the shortest – of his career. Though fans of Wang’s longer 
films should not despair; the director released a second film in 2017: 15 hours. As 
it’s title suggests, the single-shot documentary, set in a garment processing facility 
in China is, very much, 15 hours long.  

Despite its brevity, Mrs. Fang is one of Wang’s most tightly-focused works. Set in 
Zhejiang in Eastern China, the film is focused on the final days in the life of the 
titular Fang Xiu Ying, who is dying from Alzheimer’s. The work plays as an aching 
character study, underpinned by a practiced, filmic intuition. His invaluable sense 
for intimacy offers a series of invaluable portraits: the end of a life, the process of 
accepting death, and the pervasive inequality and societal neglect that created 
the conditions for an acceleration of corporeal decay in the first place. It’s a film 
underpinned by a profound sense of discomfort: we watch a subject at their most 
vulnerable and defenceless. Mrs. Fang offers austere and lingering insights, but 
the challenging work they emerge from is built on ethically questionable turf, a 
context certain to divide even die-hard fans of the director. 

We spoke to Wang Bing about Mrs. Fang at Locarno Film Festival – shortly before 
the film premiered at the festival, where it went on to take out the top prize, the 
Golden Leopard. Wang Bing



I went into Mrs. Fang having 
seen the majority of your work, 
and it cuts an immediate and 
obvious contrast to a lot of your 
earlier works when it comes to 
duration. I’ve watched Tie Xi Qu: 
West of the Tracks on two 
occasions. It’s a stunning and 
consuming piece, and the 9-
hour duration contributes a 
huge amount to that experience. 
Even with recent works 
like Ta’ang, Bitter 
Money and ‘Til Madness Do Us 
Part, they’re all relatively 
lengthy works. When it comes 
to your latest film Mrs. Fang, 
however, it starts and ends with 
an unfamiliar brevity – not to say 
that as a negative, but more to 
point out that I found that 
conciseness as something that 
distinguished it from many of 
your more ambitious outings. 
Did you have a particular 
preconception when it came to 
how long you wanted the work 
to be? 
I started editing of the film, most of 
it – 60 minutes, 70 minutes – when I 
was in Beijing. When I moved to 
Paris for work, I started to finish the 
last 15 minutes in the second 

session of the editing. It’s not like I 
decided in advance how long the 
film would be. It is very much 
related to the footage. As you know 
in this footage, there is not much 
talking from the main characters… 
exactly. So, it’s very much the 
feeling about the editing being 
finished as soon as I’ve told the 
story. It doesn’t depend on me 
deciding how ‘long’ the film is 
going to be, or ‘has’ to be. It’s very 
much based and related to the 
footage that I collect. 

One of the most recurring 
pieces of footage 
throughout Mrs. Fang is the 
close-up of her face, lingering 
on the nuances of her 
expressions – or lack thereof. 
The unobtrusive approach 
you’ve taken to documentary 
has always been a major part of 
your work. I’m still interested in 
the process that 
underpinned Mrs. Fang: as a 
deeply intimate film, with this 
recurring image of vulnerability 
taking such a central place in 
the work. 
When I started to shoot Mrs. Fang, 
she was very sick. She was lying in 

bed and she was not talking. So 
what I did on the very first day, was 
to do this shooting for about two 
hours. Most of this shooting was 
the close-ups. I wanted to learn 
about this Mrs. Fang in the 
condition she was in at the time. 
After those two hours of shooting, I 
went back to my place and I 
watched the footage again and 
again. I was trying to figure out how 
I could create a story; what this 
footage could tell me about Mrs. 
Fang. When I started to watch the 
footage, I focused very much on 
her eyes. I found out that those 
eyes had a kind of light that told me 
she was still alive. She was already 
sick and was unable to speak. I was 
trying to understand how I was 
going to keep shooting her. I was 
thinking the best option would be 
to shoot the truth through her eyes. 
Her story. This is why there were so 
many close-ups. 

With her being unable to 
communicate, how did you 
approach that sort of a subject? 
Did you initially get involved 
through talking to her family, I 
think it said in the end credits? I 
wanted to know more about 

that: how that story developed, 
with you being brought in and 
developing a relationship with 
the family and a subject that is 
so vulnerable – and how you 
dealt with that? 
I already knew the family because I 
met Mrs. Fang’s daughter 
sometime before, in 2015. In that 
period of time I was shooting 
another documentary – another 
story – not far from the village 
where Mrs. Fang lived. When I met 
the daughter, I was invited to go 
and visit the family, and see the 
house. At that time, Mrs. Fang was 
in good health. 

That was the footage at the 
start of the film, the early 
footage? 
Yes, that was the early footage. At 
that time, we were just talking, a 
little bit of talking. Since I was 
interested in Mrs. Fang, I had this 
idea, talking to the daughter, saying, 
‘I would be interested in making a 
documentary about your mother.’ 
But at that time it was just an idea. 
So I left, because I had other work 
to do. After one year had passed –
 in 2016 – I received a phone call 
from the family of Mrs. Fang, from 



  the daughter, saying, “You know, 
my mama is getting sick. What do 
you want to do, do you want to 
come back?” I decided to go back, 
but at that time Mrs. Fang was very 
ill. She was already lying in bed. I 
had about seven days before she 
died. 
       The idea was: we already knew 
each other, I already knew the 
family previously, I’d already met 
Mrs. Fang in another situation. In 
that year, the idea I had in mind – to 
make a documentary about Mrs. 
Fang – never happened, because it 
was very busy. The time passed by 
and then I received this phone call 
from the family and decided to go 
anyway. There was around seven 
days of shooting before Mrs. Fang 
died. Around the fifth day… I mean 
somebody was dying, it’s not that 
easy. Being there, shooting. The 
family accepted the idea because 
we knew each other already. The 
neighbour, though, was not that 
easy. They felt a little bit of pain, so 
after the fifth day of shooting, I 
decided to stop for one day. I 
decided we were not to shoot 
anything, to let people go back to 
that environment of sorrows. It’s 

painful. On the sixth day, I started 
to shoot again – until the end. 

Right. I know you’ve got to run 
off to introduce the film now, so 
this is all we’ve got time for. 
Thanks again for the interview. 
Hopefully we can have a longer 
one in the future. Good luck in 
the competition! 

Thank you for the chat. 

 Click here for further information. 

https://fourthreefilm.com/2017/10/mrs-fang-an-interview-with-wang-bing/
https://fourthreefilm.com/2017/10/mrs-fang-an-interview-with-wang-bing/


 

Interview: Wang Bing  
Film Comment | February 22, 2017          
By Michael Guarneri and Jin Wang 

Throughout his career as an independent filmmaker, Wang Bing (born in 1967) has kept returning to two 
main themes. On the one hand, the documentaries Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks (2003), Crude 
Oil (2008), Coal Money (2009), Man With No Name (2009), Three Sisters (2012), ‘Til Madness Do Us 
Part (2013) and Father and Sons (2014) are dedicated to the careful observation of common people’s 
everyday lives, thus bringing to the screen the few joys and many tribulations of factory workers, 
roughnecks, truck drivers, peasants, and mental patients in present-day China. On the other hand, filmed 
interview He Fengming (2007) and fiction films Brutality Factory (2007) and The Ditch (2010) constitute a 
historical investigation into how the Communist Party of China dealt with ideological dissent in the late 
1950s, ’60s, and ’70s. 

In the aftermath of Chinese New Year, Film Comment took advantage of a break in Stakhanovite director 
Wang Bing’s busy schedule and reached out over Skype to discuss his filmmaking practices, and especially his latest documentaries Ta’ang and Bitter Money, both of 
which premiered in festivals in 2016. Ta’ang follows various Myanmarese families of Ta’ang ethnicity as war forces them to leave their native villages and flee to 
China; Bitter Money follows young people migrating from Yunnan region to the city of Huzhou, determined to make money by working long hours in sewing 
workshops. Bitter Money screens on February 23 in Film Comment Selects. 



How are you? 
I am fine, thank you. I have been so 
busy lately! My schedule has been 
very hectic for the past two years, 
so I am having a good rest now, 
recharging my batteries before 
starting to work again. 

What’s your next move? 
Traveling, shooting, editing, more 
traveling, more shooting, more 
editing. 

Russian poet Vladimir 
Mayakovsky said it well in a 
1922 manifesto: he wrote that 
“cinema is an athlete,” and that 
the man with the camera must 
have a lot of energy, because 
filmmaking is an exhausting 
enterprise. 
Yes, filmmaking can be exhausting. 
Indeed, I made a rule for myself to 
only follow one project at a time—I 
cannot take more. Shooting, 
postproduction, festivals: the work 
never ends. I am willing to do 
anything for my movies, but 
unfortunately I am not much of an 
“athlete.” Do you remember that 
scene from my film ‘Til Madness 
Do Us Part, in which a young 
patient of the mental hospital starts 
running down the corridor and the 

cameraman runs after him? Well, 
that patient was really nervous and 
could never sleep, so he used to 
take a lot of exercise to wear 
himself down. I shot ‘Til Madness 
Do Us Part with two cameras—one 
operated by me and one operated 
by another cameraman. We tried a 
fixed-camera setup for the running 
scene, but I felt that the fixed 
camera couldn’t quite create a 
connection between the audience 
and the inner world of this person. I 
felt that only by running with him 
we could express his anxiety and 
restlessness. So I told the other 
cameraman, who is younger and 
more energetic than me, to run 
after the patient… [Laughter] 

Given the reliance on money 
investments in production and 
profit-making through 
distribution, cinema is not only 
an athletic feat, but also a 
business. Do you see yourself 
as an entrepreneur? 
In my view, the film industry is very 
simple: there are commercial 
movies and there are personal 
movies, both based on material 
foundations. Commercial movies 
are the driving economic force of 
the film industry. They require a lot 

of money to be made and involve a 
lot of people. Consequently, 
commercial movies need to follow 
certain rules other than the 
director’s will. However, in the film 
industry there is also a space for 
individualism, that is to say the 
possibility for making personal 
movies like the ones I make. These 
personal movies require less 
investment and involve less people 
than commercial ones. I am not 
saying that one type of movies is 
better than the other. I am saying 
that every movie has its value, 
regardless of the budget. 
       Over the course of the past 17 
years, I have found my place in the 
film industry. I want to make 
personal movies, so I work with low 
budgets. I think that if I make a “big 
investment” movie, I will have less 
freedom: I will be tied down by the 
money and by other conditions. For 
example, if I made a commercial 
movie I would have to work with a 
huge crew, and I don’t think that I 
am prepared for that. I would 
probably end up spending too 
much time managing the crew and 
not enough time on the shooting 
itself. Digital technology provides a 
good platform for a person to make 
his own movie with a minimal crew, 

and that suits me fine. It is the way 
I want to work. I totally accept and 
embrace my status. I don’t feel it is 
“poor filmmaking,” in spite of the 
low budget. I think personal movies 
deserve their place into the film 
industry beside the commercial 
ones. 

Your friend and colleague Lav 
Diaz has described at length 
how he managed to find some 
freedom within the limits of 
low-budget, digital filmmaking. 
How free do you feel as a 
filmmaker? 
There is no absolute freedom for 
any filmmaker. There will always be 
limitations on various levels, 
according to the particular 
conditions a director works in: “less 
money” causes the “less freedom” 
of “less money,” and “more money” 
causes the “less freedom” of “more 
money.” For certain filmmakers, 
having little money means having 
little freedom, for other filmmakers
—like myself—having little money 
means having more freedom, 
because the low budget makes 
things simpler and more 
straightforward. So I would say that 
a director has first of all to find the 
suitable conditions to create, to do 



what he wants to do. A good 
director always manages to work 
around—and sometimes break 
through—these limitations, and 
achieve his aims. 
      You mentioned Lav Diaz. Lav 
set most of his movies in the 
ancient forests of the Philippines. 
His characters live there—his 
stories take place there. The forest 
is a natural setting: it is beautiful in 
itself as a scenery, it is beautifully 
photographed by Lav, and it also 
costs very little money to shoot 
there. So by deciding to shoot in 
the forest, Lav has found a way to 
solve narrative, aesthetics, and 
budget problems, all in one. He 
made a great use of the means at 
his disposal—that’s what a good 
director does, in my view. And 
that’s what I am trying to do as 
well. 
      Most of my movies are 
documentaries. I like 
documentaries because they allow 
me to get into contact with the real 
life of the people. Also, the 
documentary form is the most 
viable way for me to make movies 
in China. By following people’s 
everyday life, I don’t have to look for 
actors and direct them, I don’t have 

to ask a lot of people to work 
together for me, and I don’t have to 
ask permission to anybody. The 
ways in which the Chinese film 
industry limits filmmakers become 
invalid for me, if I shoot inexpensive 
movies about the real life of the 
people with a small crew. That’s 
why I keep on making 
documentaries: I like genuine 
stories, and I like to feel free. 

Could we talk a bit about your 
cinema from the production 
side, focusing on your latest 
two documentaries Ta’ang  
and Bitter Money? It would be 
interesting to hear about the 
practicalities of your work. How 
much money did you need 
for Ta’ang and Bitter Money? 
For Ta’ang I needed a few 
thousand Euros to start shooting, 
because the movie is set in a 
faraway region, at the Southern 
border of China. The cost of the 
movie is basically the cost of the 
journey, plus some extra expenses 
during the shooting, which lasted 
about one month in total. Bitter 
Money cost much more 
than Ta’ang, mainly because the 
shooting went on for more than 

two years, between Yunnan 
province and the city of Huzhou. 
As for my crew, it is very light. The 
maximum number is six or seven 
people, but this almost never 
happens. It is normally three of us, 
and sometimes it is only me. That’s 
all my budget allows. [Laughter] 

What is your equipment? 
For Ta’ang and Bitter Money I used 
a very small photo camera [a digital 
camera that primarily takes photos] 
that has the video recording option. 
The brand is Sony, the models are 
Alpha7s and Alpha7s II. I like them 
because they have a 35mm full-
frame sensor. For these models, I 
have found matching Leica and 
Zeiss photographic lenses that 
allow for autofocus. Autofocus is 
essential for me, because my crew 
is so small and the conditions in 
which I work so ever-changing and 
unpredictable that I need the 
machine to take care of the focus 
by itself. Basically, I chose a small 
photo camera—the one that 
granted more flexibility during the 
shooting and that was easier to 
control. On it, I mounted very good 
photographic lenses whose 
production, unfortunately, ceased 

some time ago. I think the lenses I 
currently use are from the late 
1970s or early ’80s. They are 
almost 40 years old. I was lucky to 
find someone selling them for a 
very very cheap price, as if they 
were rubbish to get rid of. I spent 
infinitely less than buying new 
ones, and they are better than 
today’s movie lenses, in my 
opinion. 
       If I had to give an advice to 
young people who want to make 
low-budget, personal films, I would 
say first of all make sure you pick 
the right equipment. New 
equipment is expensive and not 
necessarily better than older 
technology. Don’t dismiss 
something just because it is from 
another decade. If possible, 
familiarize yourself with the various 
options, and spend time at the 
“flea market” to find good 
equipment at low cost. Actually, I 
am very happy and proud of the 
equipment choices I made 
for Ta’ang. I think that the people 
that you see in Ta’ang are very 
beautiful. If instead of the old 
photographic lenses I had used the 
new movie lenses, which I 
consider very roughly made, I 



  couldn’t have achieved such beautiful 
images of such beautiful people. This is 
only an example, taken from my 
personal experience. The point is that a 
filmmaker has to find smart ways to 
break through the limitations of the 
budget and get the right tools to do 
what he wants to do. This is the first 
step, I would say. 
      Once I have the right equipment, I 
can focus on the relationship with the 
people to be filmed, on understanding 
of the value of their existence, on the 
close observation of their everyday life. 
Documentary for me is not that you just 
go to some place and film anything you 
see. The shooting is the last part of the 
production, it comes after a lot of 
observation and thinking. For many 
years I have been working under the 
limitations of the budget, trying to find a 
way to shoot freely and control the 
production of the whole movie as much 
as possible. Starting from my very first 
film Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks, I 
became interested in all different 
aspects of movie production: the 
budget, the equipment, the crew, the 
relationship with the people to be 
filmed… I subsequently found my 
personal style struggling against 
limitations and working around 
problems. 

What about postproduction? 
Is it more expensive than shooting? 
It depends case by case. 
Postproduction didn’t cost much 
for Ta’ang because the shooting only 
lasted one month, due to budget 
restrictions and other things. We didn’t 
have much material to process. 
However, for Bitter Money I shot more 
than 2000 hours. The film Bitter 
Money is only a tiny fraction of the 
whole shooting, about 200 hours. A 
seven- or eight-month work on post-
production awaits me to process the 
whole footage. I plan to make other 
movies out these 2000+ hours in the 
future. I want to tell other stories, go 
more in depth, add more information. 

We understand that you are a very 
concrete person and you don’t like 
theory very much, but there is 
another intellectual active in Soviet 
Russia that we would like to 
mention here, in relation to your 
filmmaking practice. It is Dziga 
Vertov, according to whom cinema 
must not strive to be Art, but it must 
try hard to provide information. 
What is your opinion about that? 
Everyone has their own view about 
cinema, about its nature and function. 
Our perception of cinema depends on 

personal sensibility, and it varies a lot 
according to cultural differences. In my 
opinion, cinema is very different from 
painting and sculpture. Cinema is more 
like language, for me. You can use 
language to do all sorts of things. You 
can use it to write poems or you can 
use it to write an official document, a 
report. Film is just a tool, a platform that 
takes you wherever you want to go. 
There are no fixed rules or policies 
about what you should or should not do 
with cinema. So I always try to keep an 
open mind: for me, the film image is a 
recording of the reality of human 
existence in a given historical, socio-
economic and political context, but at 
the same time it contains emotions, 
beauty, something more abstract that is 
perhaps Art. Why limit cinema to only 
one thing?

Bitter Money 



Talking about being open to all 
possibilities, there is this scene 
in Bitter Money where a young 
woman named Ling Ling turns 
to you, looks into the camera 
and says: “Come on, let’s go to 
my sister’s. Follow me!” Usually 
it is the director who tells 
people what to do, but in your 
film you are the one who is told 
what to do… 
I am glad that I had this chance to 
interact with Ling Ling. When I first 
met her and got to know her, I 
realized that there is a big anxiety 
in her life: she doesn’t want to work 
in the sewing workshops, but 
sewing is the only trade she knows. 
As shown in the film, she also has 
problems with her husband. 
However, there are no real issues 
between Ling Ling and her 
husband, there are no major 
sentimental problems. It is just this 
anxiety that exists in the air 
between them and poisons their 
life. In general, as a director, I want 
to just disappear and simply record 
what’s happening in front of me. 
Yet, as I often am the cameraman 
as well, the interaction with the 
person I am filming gives me the 
opportunity to really get into 

people’s life and capture the truth 
of their existence. It’s rare to have 
chances like this, but it suddenly 
and unexpectedly happened with 
Ling Ling. I am so glad. 

Are you also a character in your 
films? Sometimes we see your 
shadow on the wall or on the 
ground, we hear you breathing 
on the soundtrack… 
I don’t care much about my 
presence within my movies. As a 
documentary cameraman, there 
will always be the chance, or risk, 
for my shadow to appear in the 
frame, because I cannot control 
the light. I cannot really help when 
this happens, so I don’t mind 
much. In the end, it is only natural: 
because of the way I work, 
sometimes you see me, sometimes 
you hear me coughing… 
Personally, I don’t want to be in the 
forefront. I am a quiet person, I 
don’t like to show off, both in real 
life and during the shooting. So I try 
to be as discreet a presence as 
possible, stay with the people 
quietly, and pay attention to what 
happens in front of me. 

Your film Ta’ang opens with a 
scene in which the war 

refugees’ shelter collapses. The 
Ta’ang people left their home in 
Myanmar and now their 
temporary house at the Chinese 
border falls down. It is a very 
concise, powerful opening for 
your film. How did you get into 
contact with these refugees in 
the first place? 
The refugees belong to the Ta’ang 
ethnic group and to other 
ethnicities. They speak their own 
language, which I cannot 
understand. However, since they 
come from an area at the border 
between many states, they can 
speak different languages. The 
fluency depends case by case, but 
most people know a little bit of 
Chinese. So when I visited the 
Southern border [between China 
and Myanmar] for the first time, I 
met several Ta’ang women and 
their children. I immediately had 
the feeling that they were very 
pure, very simple human beings. I 
like this kind of people, I find them 
very interesting. So I decided to 
follow them and I started shooting. 
Since at the Southern border there 
is a war and everybody is anxious 
and panicked, I thought that the 
audience could be engaged by the 

quiet observation of this chaotic 
situation. My aim was not to make 
a film about the bigger picture, the 
armed conflict and its political 
causes, but to record the stories of 
the displaced mothers and 
children wandering around, lost. I 
thought that these stories that I 
found so interesting could also be 
attractive to audiences who have 
never been there, who have never 
experienced this kind of situation. 
        I shot the daily life of the 
Ta’ang people at the border for a 
short period, then I had to leave. I 
came back a second time because 
I wanted to shoot more material, 
but the women and children I knew 
were gone, the contact was lost. 
So I went to another place and met 
another group of refugees, whom I 
followed for another short period. 
As always, for Ta’ang my hope and 
my work was to find the feelings 
from the people themselves, and 
translate their personalities, their 
experience, their lives into the 
movie. 

“We must stay together, we 
must not separate” is a 
phrase that we hear several 
times in Ta’ang. We noticed that 



the topic of broken families 
recurs in all your films… 
Broken families are one of the 
many issues that people have to 
face over the course of their 
existence. In Ta’ang the cause of all 
troubles is war: refugees are 
constantly hiding, running around 
from one place to another. They 
are lost, they are scared. This 
precarious situation makes a 
person become vulnerable, 
anxious. In Bitter Money it is the 
struggle to make a living that 
triggers people’s anxiety: the 
workers have to leave their village 
and their families behind, move to 
another region, slave away in the 
city in order to make money. I want 
to observe people’s life, to access 
their inner world and show what 
worries them. Everybody lives in 
worry. If you don’t interact with 
other people, you will never 
understand their inner world and 
the issues they have to face every 
single day of their life. But when 
you do interact, as a filmmaker or 
as a spectator, then you are forced 
to face other people’s anxieties 
and unstable status, and your own 
anxieties and unstable status, too. 
We all try to find something of 

ourselves in the life of other 
people. 

To get the money to pay for 
transport, food, and other basic 
needs, the Ta’ang refugees—
both adults and children—work 
in sugar cane plantations in 
exchange for a ridiculous 
salary. Do they get paid less 
than legal workers? 
They are paid less than legal 
workers, of course. It’s essential for 
the refugees to find a job in order 
to survive while they are so far 
away from home. The refugees are 
so desperate that they are willing 
to accept any job, any salary, any 
condition. This situation is not at all 
special, it is the same all over the 
world. Each person has his 
position in the economic chain. 
Nobody wants to be at the bottom. 
Each person thinks of his own 
benefit, taking advantage of other 
people. This is clearly shown 
in Ta’ang. However, Ta’ang also 
shows that when people are in 
trouble they stick together and 
help each other, no matter which 
ethnic group or country they are 
from. The kindness of humanity still 
shows sometimes, together with 
the greedy side. 

At some point in the middle of 
the movie, night falls and it 
seems like it’s never going to 
end. Watching the film, it’s 
unnerving, it’s exhausting, it’s 
scary… 
One very practical reason for the 
long night scenes is related to 
some limitations we had to face 
during the shooting. In the daytime 
we didn’t have so much freedom to 
shoot, for a variety of disturbing 
reasons. So we shot a lot of 
material at nighttime, when the 
situation around us was quieter. 
Also, at nighttime human beings 
tend to show and share more of 
their true feelings and ideas about 
their status and the world they live 
in. At nighttime people feel free to 
speak their mind about a lot of 
things. During the daytime, on the 
contrary, they are busy with daily 
life and work, and it is really hard to 
get to know a person, because of 
this façade that we all have to 
maintain to go through the motions 
of our daily routine. Therefore, 
when I was editing Ta’ang, I 
decided to include more than 50 
minutes of material from the 
nighttime footage, to engage 
audiences with the inner world of 
the refugees, to provide a more 
complete account of their life. 

During this eternal night a 
group of women and a few men 
gather around the fire and start 
talking about their refugee life, 
their misery, their families 
broken by the war, wondering 
about the future. Being together 
and talking with each other 
helps them a little, gives them a 
chance to get things off their 
chest. Is your camera like a fire 
into the night, which people can 
use to gather around and 
discuss their problems? 
I think that you are reading too 
much into the movie. There are no 
metaphors for me. Things are far 
simpler. The Ta’ang people come 
from a rural area in which it is very 
common to gather around the fire 
and talk. In their native region, 
nights are not so cold, the weather 
is a lot warmer than in Northern 
China. Ta’ang people’s life is very 
different from our city life: at night, 
they usually gather around the fire 
and talk for hours. The night 
scenes in my movie show this habit 
they have and how they cling to it. I 
guess it is an attempt by the 
refugees to live normally, as if they 
were in their beloved village back 
home. 

Ta’ang takes us from Myanmar 
to China’s Southern region 
Yunnan to follow the refugees, 



while Bitter Money takes us 
from the Yunnan countryside to 
the city of Huzhou to follow 
young peasants dreaming of 
becoming rich quickly by 
working in sewing workshops. 
In the China of today everybody 
dreams of becoming rich, while 
originally the dream was to 
create a society in which 
everybody was equal… 
Historically, Chinese society 
comes from feudalism. We had 
feudalism for thousands of years. 
And then, suddenly, China 
changed into a modern society. At 
the beginning it was all about 
ideology, Communist ideology. It is 
a long story. The People’s Republic 
of China was born as a socialist 
system: we had a planned 
economy, in which certain goods 
were produced in certain 
quantities, and wealth was 
subsequently distributed to the 
people. Under these 
circumstances, the Chinese 
market was limited. An individual’s 
productive behavior was limited 
and everybody got more or less the 
same amount of wealth. 
Accordingly, people had very 
limited possibilities for leaving their 
native place and moving elsewhere 

to improve their condition. In sum, 
individuals had a very limited 
control over their life. 
       The 1978 “open door” policy 
brought about the market economy 
and now the individual has more 
initiative, more freedom of 
movement, and the rule is that 
those who work more get more 
wealth. Of course, things are never 
so straightforward. The 
accumulation of wealth doesn’t 
depend only on how much you 
work, but also on power and class. 
But in general, in the market 
economy, normal people—the vast 
majority of people—can only gain 
wealth by the work of their hands, 
and the amount of wealth they can 
get is directly proportional to the 
amount of time they spend 
working. So in the city of Huzhou 
[where Bitter Money is set] as 
everywhere else in China, people 
seek to make more money working 
up to 13 hours per day. This is what 
the people who come from the 
bottom of society do. It is what they 
have to do to face the hardships of 
life. 

One of the ways to get rich 
quickly that is used by the 
workers in Bitter Money is a 

sort of pyramid scheme 
scam: workers basically trick 
their fellow-workers into 
investing in a non-existent 
business run by some shady 
company, in order to 
appropriate part of the 
investment money. It is a 
struggle between the poor… 
In the economic chain, from the 
top to the bottom, everybody wants 
to have money in order to conquer 
a certain freedom from need. No 
matter how slim the chance of 
making money is, people will try 
everything they can to make profit 
and acquire a certain “freedom in 
life.” However, people coming from 
the bottom of society have very 
small chances, very few options. It 
is not easy for them to live in this 
world. Most of the time, in addition 
to working their asses off every day, 
they have to find other sources of 
income. So what can they do? We 
shouldn’t judge the people in Bitter 
Money too harshly for the pyramid 
scheme scam. Our life is very 
different from theirs. If we were in 
their shoes, if we had to face the 
hardships that they have to face, 
we would probably do the pyramid 
scheme scam as well. 

Bitter Money shows us the 
capitalist trap at work. People 
accept to be exploited to get as 
much money as possible, but 
then somehow money just 
vanishes from their pockets, 
because they have to pay 
for the rent, the food, the 
drinks, the cell-phone, the 
gambling… The older man that 
we see drunk in the sewing 
workshop is a mirror held up to 
your young protagonists—his 
hopes ground up in this big 
machine of exploitation. Do you 
think that the young people 
realize this? Do you think that 
they learn something from him? 
The young people that you see 
in Bitter Money will soon become 
like the older person. This is 
certain. Age aside, the life of all the 
workers in my film is more or less 
the same: they work in the factory, 
they eat in the factory, they sleep in 
the factory. They have no life in the 
outside world. They all work 
endlessly, they save every penny 
made from sewing clothes. The 
only difference is that the young 
people have less of a burden to 
cope with: they are in good health, 
they are still strong and energetic, 
they haven’t married, they have no 



life in the outside world. They all 
work endlessly, they save every 
penny made from sewing clothes. 
The only difference is that the 
young people have less of a 
burden to cope with: they are in 
good health, they are still strong 
and energetic, they haven’t 
married, they have no children, 
their parents are still relatively 
young and perfectly capable of 
taking care of themselves. These 
young people don’t have too much 
pressure from life yet. If they had as 
much pressure as the older guy 
that you see in Bitter Money, they 
would start breaking in the same 
way. The older guy has been 
slaving away for such a long time 
and his life is still the same. His 
condition didn’t improve at all. 
Therefore, he is disappointed with 
himself, he becomes bitter, he gets 
drunk. He has a family to provide 
for: a wife, a child. Plus, his parents 
are old and ill, and they need 
money, too. The pressure is too 
much for him to handle. In 
comparison, young people have 
less pressure and, after spending 
for board and lodging, they have 
something left for themselves. So 
even if they all belong to the same 
social class, the young people 

think that they are better than the 
older guy and laugh at him. In my 
view, the fact that the young 
people laugh at their older fellow 
worker means that they haven’t 
seen life clearly. They haven’t seen 
their future clearly. They haven’t 
learned anything yet. 
       This is the delusion of young 
age, it is very common. I 
experienced the same delusion 
myself. When I was younger, I lived 
passionately. I was very passionate 
and idealistic about each and every 
movie I made. I still am in a way, 
but after almost 20 years in the film 
industry I finally realized that it is 
impossible for me to break through 
certain limitations, certain invisible 
barriers. Of course, people would 
think that these limitations come 
from the lack of money. They do, 
but actually it is not just about 
money. It is the way the whole 
industry works that creates 
limitations. The mainstream 
ideology of our society creates 
limitations. The fierce competition 
between people creates 
limitations. 
       I knew about these issues from 
the start, ever since the beginning 
of my career, but I didn’t care 
much. I thought that many issues 

will soon be solved somehow. I 
thought that I could solve all my 
problems simply by working hard. 
Unfortunately, I was wrong, and I 
am now facing the same 
challenges that I was facing when I 
made my first film. Nothing has 
changed for me, nothing has 
improved in all these years. It is I 
who have changed over time. I 
changed from a person who has 
hopes and passion about the film 
industry, a person believing in the 
creative power of imagination, to a 
disillusioned person who knows 
that the reality of the film industry 
will never ever change. So I have 
come to accept the fact that I have 
to live within this immutable 
system. Now I feel released. 
       At the beginning of my career, I 
thought that there were a lot of 
possibilities in filmmaking. I was 
naive, I was dreaming. As time 
went by, the possibilities vanished 
one by one. When you cannot 
achieve your dream, what can you 
do? You learn to live in the real 
world. That’s why I totally accept 
and embrace my status. Now I 
simply try to reach my dream within 
the concrete possibilities that I 
have. That’s the only thing I can do. 
An individual is too small and weak 

to change the whole society. The 
people in my movies and I, we are 
all the same in a way: we are frail, 
we work hard and we live day by 
day. 

In Ta’ang people always talk 
about money and money is 
always shown. In Bitter 
Money people always talk 
about money but money is 
never shown. 
I am not sure this fact you highlight 
was intentional on my part. But I 
would like to talk about the title 
“bitter money” for a minute. The 
title is very important and it was 
chosen carefully. In Huzhou “bitter 
money” is a slang expression that 
workers use to say “I am going 
away from home to work.” It is a 
very common way of saying in this 
city, everyone uses it. Coming from 
Northern China, I had never heard 
of this expression before, and I was 
curious about it. So over the 
course of the shooting, I 
understood why they call work 
bitter money: all these workers 
have migrated to Huzhou from 
other regions, with the hope of 
making money. The word “bitter” 
alludes to the discriminations that 
the individual has to face when he 



is away from home to earn money, 
working like hell all day, every day, 
with no personal life whatsoever. 
You can see the money or you 
cannot see it, but it is the “bitter” 
taste of money I am interested in. 

Bitter Money won the award for 
best screenplay at the Venice 
Film Festival, but of course you 
wrote no screenplay for the 
movie. Did you find it strange to 
win this prize? 
What can I say? I don’t have any 
particular feelings about this prize. 
The judges decided to give me the 
screenplay prize. I cannot control 
the way judges think. I accept 
whatever prize festivals eventually 
decide to give me, and I am happy 
that people show interest in my 
work. 

As all your 
documentaries, Ta’ang and Bitt
er Money have an open ending. 
Why do you never “close” your 
movies? 
I understand what you are getting 
at, but personally I don’t want to 
make any metaphor out of my open 
endings. I want to engage the 
audience by showing an 
individual’s life, not by making 
metaphors. My movies can only 
observe a more or less short time 

period in a person’s life, then the 
shooting is over and 
postproduction starts. Let’s say 
that, since I cannot foresee the 
future, my films always have an 
open ending. [Laughter] 

There is a domestic violence 
story in Bitter Money. What do 
you think of the law passed by 
the Chinese government in late 
2015, outlawing domestic 
violence? Do you think it is 
useful? 
Laws are just formal rules through 
which people try to deal with the 
issues that they have with each 
other. Unfortunately, issues 
between husband and wife cannot 
be solved by one single law. These 
issues are so complicated, human 
beings are so complicated. 

Are Ta’ang and Bitter 
Money getting released in 
Chinese theaters? 
No, they are not. All my movies 
have never been released in 
Chinese theaters. 

Why? 
There are pre-conditions for 
movies to fulfill, if they are to be 
released in Chinese theaters. In 
order to be released in China, my 
movies would have to pass 

censorship from the State 
Administration of Radio, Film and 
Television. I have never applied for 
this censorship exam and I never 
will. I think it is boring and 
meaningless. Ever since the 
beginning of my career, my one 
and only wish has been to be able 
to express whatever I want. So I will 
never let other people “examine” 
my movie. I don’t need the approval 
of anyone. 

Click here for further information. 

Bitter Money 
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Two adolescent boys sit on a small 
bed watching television; they look 
down from time to time to play on 
mobile phones while the machine’s 
white noise continues. Their father’s 
shadow appears on the wall as he 
bids them goodbye before leaving 
for work and tells them goodnight 
after the day concludes. The boys 
stay reclining inside the cluttered 
hut during the hours that pass in 
between. 

The Chinese filmmaker Wang Bing’s 
most recent feature-length 
film, Father and Sons (2014), takes 
place almost entirely inside the 
cramped, factory-owned living 
space that has been given to the 
worker Cai Shunhua for him and his 
sons Yongjin and Yonggao to 
inhabit. Wang’s level gaze stays in 
the room with the boys over the 
course of a few days, during which 
very little seems to happen. It 
watches them as, in the absence of 
things to do in the industrial area 
outside their home, they find ways 
to pass the time indoors. 

Father and Sons grew out of Wang’s 
earlier feature, Three Sisters (2012), 
in which the two boys appeared in 
their native Yunnan Province village 
in southwestern China (shared by 
the title characters) several months 
before their father took them to live 
with him. The film’s patient, 
attentive manner of presenting 
people has belonged to Wang’s 
filmmaking ever since his debut 
film, the three-part documentary  
Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks (2002), 
a depiction of a dying factory 
district’s residents’ efforts to keep 
functioning while their homes and 
jobs vanish. Throughout his films, 
Wang has worked in close proximity 
to the people he records, most of 
whom come from Chinese society’s 
lower levels. Wang builds his films 
by studying how they interact with 
their surroundings over time. 

These observational films employ 
long, steady shots that encourage 
viewers to adapt to the rhythms of a 
person’s daily life. A theme that 
emerges throughout them is the 

ongoing effort people make to find 
freedom within material confines. 
The rural girls in Three Sisters, for 
instance, have been essentially 
abandoned by their parents at 
story’s outset, forcing the ten-year-
old Yingying into the position of 
having to raise her two younger 
siblings. The camera unobtrusively 
follows the girls while Yingying 
leads them in performing chores 
such as feeding and tending to farm 
animals and making fire with which 
to cook potatoes. As time passes 
and the seasons change, they also 
roam across wide fields and ease 
their loneliness by finding moments 
to play. 

’Til Madness Do Us Part (2013)—
which Wang shot in Yunnan 
Province in between the makings 
of Three Sisters and Father and 
Sons—takes place primarily on one 
floor of an unnamed mental 
hospital. The film’s viewpoint shifts 
among several inmates, some of 
who have been locked up for more 
than a decade for reasons that 

remain unclear. Over and over, 
isolated men appear sprinting 
around the floor’s narrow corridors 
until returning to shared quarters. In 
many cases, the person’s family has 
abandoned him, and he lacks and 
longs for tenderness. Mundane 
activities such as dressing and 
undressing oneself, lighting a 
cigarette, and lying beneath a 
blanket with another inmate come 
to seem like peoples’ declarations 
of their own humanity. 

Wang was born in 1967 (shortly 
after the start of the Cultural 
Revolution) and raised in a rural 
part of Northwest China’s Shaanxi 
Province. As a teenager, he took 
over his deceased father’s job in a 
construction design firm, where he 
performed various duties while 
unsuccessfully aspiring to become 
an architect. He eventually studied 
photography at the Lu Xun Arts 
Academy in Shenyang—a large city 
close to the Tie Xi district that he 
would eventually film—then cinema 
at the Beijing Film Academy. He 



graduated at a time when inexpensive digital 
filmmaking tools were becoming readily available, 
and after trying and failing to gain steady work 
within the Chinese film and television industry, set 
out on his own as a documentarian. He has since 
worked prolifically and won a number of 
international festival prizes; he has also (like many 
Chinese independent filmmakers) failed to have 
his films shown commercially in his homeland, 
and often struggled to finance his projects.   
In chronicling individual, present-day lives, Wang 
gives a sense of his country’s recent history. The 
films rarely delve directly into discussions of 
government policies, with works such as 
2007’s Fengming: A Chinese Memoir and 
2010’s The Ditch (which recall the fates of victims 
of the Cultural Revolution through documentary 
interviewing and fictionalized re-enactments, 
respectively) proving more exceptions than rules 
in this regard. Political critiques are instead largely 
left implicit, and made through Wang’s act of 
allying himself with people that have been pushed 
onto his culture’s fringes. The films suggest that 
China’s transition from Maoism to an assimilation 
of capitalism has not only failed to improve, but 
actually worsened the lives of many of its citizens, 
who survive in spite of it. 

The people that Wang records are ones who move 
him, as evidenced by his willingness to let them 
guide the films. I interviewed the director at this 
year’s edition of the Rotterdam International Film 
Festival, where he had come to present Father 
and Sons. 

Cineaste: How did you 
become a filmmaker? 
Wang Bing: I have made Tie Xi 
Qu: West of the Tracks and 
many other films, but I have 
never really thought of myself 
as a filmmaker. Often in life 
you don’t know what you 
should be doing. For me, 
making films is a way to avoid 
wasting my time. Nobody 
needs me to do anything, so I 
need to do something for 
myself. My first film premiered 
thirteen years ago, when I was 
thirty-five years old and still 
had many ideals. But actually, 
there are many things in life 
that we want to do and that 
we never get around to doing. 
        I don’t think that my films 
have much to do with my 
background. I had never 
planned to do this. For about a 
decade I worked in a 
construction design studio 
and was very interested in 
architecture, but I was never 
able to acquire the education 
necessary to be allowed to 
design the buildings. I applied 
for several architecture 
university programs and was 

never accepted, so I had to do 
other tasks. In the end, I 
decided that it would be 
easier to get into a good 
school for cinema than one for 
architecture. I succeeded in 
entering university and 
studied first photography, then 
cinema. 
       After I graduated, I had a 
hard time finding work. In 
China, to procure work in the 
film industry you need the 
right contacts, which I didn’t 
have. I thought that I would 
make a documentary for 
myself, without knowing 
anything about documentary 
filmmaking—in university I 
had only been given fiction 
films to study and hadn’t 
thought at all about 
documentaries. (There are 
very few classes in Chinese 
films schools that include 
documentaries in their 
curriculums.) So I just filmed 
however I thought would be 
good. I filmed however I 
wanted. 
       The result was West of the 
Tracks, which I filmed in a 
district near the arts university 

that I had attended in the city 
of Shenyang. What made the 
biggest impression on me in 
that area was the snow. In 
winter it snowed constantly. In 
that film there is a lot of snow, 
and throughout my films, I pay 
attention to the seasons and 
their passing. The reason for 
this is that I don’t want the 
audience just to see a small 
part of a person’s life, but 
rather a person along with his 
or her background. I tend to 
film people for quite long 
periods of time. If you show 
somebody’s life over a long 
period, then you come to 
understand him or her better. 

Cineaste: How does filming 
over long periods impact 
your storytelling? 
Wang: I think that the most 
interesting thing to do in films 
is not to create a story—in any 
case, I’m not the kind of 
director who sets out to create 
one. I prefer to look at people. 
If you look at an interesting 
person for a while, then you 
will realize that in that 
person’s life there is a very 



interesting story. When I meet 
someone and his or her story really 
attracts me, then I decide that I 
would like to make a film about him 
or her. When I decide that there’s 
something really beautiful about 
that person, and that his or her life 
really touches me, is the moment 
when I want to film. 
In a person’s life, of course, many 
big things happen, but the 
moments of tenderness are what 
most interest me. The relationships 
that people have with their family 
members and with friends are the 
most important things in their lives. 
Those relationships are what I 
want to show. Usually I just film, 
and then I edit, and then I present 
the results. My films are often very 
simple and tell very simple stories. 
If I lay out a plot structure 
beforehand, then I will have 
imprisoned the story. I prefer 
instead to let it develop and grow 
outside of my control. 

Cineaste: How do you approach 
the people whose stories you 
tell? 
Wang: The approach I take is very 
simple, really. I go to a place and 
meet someone. I suddenly feel that 

that person is interesting, and from 
there, my crew and I begin to film. I 
ask technicians to come work with 
me when they have time and jobs 
that don’t pay very well, without 
really considering their levels of 
experience. (The pay that I can 
offer them is so low that I can’t 
really do so.) I tell them how and 
where to film, and often I hold the 
camera myself. I use lightweight 
digital equipment, so the process 
of filmmaking becomes a lot easier 
than it would have been in the 
past. And I tell very simple stories. 
I have found in my work that 
people at all levels of society are 
basically the same. They’re all very 
complicated. I keep my distance 
from them during the period of 
filming in order not to disturb them 
emotionally, or to change any of 
their moods or habits. At the same 
time, when I film them, I can’t help 
but get close because there’s 
something about them that attracts 
me and that I really like. So there is 
always a tension. On the one hand, 
I don’t want to disturb them; on the 
other hand, I have my own feelings 
towards them. 
       I can talk about the girls 
in Three Sisters, whose mother 

had left them when they were quite 
small. Their father had gone out to 
another town to work and left them 
on their own to live. By the time 
that I began making the film, 
Yingying was the oldest of the girls 
at age ten and had to take care of 
her two little sisters, Zhenzhen and 
Fenfen, who were six and four. 
Although Yingying was young, she 
was very mature. 
       When I came by their house 
and saw them playing in the 
courtyard for the first time, I saw 
something in them that made them 
seem different from other children. 
Despite my being a stranger, they 
invited me into their home. They 
were cooking potatoes over a fire 
because that was all that they had 
to eat. The sight of them cooking 
made a deep impression on me. 
This made me want to film them, 
and so I did. 
       Their father eventually returned 
to the village for a short time, and 
then took the two younger girls 
back to the town where he was 
working. Only Yingying was left. At 
first, she didn’t have anyone to play 
with, then she eventually found two 
brothers with whom she got along 
well, especially the older one. They 

would go into the mountains, play 
together, herd sheep, and collect 
manure to burn. They had a lot of 
freedom. Their life at that point was 
very simple and innocent, and even 
romantic in a rural way. These two 
boys had also impressed me, but 
the film we were making focused 
on the girls, and so there was no 
time to give much attention to 
them.   
       The boys’ mother had also left 
when they were young, and their 
father was working elsewhere. The 
father later came back and took 
them with him to live. In December 
of 2012, I was working in the 
Yunnan Province in southern 
China, and I passed by their home 
in order to see them. I felt very bad 
for them, because it was a rather 
hopeless situation. When I came 
into their house, I saw that they 
shared a tiny bed that was only 
slightly larger than the table at 
which I am sitting right now. Three 
people had to sleep in that bed, 
and I just couldn’t wrap my mind 
around how. 
       That little bed was the thing 
that made the deepest impression 
on me. We didn’t have much 
money or time to work with the 



family, so I thought that I would 
make a piece of video art, rather 
than a proper film. When I decided 
that I would make Father and Sons 
I thought, “Well, I’ll film this father 
and his two sons and their small 
bed.” That would be enough. 
Initially, it was intended to be 
shown only as an installation at the 
Centre Pompidou in Paris, but after 
it showed there, several film 
festivals also invited it to play as a 
film. 

Cineaste: How did the making 
of ’Til Madness Do Us 
Part coincide with those 
of Three Sisters and ofFather 
and Sons? 
Wang: It actually began in 2002, 
while I was still editing West of the 
Tracks. I went to visit a psychiatric 
hospital in the suburbs of Beijing. 
When I arrived there, it was very 
windy and all the doors were open, 
but I didn’t see any people—just 
lots of fallen leaves. I walked 
around until I arrived outside one 
building, within which I could hear 
many voices. I entered and looked 
through a glass door. It was very 
dark, but I could see skinny people 
on the other side. I opened the 

door quietly. The nurse on guard 
thought that I was a family member 
of one of the patients, but I said 
that I was just visiting and asked if I 
could look around. She saw that I 
had no bad intentions and let me 
in. 
       I talked a bit with the patients, 
most of whom were very thin and 
very old. I learned that they had 
been placed in the hospital in the 
1960s and 1970s. Their household 
registrations had been transferred 
to the hospital, which meant that 
they were officially registered as 
living there and so could not move. 
They may have been sick, but they 
still acted like normal people, and 
they really wanted to make contact 
and to talk with me. I afterward 
often went to the hospital, and I 
asked its directors if I could make a 
documentary there. They 
continued to refuse up through 
2009, at which point I gave up that 
plan. 
       Then, early in 2012, when I was 
filming Three Sisters in Yunnan, the 
director of a psychiatric hospital in 
the area told me that I could film 
inside his complex. I thought that 
this was an important opportunity, 
but we had just shot Three 

Sisters and I had no budget left. I 
asked some producers who had 
previously worked with me if they 
could find money to finance a new 
project, and they all said no except 
for a Japanese producer who gave 
me twenty thousand American 
dollars. In January of 2013, I 
returned to Yunnan to film ’Til 
Madness Do Us Part. 
       The hospital staff in Yunnan 
gave me the freedom to film 
wherever I wanted, but I didn’t feel 
very good and had doubts about 
whether I could do it. If you shoot 
in a place without knowing 
anything about it, then your film 
can easily become very bad. 
Additionally, we were given only 
three weeks to film there, and in my 
opinion that was not enough time. 
So every day, we worked from 
seven or eight a.m. until midnight 
or one a.m. There was no time to 
relax or to do anything else. 
       By the end of the first week, it 
had become clear to me how we 
should make the film. By the end of 
the three weeks, though, I still felt 
like there were some stories that 
we had not told fully. As our money 
was almost finished, I had no 
choice but to return to Beijing. I 

stayed there for a month, and then 
eventually returned to the hospital 
and shot for another week, which 
allowed me to wrap up the film. 
       I wanted to emphasize, both in 
the filming and in the editing, 
things that I had wondered while 
spending time with psychiatric 
patients. How had they gotten their 
illnesses? What did their illnesses 
do and mean? How did the people 
feel? How can you separate a 
person from his or her illness? 
       A problem of psychiatric 
hospitals is that the patients are 
basically cast out by society and by 
their families. Nobody really cares 
about whether they can recover 
from what they have. Of course, 
there were some cases in that 
hospital where you didn’t know if a 
person was actually ill at all, but 
had still been locked up. Some 
people are in there because they 
have mental illnesses, and some 
people have something else going 
on. Most of the men were in there 
because they had moved from 
their villages to urban locations in 
order to work and had had mental 
collapses as a result of doing so. 
Most of the women had been 
diagnosed and interned after 



having had babies under China’s 
family planning policy. The patients 
have very complicated histories 
and backgrounds, and every day 
they are just in there, completely 
separate from the rest of the world. 

Cineaste: What do you think 
about the direction in which 
Chinese society is heading? 
Wang: Throughout China these 
days, the family unit is less stable 
than it used to be. Partly for 
economic reasons, there are many 
more broken homes now than 
there were in the past. Many 
people don’t have complete 
families or fixed places to call 
home. Their lives are much more 
unstable than before and are much 
more floating now. 
       It’s very difficult to say in which 
direction China is developing. It’s 
not that I don’t want to say. It’s that 
it’s really, really hard to say. Of 
course, what I can offer is 
completely my own opinion. It 
doesn’t count for more than that. I 
think that China is changing very 
little right now, especially in its 
politics. In places like the former 
Soviet Union and much of Eastern 
Europe, for example, many things 
have changed over the past twenty 

years, but in China during this 
same time I think that very little has 
changed. 
       The reason why change is 
happening so slowly, I think, is that 
the people who want China to 
change don’t represent the ideas 
and thoughts of the majority of the 
population. Most Chinese people 
don’t know what the future will be, 
their own or that of China, because 
they just haven’t developed any 
opinions about it. Some people at 
the higher levels of society have 
done so, such as intellectuals and 
some businesspeople, but people 
like those I film—who don’t have 
much education, who don’t have 
any money, and who live very poor 
lives—think differently. So I don’t 
believe that there will be much 
change in my country. 

Cineaste: Do you have a goal in 
mind when you begin making 
your films? 
Wang: No. When I see something 
that really interests me, I simply go 
and record it. I shot many films at 
the same time and none of them 
are finished yet. For example, I met 
a woman and was filming her. Next 
to her was sitting another woman 
who I felt was a really interesting 

character, and even while I was 
filming the first woman, I felt the 
story gradually moving towards the 
second. Her husband was clearly 
beating her, but she hadn’t left, 
even though there was no hope for 
her family. Through her story, you 
can see problems facing people at 
the lowest levels of Chinese 
society. They’re not secure in their 
marriages and family lives. They 
lack direction. They exist only in a 
state of worry. 
        I think that stories like hers are 
good stories to film. In the story of 
such a real person, you can see 
something true. I don’t like stories 
that are overly designed or made 
up. I think that a story should not 
be limited in the way that it grows 
and in how it develops. That is the 
way I think that movies should be 
made. 

Cineaste: You have made one 
fiction feature—The Ditch. Do 
you believe you will return to 
fiction? 
Wang: A big difficulty I face in 
making fiction films is that I don’t 
have freedom—no freedom in 
different aspects, from political to 
financial. I can’t make fiction films 
right now and don’t really want to, 

so I make documentaries to pass 
the time instead. 

Click here for further information. 
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I am just a simple individual who films what he loves to film 

Interview with Wang Bing 
La Furia Umana | 8 April 2014 

By Michael Guarneri 

When I was nineteen I came 
home one morning after a party 
and, since I couldn't sleep, I 
tuned in to Fuori Orario Rai3. 
They were broadcasting the 
first part of Wang Bing's Tie Xi 
Qu – West of the Tracks (2003), 
the one called  “Fabbriche”  
[Factories] in Italian. The movie 
had started a couple of hours 
before my tuning in, so I 
watched it from halfway 
onwards. Time flew by: it was 
not that I liked or disliked the 
film, Tie Xi Qu was simply 
something I had never seen 
before. 
      Flash-forward six years, I 
made a twenty-five hour trip in 
order to meet Wang Bing in 
Paris and talk with him for 
forty-five minutes. Life is all 
about time, dedication, and 
doing what you think is right 

and meaningful. So is cinema, 
as you are about to read. 
      Huge thanks to Shi Hang 
(interpreter), Luca Bertarini 
(additional translation), Viviana 
Andriani (Rendez-Vous Press), 
Isabelle Glachant (Chinese 
Shadows) and mon ami 
Raphaël Nieuwjaer. 

Michael Guarneri: How's it going 
with your Shanghai film project? 

Wang Bing: I haven't started 
shooting the film yet. I am still 
making preparations, we are still in 
the pre-production phase, so to 
speak. 
  
MG: What story (or stories) are you 
going to tell, within the city of 
Shanghai? 

WB: The city of Shanghai is 
immense and it is divided into a lot 
of districts, so there are a lot of 
areas in which one can decide to 
shoot. I do not intend to shoot 
necessarily in the city centre. As a 
matter of fact, what I want to do is 
to tell stories of men and women in 
their twenties living in the suburbs 
of Shanghai: I want to follow the 
love stories taking place in the 
urban area. 
  
MG: "To follow" is an interesting 
verb: can you tell me more about 
your idea of narration, of 
storytelling? 

WB: Literature and cinema tell 
stories. We all tell stories. Our lives 
themselves are stories. Stories are 
everywhere and there are a lot of 
ways in which stories can be told, 
according to the various literary or 
cinematographic conventions. As 

far as I am concerned, I am not 
interested in what is usually called 
"storytelling", that is to say I am not 
trying to narrate something I 
invented. I am not making things 
up. What I am after is the 
transformation, or "translation", of 
real life into something made of 
moving images and sound. 
Through cinema, I want to 
immortalize this or that slice of 
everyday, real life. 
  
MG: In Feng Ai – 'Til Madness Do 
Us Part (2013), I really liked the 
scene in which a young, 
supposedly insane man starts 
running and the cameraman, after 
a moment of reflection, starts 
running after him, all around the 
corridor of the mental hospital. I 
think this scene can be a great 
metaphor for your filmmaking 
practice: a man with a digital 
camera following people... 



WB: At the time of the shooting, in 
early 2013, this young man had not 
been in the psychiatric hospital for 
long. He had just been forcibly 
admitted to the facility, so he still 
felt the desire of leaving: he was 
resisting his present condition with 
all his strength, he wanted to run 
away from his life in the hospital... 
He wanted to break free, even if it 
was actually impossible for him to 
escape from the institution. As I 
got to know this young man, I 
decided to show his personal acts 
of resistance against the life in the 
hospital: he does not sleep at 
night, he leaves his room and runs 
around the corridor, all alone, until 
he's exhausted. By means of the 
link between the young man and 
the camera, I wanted to show his 
restlessness, his agitation. I think 
this is the way in which an 
important aspect of his life can be 
understood by the audience. 
       As a matter of fact, every story 
is meant to be perceived by an 
audience: stories exist because 
people tell them to other people. 
This brings us back to the concept 
of "story". Everyone has his or her 
own idea of what a story should be: 
some stories are considered funny, 
some are considered interesting, 

while others are deemed boring 
and useless, and they are never 
even told... For most people, telling 
a story is like walking along a road: 
a certain logic must be followed, 
with rules and procedures codified 
by other narrators in the past. For 
me, however, it is different. For me, 
a story doesn't belong to this or 
that literary or cinematographic 
tradition, but to people's lives. For 
me, a story must contain elements 
taken from everyday life, and it 
should bring people closer 
together. 
  
MG: Is there a link between the 
microcosmos and the 
macrocosmos, between the 
mundane, little stories of unknown 
people and the Grand History of 
the People, of the Nation? 
  
WB: In a certain sense, yes: of 
course, it exists a link between 
China as a Country in a given 
historical moment and a Chinese 
man or woman living in China in 
that given moment. At the same 
time, though, Chinese society is 
made of individuals, as any other 
society. In the past, the Chinese 
individual accepted to be part of 
the whole, whereas these days 

things have changed: today it's as if 
the bond between the individual 
and the community "loosened", 
and the individual is not anymore a 
"representative sample" of modern 
society or Nation as a whole. 
       Personally, I think that true 
History and reality are the actions 
and the everyday experiences of 
the individuals. In China – and in 
Chinese cinema especially – there 
are very few narrations focused on 
individuals. Very, very few. They 
prefer to tell the Grand History of 
the People, of the Nation, of the 
Party. As for me, I am a filmmaker 
who focuses on individuals: 
nobody forces me to film the 
History of the Nation. It is not at all 
my vocation. I am interested in the 
individual within the Chinese 
society, I want to tell his or her 
specific and concrete story. 
  
MG: It seems to me that traveling is 
an essential aspect of your 
filmmaking practice. I think you are 
a little bit like an explorer... 
  
WB: I have traveled a lot, it is true, 
but I don't really think I am an 
explorer. Why do I travel? I travel 
because China is an immense 
country. I live in Beijing and to 

reach, say, the south-western 
province of Yunnan where San 
Zimei – Three Sisters(2012) 
and Feng Ai were shot, I had to 
travel thousands and thousands of 
kilometers. Moreover, I shot films 
both in North-East China [Dongbei] 
and in North-West China. It is the 
immensity of Chinese territory and 
the desire of making films that 
"force me" to travel and leave my 
everyday routine behind, in Beijing. 
  
MG: You always say that the 
human relationship with the people 
you film is very important. Can you 
tell me about that? 
  
WB: If you go someplace and film a 
person you don't know at all, it is 
difficult to represent his or her life 
in a complete way; it is difficult to 
show what this person thinks, what 
he/she does and why. I think that 
the most important thing is to gain 
a good knowledge of the people 
you are going to film. Otherwise, it 
is difficult to penetrate their inner 
world and understand their life, 
and this could damage your film. 
  
MG: Do you think that the camera 
is a sort of "weapon" that may hurt 
the people that are being filmed? 



WB: There are a lot of things that 
may hurt people: the camera, as a 
means of communication, is one of 
them. I think that it all depends on 
those who make the film. It 
depends above all on the film's 
director, who has a responsibility 
both towards the people that 
appear in the film and the people 
that are going to watch the film. 
The members of the audience 
have their own importance and 
responsibilities too, because 
certain comments about the film 
can hurt the people that appear in 
the film. 
  
MG: I imagine that the human and 
professional relationship with the 
members of your troupe is also 
important. Can you tell me about 
this aspect of your work? 
  
WB: I don't have a "permanent 
troupe". On the contrary, I work 
alone for most of the time. When I 
feel like developing a specific 
project and making it into a film, I 
simply look for friends who are 
willing to help me out and I ask for 
their temporary assistence. I do not 
have permanent collaborators and 
I do not require permanent work 
relations: my film crew is 

composed of the most suitable 
persons for following the single 
project I am working on at a given 
moment. 
  
MG: In the West your films are 
screened in the most important 
film festivals, and you are called "an 
artist". Do you consider yourself an 
artist? Do you like being called 
"artist"? 
  
WB: To be honest, I don't really 
care. I think that what they call me 
is not important. I do not intend to 
say that I don't care about what 
other people think; on the contrary, 
I like very much being part of this 
environment because of the 
respect other people show me and 
the praise my works receive. But 
after all, you know, the epithet 
"artist" can also be used in a 
pejorative sense towards people 
like me, who make very long films, 
outside canons and standards, 
outside the market and the 
industry, with a personal and non-
conventional style... Thus, "artist" 
can be an insult at times, making 
fun of those who do not do 
"normal" things. [Laughs] Anyway, 
the notion of "artist" is indifferent to 
me, both in its laudatory and 

pejorative sense: people are free to 
think what they want about my 
work. 
  
MG: A thing I find very interesting 
is that you studied photography at 
the Lu Xun Academy of Fine Arts, 
but in your films the images are 
never "fine and perfect". What is a 
"beautiful image", in your opinion? 
  
WB: In my view, the most important 
thing to keep in mind is that a film 
is not a still image. Beauty in 
cinema is not something that you 
can stop and "immortalize"; it is not 
something forever frozen into one 
single exposure. Beauty in cinema 
is the perception of an ongoing 
process. As a filmmaker, I am 
interested in movement, in moving 
images, in the "evolution" of the 
real that is so difficult to capture 
and make visible. 
  
MG: After completing your studies 
at Beijing Film Academy and 
before starting the making of Tie Xi 
Qu, what did you do? Where did 
you work? 
  
WB: Once I finished the training 
course for camera operators at 
Beijing Film Academy (it was the 

end of 1997), I occupied a 
temporary place at the Chinese 
Agency for Information, 
Documentary and Film Production, 
an organization controlled by the 
Communist Party. There I 
contributed to a propaganda 
documentary film called Zhou 
Enlai's Diplomatic Charisma. I 
worked for the government's film 
studio for a year. Then I helped out 
some friends with their film 
projects, and another year passed. 
At that time, I was working for other 
people, not for myself... As all the 
young graduates, I tried to enter 
the labour market and find my 
place in Chinese society. I tried to 
take my chances and have a 
successful career in the Chinese 
film industry. However, since I am 
of humble origins and my family is 
not rich, it was very difficult to 
make it. Moreover, I had no 
"connections", that is to say I didn't 
know important people in the film 
business, so it was almost 
impossible for me to get a job in 
major film productions. This is why, 
in the end, I decided to work on my 
own film projects and I started 
making Tie Xi Qu. 
  
MG: Here in the West, we like to 



think that all Chinese artists are 
activists opposing the Chinese 
government. Are you a dissident? 
  
WB: I don't think I am a dissident 
and I don't think my films are 
"political films". I am not a "political 
filmmaker", because I have no 
political claims, no political 
program, no political agenda to put 
forward. I am interested in the 
personal, inner life of the 
individuals who live in Chinese 
society. What I try to do is just to 
look at life and put my personal 
experience and my past in relation 
with other people's personal 
experiences. I look at human 
everyday life and of course, by 
doing so, I bring to the screen 
everyday life issues, some of which 
are the so called "problems of 
society". I repeat: personally, I have 
no political purposes and 
ambitions. It is true that in my films 
there are moments in which 
political affairs are discussed, but 
this is normal, because in China a 
lot of things are directly influenced 
by the Communist Party and 
politics is everywhere. If I decided 
to omit the relation between 
political context and everyday life 

in my films, then I'd be a "political 
filmmaker": in fact, in the China of 
today, the real "political films" 
are those that carefully avoid 
mentioning anything political. 
  
MG: It seems to me that you use 
the newest digital technology in 
order to realize a very old dream, 
possibly the Lumière Brothers' 
dream: going to the most faraway 
places and bringing back some 
images, making the world visible – 
"the world within reach". There are 
indeed a lot of things to see about 
China, and it's as if we haven't seen 
anything yet. What prevents us 
from seeing and knowing? 
  
WB: I think the most important 
obstacle is geographical. Between 
Europe and China there is an 
immense distance and the natural 
barriers created (and still create) 
problems in reciprocal 
comprehension. A second barrier 
of sorts is History. The History of 
China and the History of the West 
are extremely different: we do not 
have a common past or 
background, and this might create 
misunderstandings. The third 
factor is politics. 

 MG: What prevents you from 
making all the films you have in 
mind? 
  
WB: There are two main obstacles. 
First of all, you must understand 
that contemporary Chinese society 
is very commercial and very 
commercialized, that is to say a 
society in which nothing can be 
done without money. This is 
particularly true for Chinese 
cinema: Chinese commercial 
cinema is a huge business in 
which money is invested in order to 
make profit. Hence, someone like 
me – someone who isn't rich and 
who is not interested in making 
commercial films – cannot get 
funding and cannot make all the 
films he would like to. As a matter 
of fact, there are a lot of film 
projects of mine that have never 
been made or completed for 
economic reasons. 
        Secondly, for a filmmaker like 
me, there might be difficulties in 
the shooting phase: I do not have 
the freedom of shooting all I want, 
where I want and when I want. 
       All in all, given the conditions of 
production of a fiction film in 
China, at the moment it is 

impossible for me to shoot the two 
fictional film projects I have in 
mind. This is why I keep on making 
documentary films about the 
everyday life of real people: I like 
the projects, and they are easier 
and more economical to make. 
  
MG: I read that in China your films 
circulate on pirated DVDs only. 
How much is a pirated copy of a 
film of yours in China? 
  
WB: It depends. In some places it is 
more expensive than in others. In 
general, the price for any pirated 
DVD is 7 or 8 yuan, that is to say 
about one Euro. 
  
MG: Does it bother you that your 
films circulate for free on the 
Internet all over the world? 
  
WB: I do not care about that at all. 
  
MG: One of the first films in the 
History of Cinema is La Sortie des 
usines Lumière à Lyon (1895), 
i.e. Workers leaving the factory. As 
a matter of fact, throughout the 
History of Cinema we have never 
seen workers actually working their 
shifts, except for a few examples. 



One of these exceptions is your 
magnum opus Caiyou Riji – Crude 
Oil (2008). Why was it important for 
you to make us see people 
working? 
  
WB: I made this sort of "video-art" 
on the invitation of the Rotterdam 
Film Festival. At that time, all my 
projects were being made in 
North-West China, in the region 
where the Great Desert [Gobi 
Desert] is. These desertic areas 
are uninhabited for the most part 
and, as all the men who find 
themselves face to face with 
boundless wilderness, I developed 
a feeling of fascination, respect 
and fear towards the desert. 
However, while I was staying in the 
region, I accidentally found out that 
there actually were some people 
working and living in the desert. So 
a thought appeared in my mind: 
"What are these people doing in 
the midst of nowhere? What is their 
job, their occupation?". Caiyou 
Rijiwas born out of simple 
curiosity: curiosity pushed me to 
film the lives of the oil field workers. 
  
MG: Another thing I find 
interesting, in Caiyou Riji as in 

other films of yours, is the fact that 
we never see the boss. I mean the 
"big boss of it all"... 
  
WB: [Laughs] Yes, it is an 
interesting phenomenon. As the 
Gobi Desert workers dig deep in 
the middle of nowhere looking for 
oil, in our busy cities we have 
workers building things in 
construction sites all day long. 
Then, if you go to a real estate 
company, you'll see young, good-
looking girls selling housing 
development projects, houses, 
warehouses, stores – the very 
things the aforementioned 
construction workers are building. 
Indeed, wherever we go, all we can 
see are people of modest 
condition working hard, long shifts, 
being it manual labour or trade. 
These are the people "in the 
forefront", these are the people we 
can see. We never manage to see 
the people "behind" this work, we 
never see the people "upstairs" 
pulling the strings. Who are they? 
Where are they? In my films as in 
reality, we only see humble people 
breaking their backs, but they are 
not the ones "in charge". They are 
not in control. 

MG: You have been quoted saying 
that China's ideological past was 
communist idealism, while China's 
present is marked by capitalistic 
egoism. Can you tell me about 
that? 
  
WB: In the past, in China, there was 
a very explicit and severe system at 
work. What I mean is that the 
exercise of power by the 
government over the individuals 
was very direct and evident: the 
Party ruled people through direct 
administrative and political means. 
Today, on the contrary, the rules of 
society are made almost 
exclusively by economic means 
and for economic purposes, as if 
politics had become the same as 
economy. 
       However, I am just a simple 
individual who films what he loves 
to film. I am neither a sociologist 
nor an economist, thus I don't think 
I am capable of listing and 
discussing all the problems 
Chinese society has; and besides, 
as I told you, I do not film society. I 
film individuals living their everyday 
lives. 
  

MG: What is your social class, as a 
filmmaker? 
  
WB: I lead a simple, normal life. My 
condition is average. I would say I 
am an average Chinese citizen. 
  
MG: I read that you admire Pier 
Paolo Pasolini's films a lot, so I was 
wondering: what exactly do you like 
about them? 
  
WB: I am fascinated by the fact that 
Pasolini was setting higher and 
higher standards for himself with 
every new film project of his. He 
was constantly raising the bar, and 
he demanded a lot from himself. I 
cannot really judge or comment on 
Pasolini's work as a film director. 
As a simple spectator, by watching 
his films, I discovered his strong 
desire of communicating in spite of 
all the limits due to the historical 
period he was living in; I 
discovered his will to use cinema 
to cross the boundaries and be 
free. In his films I can see how 
rigorous and self-demanding he 
was: I like this energy, this 
strictness, this perfectionism, this 
total commitment and dedication. 

Click here for further information.  
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Limited Shelter: An Interview with Wang Bing 
Notebook Interview | 23 September 2013 
By Daniel Kasman 

An interview with the Chinese 
independent director of the asylum 
documentary "'Til Madness Do Us Part". 

Wang Bing's camera nearly becomes a 
prisoner alongside other Chinese in 'Til 
Madness Do Us Apart, a documentary 
with rare access to a mental 
hospital cumprison dedicated to an 
incredible spectrum of 
patients cum prisoners, ranging from 
those in genuine need of care to those 
picked up for brawling, committed by 
family members, or simply unknown 
miscreants found and locked away. With 
only two exceptions the nearly four hour 
film remains trapped along with the male 
prisoners in the top floor of the building, 
which has a square patio in its center and 
as such the single hallway, open to that 
center but barred, traces a shape around it 
which the patients—and the camera—
wander, as there is nothing else to do and 
nowhere else to go. This lone, looped 
hallway opens only to spare, cramped 
bedrooms, one bathroom, and a single TV 

room; except for the TV to watch, all the 
activity the patients have available to them 
is to shuffle around, talk to one another, or, 
like Wang's camera, simply watch and 
follow their fellow man. 

In this spare edifice with the color and 
texture of worn sandpaper the living 
conditions have a terrifying equalizing 
effect: nearly all patients/inmates look and 
act the same, and only truly erratic 
behavior suggests some might be 
mentally ill and others not, some very sad 
and others not, some very upset and 
others not. Treatment is limited and 
evaluation is not apparent, the doctors 
only occasionally hovering around the 
frame's edge. As such, the film is given to 
the sustained sense of resignation that 
permeates the punishing, monotonous 
limitations of the space (other floors can 
be seen, including one for women, as well 
as surrounding buildings outside the 
windows of the complex) and the passive 
demeanor of the inhabitants, who only 
rarely act out and seem to spend most of 
their time, day and night, trying to sleep. A 

lone revelation of the lower level feeding 
floor seems like a godsend, especially as 
the men are so constantly trying to obtain 
more and different food from their visitors, 
whose rare appearances and surprisingly 
lengthy stays likewise seem like mana 
from the heavens even to those who just 
get to spectate awkward or moving 
reunions. The sole chance for the camera 
to leave the complex—following a prisoner 
granted leave to go home to his parents' 
hovel—shows us an exterior world of 
options for these men as desolate and 
bleak in its openness as the hospital-
prison is in its claustrophobic, false 
shelter. 

I had the chance to sit down with the 
director at the Toronto International Film 
Festival and talk to him about his new 
documentary. Special thanks to 
Alexandria Fung for her excellent 
translation. 



NOTEBOOK: I was wondering if 
you could talk about how you 
found this hospital. 

WANG BING: It has been quite a 
few years in waiting. We've always 
tried to look for one. Almost no 
hospitals or institutions would 
want you to come in and film them, 
so it has been a long time. It was 
just a very accidental opportunity 
that I bumped into the subject 
matter. I was editing my film Tie Xi 
Qu: West of the Tracks that's about 
a section of Shenyang. I was 
almost finishing the editing Beijing. 
I was in a remote area...it was 
almost like an empty field with 
three buildings, so I went to check 
out what they were, and it turned 
out each building was full of 
people, and each floor, full of 
people. It turned out they were 
institutions. I wrote a script for a 
fictional feature after being in that 
institution, because I was allowed 
to go into it but not allowed to film, 
which is why I wanted to do a 
fictional feature. Actually I went to 
Cannes and was actually saying 
this was going to be my project. 
But for various reasons that didn't 
happen. I went back to that 
institution in 2009 and a lot of 

people I had met earlier had 
passed away; a lot of the people 
had been institutionalized for 20, 
30 years. The actual, physical 
organization of that institution and 
the one I ended up filming was 
different, but the way they lived in 
each was actually very similar. 
Then, last year this opportunity 
came because a friend had talked 
to someone there and they said 
they were willing to support our 
idea, so this hospital is very willing 
to let us in and do what we want to 
do. 

NOTEBOOK: What was it about the 
project that appealed to this 
particular institution? 

WANG: The staff there, the doctors 
there, have a very—in a word—
hopelessness, a helplessness in 
their attitude. It is their job to 
manage and facilitate the 
treatment of the patients and they 
have lots of difficulties doing that. 
At the same time, they also feel 
that the patients there, the people 
who are institutionalized there, 
have such a difficult life, so the 
doctors have such feelings both 
towards their work and the people. 
By being there, by doing the filming 

there, by spending time with the 
doctors and the staff members 
there, you realize that they are not 
treating the people badly, they are 
not bad to these people. But them 
as individuals, each doctor, each 
staff member, doesn't have any way 
to change how that these people 
are living there. 

NOTEBOOK: My impression was—
and I don't know if this was due to 
strictures laid out by the staff, or 
realities of the space, or your 
choices—that the doctors have a 
very minimal presence at the 
institution, they don't seem to do 
much. 

WANG: I wasn't deliberating 
avoiding their presence. The 
doctors are present mostly at meal 
times—they have three meals a 
day—and they also have two 
medication times, and sometimes 
they'll have visits. But those are the 
times the doctors actually have a 
presence. 

NOTEBOOK: It seems more like a 
prison in the sense of the doctors 
monitoring things than a hospital 
where they are treating people. 

There is very little “treatment” and 
no evaluations shown. 

WANG: There's a little bit of that 
impression, there, but they are 
treating them. They are trying to 
treat them by medication. But as 
we all know, mental illness is very 
complex and the way treatments 
are nowadays are still very limited. 
The complexity of the illness and 
the rather limited ways to treat it do 
not make it likely to cure them. So, 
yes, the institution has a feeling 
that is sort of a “shelter” of some 
kind. 

NOTEBOOK: I would imagine, 
since the range in types of patients 
is rather high and not everyone 
there has a mental illness, some 
are just troubled, that instead of 
treating them radically different as 
individuals with individual 
problems, it's easier to treat them 
all the same. 

WANG: Yeah, they do not separate 
their patients. They do not manage 
and treat them differently. But I 
think it's because this particular 
institution doesn't have the ability 
to do it. 



NOTEBOOK: Nor any available 
space... 

WANG: Space, funding, various 
things. They have very limited 
everything. 

NOTEBOOK: So are the 
administration of the hospital 
hoping the film will serve an 
activist purpose and draw attention 
to their own problems? 

WANG: Of course there's that. 

NOTEBOOK: Was the structure of 
the film, following around individual 
characters, an idea you started 
with, or developed from editing the 
footage? 

WANG: That was a choice made 
early on during filming. 

NOTEBOOK: I got the sense there 
was no private space in the 
hospital. Everyone's on view and 
has access to everyone. Eating, 
sleeping, going to the bathroom: 
nothing is private there. 

WANG: That's right. 

NOTEBOOK: Why was the film 
limited to the one floor, the top 

floor, the men's floor, I guess (the 
others being a women's floor and 
one other one I couldn't identify). 

WANG: Because it's not easy to go 
to the second floor, the female 
section, as a male person, the 
access was difficult. 

NOTEBOOK: The limitation was 
interesting because you could only 
stay on that top floor, the film never 
leaves that space, the camera 
almost feels like a member of the 
community. A combination of the 
length of the film, the camera's 
attitude, and the limitations of the 
space meant that it doesn't feel like 
the camera is following people 
around, but rather is, like everyone 
else, just watching people. 

WANG: Yes, so you feel like you are 
one of them. You are in there. 

NOTEBOOK: Was the camera and 
crew an invasive presence for the 
patients? 

WANG: There was just two people, 
me and the photographer. Just the 
two of us, and sometimes just the 
one of us filming, so I might be in a 
different room and he would be 
filming, and I would tell him what to 

film. Sometimes it would be me 
filming and he would be resting 
somewhere. So that doesn't 
actually create a lot of presence, 
because it was so few people. 

NOTEBOOK: Did you ever get the 
sense the patients were 
performing for the camera, 
showing off or acting up? 

WANG: The first three days, yes. 
But then afterward there was none 
of it. 

NOTEBOOK: What was your 
working process like, determining 
what to shoot? Would you sit in a 
room for a while waiting for 
something to happen, or would you 
wander around looking for things? 

WANG: We were basically filming 
continuously, because of the time. 
We were on location for 72 days, 
and of those days we filmed during 
60 of them. We had very limited 
access so once I was there I was 
filming continuously. Actually, of 
the 60 days, there were 15 days 
filmed outside. So actually inside 
the institution was about 45 days. 
So during that 45 days we did 250 
hours of shooting, so we have that 
much footage. You can then 

calculate we filmed about 5 hours 
each day. We actually spent about 
7 or 8 hours each day inside the 
institution. During that time most of 
our time was spent filming. In order 
to get 5+ hours of filming you 
basically have to be continuously 
filming during those 7 or 8 hours 
there. To me, each hour that I'm 
there is very precious. How I felt 
was that, okay we might have a 
very smooth process today, we got 
everything done, but we don't 
know what's going to happen 
tomorrow, whether we're going to 
be allowed to do, so I was really 
trying to do as much as I could 
each day. 

NOTEBOOK: I feel like the access 
is so rare, you would want to shoot 
everything, consume everything—
maybe even without planning—
and then find a shape for it later. 

WANG: If you do that then you 
really would ruin the film! Because 
that would be a news report. To do 
a film you are supposed to portray 
a character, so you really have to 
get into the character. So even 
though the time of it was very 
limited, it just meant you have to 
get into the character that much 
more quickly. 



NOTEBOOK: Do you mean the 
“character” of the film, or the 
characters, the people, in the film? 

WANG: The characters of the 
people. 

NOTEBOOK: I would assume you'd 
have to be thinking very fast, with 
such limited access. Did you do 
preparation work before shooting 
to get to know the people or did 
you have to discover their stories 
as you shot them? 

WANG: We actually had to decide 
and learn for about a week at the 
beginning. After a week we've 
pretty much decided which 
characters we wanted to follow. 

NOTEBOOK: Did you always want 
to include a section that left the 
hospital? 

WANG: Yes. We followed four 
characters leaving the institution 
and chose to leave that one in. 

NOTEBOOK: The hospital seems a 
genuine community, people are 
accepting and supportive of each 
other. There's not much patient 
fighting or self-imposed isolation. 

WANG: There are some people, 
because of their mental state, or 
mental illness, that would not want 
to socialize, so at the beginning 
there were people standing alone 
in the corridor. So there are people 
like that. But most of them are not 
like that, most are acting like 
normal people in a normal Chinese 
culture, which is very much that 
they feel like they are in a group 
and have that group behavior and 
spirit. 

NOTEBOOK: I was shocked at the 
end by the title card revealing the 
spectrum of inmates at the 
hospital, since I had assumed all 
that we were seeing were mentally 
unstable people. But that card 
reveals some are genuinely sick 
and some are genuinely healthy. In 
the film itself it's very hard to 
distinguish between those two 
kinds of patients. 

WANG: Some people there are 
quite normal. 

NOTEBOOK: I was also shocked, 
throughout, that some families 
apparently had to financially 
support this incarceration of family 
members. That they had to pay 

something like room and board, or 
hospital fees. That it wasn't a State 
supported. 

WANG: That depends. If it was the 
family member who had tried to 
commit a person, then the family 
has to pay. But if it's some 
government institution or some 
government branch that put this 
person in there, then the Civil 
Administrative Bureau of the 
government would pay for it. 

NOTEBOOK: In a line of dialogue 
from the family of the guy who was 
released they say something about 
him coming back after his allotted 
leave, that the family was having 
the hospital hold his spot for him, 
that despite how this hospital 
looks, access to it might be a luxury 
for some families. 

WANG: There are other mental 
institutions in the area, and their 
conditions are similar. In any event, 
this particular person was not able 
to go back anyway. 

NOTEBOOK: So the conditions we 
see here aren't unusual or specific 
to this particular hospital? 

WANG: This is a pretty average 
condition. In China there are two 
types of hospitals: one is strictly a 
hospital, so there the focus is on 
treatment. That is a hospital-
hospital. Then there is the other 
one, which is administrated by the 
Civil Administrative Bureau. That is 
also a treatment center, but is also 
has the ingredients of a shelter. 

NOTEBOOK: Is the hospital-
hospital also for mental health? Not 
an asylum but a regular hospital for 
treatment of mental illness. 

WANG: The hospital-hospital, that 
is administrated by the 
Administrator of Public Health, are 
different. There are ones that are 
strictly mental health hospitals, and 
there are ones that are general 
hospitals with a mental health 
department. 

NOTEBOOK: So why are these 
people in the one administered by 
the Civil department and not the 
Public Health department? 

WANG: There is an “old system, 
new system” ingredient in it. The 
ones run by the Administrative 
Bureau, those are the older version. 



Then, later on, when there was 
more focus on mental illness, then 
hospitals had more mental illness 
departments and they would have 
wards for mental illness patients. 
So this one is more an older-earlier 
establishment. 

NOTEBOOK: I was curious about 
the sexual activity portrayed in the 
film. Because of the lack of privacy 
there seems to be a level of 
tenderness and human contact, 
both heterosexual and 
homosexual, that verges on sex. I 
was wondering if that was very 
present around you. 

WANG: Yes, because I'm not trying 
to avoid that. If it's there, I will 
shoot it. 

NOTEBOOK: Were people were 
actually able to engage in sexual 
activity, or if they had to maintain a 
certain distance due to community 
scrutiny? 

WANG: It's a very different 
environment there, so what is 
restricting us now, and what are 
behavioral norms, no longer apply. 
The boundaries are not there any 

more. So in terms of sexuality, 
that's actually quite normal. People 
no longer think of it as something 
to moralize. So they are really more 
thinking about need. Some people 
there, there will be two people who 
will sleep together and they will 
sleep together each and every 
night for many years. 

NOTEBOOK: Do you see this place 
more as a prison or as a hospital? 

WANG: That I can't say. I do think 
of it as a hospital. It's not a regular 
prison, but it is a place that is very 
restricted. Society still doesn't 
have a way to appropriately deal 
with these people. 

Click here for further information 
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Wang Bing: Filming A Land in Flux 
Interview | Issue 82, July – August 2013 

Could you tell us about your 
childhood and family 
background? 

When I was born in 1967, our 
family was half in the city and half 
in the countryside. My parents had 
left their respective villages in 
Shaanxi Province in the 1950s, 
both moving to the provincial 
capital, Xi'an. The early 1960s were 
the famine years, following the 
Great Leap Forward, and to reduce 
pressure on supplies, city-dwellers 
had been urged to move back to 
the countryside. By that time my 
father was studying in college, so it 
was my mother who left, though 
we three children were all born in 
Xi'an; my sister is two years older 
than me, my brother four years 
younger. By the time I was born, 
the Cultural Revolution had already 
started. Everybody advised—and 
my father agreed—that cities were 
too chaotic to be safe, plus it would 
be more convenient looking after 
little children in their home village. 
So after we were born, my mother 

always brought us back to the 
countryside. We all attended 
schools in rural areas. 

My parents were from two different 
counties. Initially, we all stayed with 
my mother. When I was six, my 
paternal grandmother passed 
away. My parents couldn't offer 
much daily help to my grandfather 
over there, so they decided to send 
me to keep him company. I stayed 
with my grandfather for several 
years on my own, without my sister 
or brother. Both my elementary 
school and junior high school were 
where my grandfather lived. But 
actually, it was an intermittent 
separation; I would go back to my 
mother's from time to time. It was 
as if I had two homes for those 
years. 

What was life in the two 
villages like? Was kinship 
very important culturally? 

Both my parents came from the 
central region of Shaanxi Province, 

which had well-cultivated land and 
a rich agricultural tradition. 
Historically its development was 
much better than the southern or 
the northern parts of the province. 
My mother's home was in Jingyang 
County, about 80 kilometers east of 
Xi'an; transportation wasn't bad, 
with direct bus services to the city. 
The village had some sixty 
households. My father's home was 
in a village not far south of Xi'an, in 
Zhouzhi County, in the foothills of 
the Qinling Mountains. That village 
is very big for Shaanxi, with a 
population of 20,000 by the 1970s
—much larger than my mother's 
family village. The two cultures 
were very different. To be sure, 
there were common features and, 
yes, some kinship factors, but 
primarily, life in this central Shaanxi 
region, Guanzhong, is relatively 
leisured. It is quite unlike the 
lifestyle in other parts of inland 
China, such as the provinces of 
Henan, Shanxi or Hebei. I have had 
the chance to visit the countryside 
there on numerous occasions, and 

I could always sense the 
difference. Comparatively 
speaking, people from our Shaanxi 
are more conservative. In my view 
this cultural conservatism is mainly 
due to the fact that Shaanxi did not 
get embroiled in the wars of 
China's modern period. 

When did you start your 
college studies? 

I was in junior high school in 1978 
and 1979, but I didn't go to college 
until 1991, a whole decade later, 
due to family reasons. My father 
had studied civil engineering in 
Xi'an and had already graduated 
and been assigned a job at the 
provincial construction-design 
studio before the Cultural 
Revolution started in 1966. He 
stayed there all the time I was living 
with my grandfather and attending 
school in the village. Then, in 1981, 
my father was accidentally killed by 
gas poisoning. At that time the 
policy was that the deceased 
worker's child could fill the 



the employment vacancy, so I took 
up the position in the design studio 
and started work with a formal job. 
I was only fourteen. To begin with I 
was put in the 'rear supply' 
department, doing all kinds of 
chores. But the only thing that 
really mattered to me was to be 
able to study. In the dormitory 
where the unmarried employees 
lived, the young people all became 
good friends. We ate together and 
played together. Many of the others 
were college graduates, arriving 
every year once the universities 
reopened after the Cultural 
Revolution. From the 1977 class all 
the way to 1986, the design studio 
absorbed some of the province's 
top-ranked students. Many of them 
were intellectually gifted. They all 
knew their art history by heart. This 
was the 1980s; for most people, it 
was a restless period—everyone 
had expectations, hopes for the 
future, for careers, personal life, 
and so on. That was what the 80s 
were like. But, in my view, it was 
also a rather banal period. 

I became very interested in the arts 
while I was at the studio. A wide 
range of projects were undertaken 

there, drawing on different 
disciplines, of which architecture 
was the closest to art. At the same 
time, architecture is the most 
practical of the art forms; it is the 
combination of art and utility—so 
people trained in architecture tend 
to lean either towards artistic or 
practical directions. But studying 
architecture gives people unique 
strengths compared to art-school 
or film-school training. Students at 
art school tend to have special 
talents in one area or another, but 
they are usually not so well 
informed or good at conceptual 
thinking. It is very different for 
architecture students, who have to 
study mathematics and other 
science courses, and as a result, 
think and argue very logically. 
Relatively speaking, they are much 
stronger in intellectual terms. 

Did you think about studying 
architecture at the time, or 
civil engineering? 

I never thought of majoring in civil 
engineering. I initially thought 
about architecture. I worked very 
hard to prepare for the college 
entrance exams—by 1984, I was 

working mostly on preparing for 
the special tests for architecture. 
But then I took up photography in 
1986 or 87. I also took up painting, 
in about 1988. 

How did you turn to 
photography? 

At the beginning it was mainly due 
to curiosity, but it was also 
because I had to decide on a major 
for my college studies. Architecture 
had very rigorous entry 
requirements at the time, so I 
thought about the fine arts. My 
friends at the studio all had basic 
training in painting, so I learned 
from them and painted together 
with them, which helped me 
prepare for art school. But it was 
highly competitive, getting into a 
fine-art course, and what I had 
learned in the studio was far from 
enough. For me, photography 
became the only route. Plus I'd 
already had a camera for several 
years and had been practising 
before I started painting. Though I 
hadn't published any of my photos, 
I had gathered enough experience. 
In 1991 I entered the Lu Xun Arts 
Academy in Shenyang, in the 

northeast, majoring in 
photography. 

So you studied photography. 
When did your attention turn 
to cinema? 

I was already thinking about 
changing to film in my second year 
at art college. I started buying 
books on film and doing the 
preparatory work. In my last year, 
before graduation, I went to visit 
the Beijing Film Academy and 
asked at the cinematography 
department whether I could enroll 
in the short-term training 
programme there. They said yes. 
They were very nice to me, since I 
was coming from a very good 
course. Actually, a year before my 
graduation from Lu Xun Arts 
Academy, I had already decided 
that, instead of going into the job 
market, I would continue my 
studies, which is what I did. After 
graduation, I carried on taking 
classes in Beijing, still working with 
a camera, but now in 
cinematography. 

How long did you study at 
the Beijing Film Academy? 



The training programme was 
initially for one year, but I stayed on 
for another. There were many 
classmates, and I also made many 
friends. But the main difference 
between us was our backgrounds; 
most of them were there on 
temporary leave from their formal 
jobs, whereas I was a new 
graduate from a formal art school. 
Our previous learning experiences 
were different, in terms of basic 
training. Most of them had not 
been through rigorous formal 
study. 

Photography is still, while 
cinematography is in motion. 
Did you have to pass 
through a familiarization 
process between the two? 

Photography as a form of visual art 
has its own properties and 
characteristics. Many people 
maintain a lifelong engagement 
with it. I used to spend day after 
day in the darkroom when I was a 
student in Shenyang and gained 
some understanding of the form 
and working process. However, 
personally, I was not particularly 
attracted by the seizing of a given 

moment; for me, the moving image 
was far more interesting. It 
provided a unique way to enter the 
reality of our time, to present the 
many facets of human life in a 
holistic way. 

As for familiarization, it is after all a 
question of material, whatever form 
you are engaged in. For example, 
for a journalist engaged in writing, 
familiarity with language is a must. 
For me, in both photography and 
cinematography, the basic 
language is the image. Of course, I 
did not have a thorough 
acquaintance with the moving 
image when I first got to Beijing 
Film Academy. But it was a 
question of turning quantitative 
accumulation into qualitative 
transformation. Learning became 
something in one's own hands. In 
fact, after spending a couple of 
years getting into the field, film 
school would stop offering real 
solutions. 

From joining the design 
studio, aged fourteen, to 
entering college, aged 
twenty-four, you had a whole 
decade to learn about the 

arts from various 
perspectives. Were you 
aware of the difference 
between East and West at 
the time? 

I was not conscious of it before I 
went to Shenyang. In the 80s, the 
things I learned and books I read 
were all European—and there, 
classical architectural history is not 
divided from the other aspects of 
art history. Architectural projects 
involved painters, sculptors and 
other artists working together; it 
was not divided into different 
professions. There was no stand-
alone architectural history in the 
past. We have to view architecture 
as part of art history—a very long 
history, inclusive of all kinds of art 
forms. For me, awareness of 'East' 
and 'West' came after I went to 
college, when I started to 
understand Chinese traditions. 
After I turned to film, I paid much 
more attention to this issue. 

Did you see many films? 
Which ones had a particular 
influence on you? 

We watched a lot of films, every 
day, of all different genres. But I 
couldn't help noticing that, though 
the history of cinema appears to be 
very rich, it is also quite simple. 
That is to say, at first sight, you 
would see many different 
filmmakers, different schools and 
national traditions. However, going 
over the field in a systematic 
fashion, you could get a relatively 
comprehensive understanding, an 
overall picture of it. 

Art history is very long, while film 
history is quite short. With a history 
of just over a hundred years, 
cinema is not an old form. Plus, not 
long after motion pictures came 
into being, the form had already 
permeated the culture of people's 
daily life. In Europe and America, 
starting from the 1930s and lasting 
all the way to the 1970s, cinema 
reached the peak of its influence, 
as a vital part of cultural life. 
Various schools and traditions 
emerged—American, French, 
Italian, German and Soviet Russian
—each formed by its respective 
environment and social context. 
Cinema has its own functions and 
requirements in each society. For 



example, film in Soviet Russia went 
on to become a propaganda 
instrument, whereas in the United 
States it quickly turned to serving 
commercial interests. From the 
beginning, experimentation and 
explorations differed from one 
country to another; the directions 
taken by cinematic innovation—
both formal artistic features and 
technical advances—relates to the 
local socio-cultural history. 

It was not just about camera work. 
From the start, our interest was in 
grasping the whole, instead of 
particular aspects that had been 
singled out. The first year was 
really learning about cinema—
about its history, its contemporary 
development, and its various 
national traditions. In short, the aim 
was a comprehensive 
understanding of film. After 
working in this way for a whole 
year, we were able to give a basic 
summary and evaluation whenever 
we saw a film. A kind of 
foundational direction in 
filmmaking was gradually clarified. 

At the time you turned to 
filmmaking in the mid-90s, 

Chinese directors were 
enjoying rising international 
recognition. Was your own 
thinking influenced by the 
Chinese cinema of those 
years? 

No, I didn't pay much attention to 
that. I don't much like those films. It 
is not to say I dislike an individual 
filmmaker. In fact, although some 
Chinese films had been winning 
international prizes since the 
1980s, they are culturally still quite 
barren, lacking in the richness and 
unpredictability that are 
characteristic of world-class art. 
Modern art involves a broadened 
understanding of life, but I don't 
think those films have such a spirit. 
The reason? In addition to the 
problem of cultural markers or 
signposting, it is mainly—in my 
view—a question of continuing 
filmmaking within the 
establishment of the PRC. 

Does this mean you also saw 
a lot of films from the early 
half of the twentieth century 
and you view contemporary 
films in connection to this 
past? 

Oh, yes, we saw all the films. Once 
you are in the field, this is your life 
and you ought to know them. I've 
always done this—I still watch films 
every day. This is part of your life as 
a filmmaker. As for China's cinema 
history, when film arrived in China, 
it was like a seed landing on the 
soil. It made contact with the 
people living in this land and they, 
too, formed their perceptions 
about it. The Chinese did not take 
cinema as representing a new 
civilization, nor did they consider it 
as another cultural form. If you 
study the situation, you realize that, 
for Chinese people at the time, 
cinema was not much more than a 
plaything. It mainly took the fancy 
of some rich people, who found 
this new toy quite fascinating. What 
we have from the early days are 
shots of random juggling or stage 
performances. It is not like what 
happened in Europe. For example, 
in France, film grew into a new 
civilization, a very strong cinematic 
civilization—very different from 
China's case. 

This is how localization worked 
initially. But Chinese cinema 
underwent many metamorphoses 

over time, taking in influences from 
American, European and Japanese 
films. The Chinese started to 
realize that it was not merely a new 
toy to play with, that it pointed to a 
new kind of culture. Yet this was 
also a period when China itself was 
changing very rapidly; 
developments in politics and 
economy accompanied the history 
of its cinema. Nowadays 
conventional formulations would 
characterize this period as 'leftist 
cinema'. But in my view, it could 
hardly be defined as such. The 
cinema that developed in Shanghai 
before 1949 was the most brilliant 
period in Chinese film history. 
Watching the films carefully, you 
can detect a mixture of ideologies 
behind the scenes, far from the 
versions in our textbooks. It should 
be easy for us to consider this 
period with a calm and reasoned 
eye, since it is now a historical 
question. For me, there are three 
factors at play in the films from this 
period. There are the works 
influenced by the international 
Communist movement; then there 
are the commercial- and star-
centred productions, modelled on 
Hollywood; finally there are the 



ones based on China's own 
intellectual tradition. Watching a 
film, you can find some elements of 
Communist ideology, some 
expressions of traditional literati 
morality, and at the same time the 
dominant star-system at work. 
Some films appear to be urban 
avant-garde, and some have traces 
of French or Italian realism. In fact, 
most of the films are a mixture. 
Their different styles are often due 
to the varied backgrounds of each 
director. 

Most Chinese filmmakers 
and commentators do not 
seem to care very much 
about national cinema 
history. 

I think this is a big problem in 
China. European scholars discuss 
Chinese cinema from time to time, 
but with their limited 
understanding of Chinese society, 
they couldn't undertake detailed 
studies, even if they offer 
interesting opinions. In contrast, 
they would invest huge amounts of 
time and energy in studying the 
cinema of their own country in the 
context of its immediate cultural-
historical background. The history 

of national cinema emerges from 
that type of study. But there is no 
equivalent work in China. There is 
a lack of effort—judicious, 
clarifying, rational effort—in 
constructing our own history of 
cinema. Of course we need to 
understand the history of world 
cinema and that of other countries. 
But what is more important is to 
have a clear view of your own 
country's film history, as well as 
contemporary filmmaking and the 
socio-cultural order of your own 
country. What is the nature of film 
within our overall cultural context 
today? What is the actual state of 
cinema right now? As a filmmaker, 
one has to have the patience to 
reach a certain self-understanding. 
This is my view. 

You returned to the 
northeast, to Shenyang, at 
the end of the 90s and 
started shooting West of the 
Tracks (2003), your epic 
documentary on the 
destruction of the rust-belt 
industrial district there. How 
did you decide on that 
theme? 

I spent more than three years in 
Beijing, sometimes working on 

television series or as a 
cameraman. Then I decided to 
shoot West of the Tracks. I already 
knew the industrial district of Tiexi 
very well. When I was a college 
student in Shenyang, I often went 
there to photograph at weekends. 
Its factories, its workers and 
residents—I became familiar with 
the place. On the other hand, the 
decision also came from a 
perception about our time: there 
was a feeling of desolation that 
reminded me of Tiexi District—the 
sense that a history which used to 
be important was now slowly 
declining, dissolving in front of our 
eyes. Thereafter, my question was 
how to tell a relatively coherent 
story with such a theme and so 
many characters. 

It involved confronting the 
factory complex, its routine 
of production and human 
life? 

Yes, of course. Having decided on 
a theme, each filmmaker will then 
choose different technical 
approaches. In practice you 
consider how to deploy your own 
technical devices to make it viable 
and that's all. Many people asked 

me why my first film is nine hours 
long. But there are no particular 
secrets. It's nothing special for me, 
personally. I don't feel anything 
particular even today. 

But didn't you anticipate 
resistance from your 
audience? And what were 
the main problems in making 
the film? 

Resistance? I never thought about 
such things. If you want to make a 
film, you have to work on it, to 
realize your plan from start to 
finish. For me, my job is to get 
things done. It didn't involve much 
exploration of the language of 
presentation and representation. It 
was mainly the actual work, 
practical matters on a daily basis. I 
didn't have much difficulty getting 
into the factories, making friends 
with workers, and so on. That was 
all quite simple. The most difficult 
part of filmmaking is money. You 
need to shoot every day, to 
manage a mass of details every 
day. The work required a 
continuous input of material 
resources. Basically my friends and 
my family supported me. 



But even so, you still didn't 
take potential audience 
resistance into account? 

Eh? The cost of a film is a different 
matter from its box-office returns. 
It's not related to that. I don't think 
about the box office while making 
my films. That's not to dismiss it 
completely, but the two are not 
intertwined. When you want to 
make a film, it is not because you 
expect an economic profit from it. I 
am not saying this to defend the 
purity of 'art'. The main point is, the 
two are not related directly to each 
other. You are working on a project. 
It is obviously not going to make a 
big profit. Yet, if you believe it is an 
important thing to do, then you 
should go and work on it. It is not 
something decided by economic 
considerations. 

Later on, you made two 
more documentaries, Crude 
Oil (2008) and Coal, Money 
(2010), which seem to 
continue the theme of West 
of the Tracks. Crude Oil lasts 
for fourteen hours, recording 
a group of workers at an oil 
field in the wilderness of 

China's northwest Qinghai 
Province during a cold 
winter. The screening of the 
film in Los Angeles was in an 
exhibition space where the 
audience could walk in or 
stray out randomly. In fact, 
rarely did anyone sit there 
through the whole screening. 
It is like a work of installation 
art. Was that intentional? 

Yes, it was. It was for the Rotterdam 
Film Festival. People there wanted 
to have a section of installation 
cinema. They came to ask me and I 
accepted their invitation. It was 
specially made for the purpose. It 
did not come with much money. As 
I was working in the northwest at 
the time, for convenience's sake, I 
decided to shoot the oil field. 

These three films are all 
related to heavy industry or 
the energy industry. 
However, in Crude Oil there 
is little conversation or 
action, either inside the 
workers' lounge or outside 
by the rig. The monolithic 
impression of the film is not 
interrupted even when they 

do speak or move around, an 
effect further reinforced by 
the long shots typically 
lasting for a few minutes. It 
is quite different from West 
of the Tracks, where the 
viewer has a strong sense of 
lived life, a previously 
existing community, as well 
as the bond to a collective. 
Is the contrast due to the 
difference in locations? 

No, it's not. This is the changing 
China. Factories of the past still 
had a collective spirit. Workers' 
lives were related to the factories. 
For instance, if you were a formal 
worker here, you would be 
considered part of the ownership 
of the workplace. Likewise, 
people's daily life was closely 
related to their work relation at the 
factory. That is no longer the case 
for production units today—now 
there is a contract-labour system 
everywhere. It is a simple 
relationship of hiring, often 
temporary. The oil fields are no 
exception. In China today, apart 
from civil servants, everyone is on 
the contract system. The 

workplace is no longer intrinsically 
related to your life. 

Therefore, the workers in 
Crude Oil may have their 
contracts coming to an end, 
either this year or next? 

That's because of the actual 
relations of production today. The 
system has changed, not only in 
terms of economic relations at the 
workplace, but that of the whole 
society as well. When a company 
decides to hire you, it could be for 
two months, three months, a year, 
or three years; and it will pay you 
according to how much you work. 
The film itself documents this. We 
did not set out to exaggerate or 
diminish the situation. You can 
form your own judgement after 
viewing it, but that comes 
afterwards from you as a viewer; 
it's not our intention. 

In Coal, Money, you followed 
the truck that transported 
coal from Shanxi Province to 
the port city of Tianjin, to 
catch sight of how people, 
from near the coal mine to 
those along the road, were 



trying to seize opportunities 
to change the coal passing 
through their hands into 
money. Does this also aim to 
capture the new times from 
a slice of our social reality? 

The film Coal, Money is an 
incomplete project. We shot a lot at 
the time. But it was done for a 
television programme in Europe, 
which only gave me a fifty-minute 
slot. The producer, a French 
company, actually understood the 
problem. They asked me to make a 
complete version afterwards, but I 
didn't have time to go back and 
work on it again. Within the fifty 
minutes, it wasn't easy to narrate a 
coherent story. It is not a 
completed work. 

Would you agree that 
compared to your longer 
works, the people in this film 
are much more lively, often 
proactive? 

That's right. It is the changing 
nature of our time. We can see that 
China today is not exactly the same 
as it was in the years when I shot 
West of the Tracks. Nowadays, you 

can see the hardship in people's 
lives, but there is also creativity, 
energy and vigour among ordinary 
people. You can see that, under the 
unfavourable conditions of a 
backward economy, simple 
production methods and the 
constraints of the system, the 
ordinary people are working hard 
to create wealth through their own 
labour. It is the flow of life in our 
time. 

Chronologically, your next 
work after West of the 
Tracks was He Fengming 
(2006). Thematically, this 
work is related to your 
feature film The Ditch (2010). 
Both are about the labour 
camp, Farm Jiabiangou, in 
northwest China. The camp 
was set up to hold the 
'Rightists' in 1957 and closed 
down when most of the 
3,000-plus prisoners there 
starved to death during the 
Great Famine of 1958–60. By 
the time the government 
ordered all the detainees to 
go home in early 1961, only a 
few hundred still survived. 
Isn't this a very different 

topic from the films we have 
just discussed? 

In fact, I turned to the story of 
Jiabiangou as early as 2004, right 
after West of the Tracks. I was 
drafting the script and planning 
things at the same time as making 
Crude Oil and Coal, Money. My 
main focus was always on 
Jiabiangou. It took me seven years 
to get He Fengming and The Ditch 
done. The other films were, in a 
way, by-products that I did in my 
spare time. 

Why did you choose this 
topic and spend so much 
energy on it? 

I first learned about the camp from 
Yang Xianhui's book, Stories from 
Jiabiangou. I was shocked. I 
managed to contact him 
afterwards. Meanwhile, I went out 
to collect more materials, do my 
reading, and conduct interviews. In 
2005, Yang Xianhui introduced me 
to He Fengming. That was when I 
made the documentary about her. 

It is obvious to me that Jiabiangou 
occupies a critical position in 

China's modern history. For one 
thing, the international Communist 
movement was introduced to 
China almost a century ago. During 
this whole period its ideology has 
had a major impact on the people 
of this country, bringing about 
tremendous transformations as 
well as causing sharp conflicts in 
people's lives. Jiabiangou itself did 
not last very long, but it harbours 
singular significance in our 
modern history. The camp is very 
important for us in understanding 
our own past. 

In your documentary, He 
Fengming tells her own life 
story. When the PRC was 
established in 1949, she was 
an enthusiastic high-school 
student eager to participate 
in the Revolution. Less than 
ten years later, both she and 
her husband were labelled 
'Rightists' and sent to 
separate labour camps. 
When her husband starved 
to death at Jiabiangou, she 
was not even able to pay him 
a last visit. To protect her 
children and herself during 
the Cultural Revolution, she 



destroyed all written records 
from the earlier years. But 
she never gave up her effort 
to recover their shared 
memory. Eventually, she was 
able to publish her memoir in 
the 21st century. Your film 
starts by following He 
Fengming walking through 
the snow to her home. But 
thereafter, the camera never 
moves. It is not exactly in 
interview form either, for the 
film does not record any 
interviewer's questions. The 
whole film is basically He 
Fengming sitting in her chair, 
speaking to the camera to 
tell her story, with only a few 
moments of exception, such 
as when she stands up to 
turn on the lights. Was this 
intentional? 

Indeed, it was planned in advance. 
It was decided when we first met 
with He Fengming. We wanted to 
make it like that. The actual 
shooting went on much longer, of 
course, but the format was the 
same. I don't usually worry about 
whether the audience will accept 
the way my film is designed. You 
are the filmmaker; it is your job to 
make a convincing work. Instead of 
worrying about the audience, you 
should search for ways to make 

your film a good one. To me, it 
means to look for, or create, a 
potentially better cinema that fits 
your needs in making this 
particular work. At the same time, 
your film must be capable of 
accommodating the living reality of 
its subject. 

Your camera is fixed at quite 
a distance from He 
Fengming. Didn't you 
consider giving her a few 
close-ups? Or was it that 
you didn't want the camera 
itself to catch the 
interviewee's attention? 

I don't think these are problems. 
Filmmaking can deploy various 
tactics: close-up or long shot; 
camera in view or hidden; 
conscious performance or 
spontaneous reaction. These are 
not important issues. The key is 
your choice. The technique and 
style you choose for a film should 
be appropriate to your subject 
matter. What is really important is 
to establish a relation between the 
subject of your film and your 
audience. It is the camera that 
creates this connection. For me, 
the main concern about this 
relationship in shooting He 

Fengming was to make it low-key
—to leave it unnoticed, or maybe 
even banal. But shooting such a 
film means establishing a 
connection not just to each story, 
each character, but to history. In 
fact, it was a social phenomenon at 
the time; many people who had 
lived through that period wanted to 
write their memoirs and tell their 
stories. Why? Because our 
mainstream culture, the dominant 
ideology, does not offer them an 
identity through which they could 
recognize their own lives across 
the passage of time. 

Another question I have been 
repeatedly asked is why people 
should trust the old lady's account. 
For me, this has never been an 
issue. I assume she is trustworthy 
and that is all. A big problem in our 
social life is the weakening of 
human relations: from major events 
to daily contacts our society has 
evolved into an environment where 
people do not feel they can trust 
each other. But this wouldn't work 
for me. I don't approach people 
with suspicion. No, I needed to 
establish a relation of trust with 
her. There was no reason for me 

not to trust her. Moreover, why 
couldn't we simply listen to her? At 
least, we could learn about another 
human being, about how she lived 
her life. 

In that case, why did you 
decide to make a feature film 
of the same story, with The 
Ditch? 

As I mentioned earlier, I believe 
Camp Jiabiangou has a 
significance for modern Chinese 
history—while as history it is part 
of the past, no longer a living 
aspect of our present. But it was 
also a personal choice to make it 
as a feature film instead of a 
documentary. Though there are 
still pressures from various 
directions, we also have spaces 
and freedoms—it is a question of 
exploring possibilities. So, why 
shouldn't I try to make it as a 
feature film? 

In the narrative processes of 
He Fengming and The Ditch, 
from screenplay to editing, 
how did you approach the 
conflicts between the lived 
experience of individuals and 
the ways in which historical 
events are presented? 



I don't think I was impeded by such 
conflicts. What is important for me 
is, firstly, that you can accomplish 
things today through your own 
efforts, and also that it is possible 
to adopt a personal perspective 
when looking at historical events—
and that I could do so through my 
filmmaking practice. This was an 
important factor in the whole 
shooting and production process 
of The Ditch. People are used to 
the kind of historical film that 
covers a long time span, weaves a 
complicated narrative and provides 
rich period atmosphere. But this 
was not my approach. I wanted to 
rethink how to view cinema and 
history, including how to handle 
time and narrative. I didn't try to 
present the story in its totality; what 
I included in the film is only a tiny 
part of the larger historical event. In 
this sense, The Ditch is quite 
simple. It might disappoint some 
viewers, but I feel quite satisfied 
with it. 

The Ditch does not provide 
any information on the 'Anti-
Rightist' Campaign of 1957, 
nor tell the viewer the origin 
of the labour camp. It covers 

only the last and worst days 
that the 'Rightists' spent at 
the camp in the winter of 
1960. Similarly, it does not 
narrate the life stories of the 
central characters, apart 
from giving fragments of 
background information 
through casual dialogue. 
How then did you consider 
the question of time, in such 
a historical film? 

It is impossible for us to recover 
history today, but we can sense the 
existence of it. With a historical 
event, little pieces remain within 
people's memory. History exists in 
these scattered memories. Thus, 
my film consists of small parts. This 
part is on one character and that 
part is on another. One episode of 
this guy and then a different 
episode of another guy—they are 
all happening in the same place 
and within a month. These are all 
related, in symbiosis with each 
other, and the unity of time is 
shared by all. We did not try to build 
up the development of a character 
or a complete narrative. Nor could 
you say that Jiabiangou labour 
camp is the central character of 

the film—after all, The Ditch 
presents only a tiny part of 
Jiabiangou's history. It isn't aimed 
at giving the whole history of the 
camp and in any case, I didn't have 
the resources to do so on a large 
scale. But I could still shoot the 
small portion of the time that truly 
interested me, and through it, we 
may gain a glimpse of that 
historical period. 

While making The Ditch, you also 
made another documentary, Man 
with No Name (2009). It appears to 
be about a new theme, isolation 
and solitude; yet it is also a human 
study. Was this intentional? 
Formally speaking, in contrast to 
He Fengming, which records a 
single person talking through the 
whole film, Man with No Name 
does not have any dialogue at all.       

It was completely accidental that I 
stumbled into this man. We were 
taking a break from shooting The 
Ditch and a friend was driving me 
around the barren wilderness, 
when this man came out of 
nowhere. Somehow I was moved 
by the way he was living. I think he 
brought us the experience of his 

own life. We are living in a time of 
growing material desires, both 
individual and as a society. It is a 
time of hypertrophied desires. 
Then here is someone who might 
be the poorest, the loneliest, but 
also the simplest, someone on his 
own and pretty much self-
sufficient. He lives alone in the 
wilderness, without contact with 
other people. He doesn't need to 
beg from others. His is a natural 
state, like grass sprouting in the 
spring and withering in the 
autumn. In the process you could 
see a human's experience of living 
at its most basic. It was this that 
touched me. 

While shooting He Fengming, I 
was indeed curious to explore the 
extent to which language could 
sustain a film. But the reason for 
using no dialogue in Man with No 
Name is rather simple. I asked the 
man if I could film him, but he 
would not reply. There was no 
communication at all. So we went 
on to film his state of existence. 

The theme of basic survival 
also appears in your latest 
documentary, Three Sisters 



(2012). Again, you 
encountered the three girls 
by chance. You've said 
elsewhere that you met them 
when you went to mourn a 
writer in a remote area of 
southwest Yunnan Province. 
How did you become friends 
with him? 

The writer's name is Sun Shixiang. 
Actually, I did not know him 
personally before he passed away 
in 2001, at the very young age of 
31. He and I belong to the same 
generation. He is best known for 
his novel Shenshi (Story of God), a 
fictionalized memoir of his own life 
story, starting from his childhood 
and published posthumously in 
2004. The novel is more than a 
million characters long. It is rich 
with all the aspects of human life 
Sun Shixiang witnessed. In 
addition to his own story, he tells 
those of his parents, grandparents, 
neighbours, relatives. I think he 
shares the same worldview as me. 
Moreover, I feel that I, too, have 
lived the kind of life he tells in his 
novel. He has effectively told the 
life story of our generation, from 

childhood to maturity. It is a lived, 
sensuous experience as well as a 
spiritual one. I am not a writer or a 
literary critic, but I think Shenshi is 
one of the few really excellent 
novels in contemporary China. I 
read a lot of contemporary 
literature, but many of the works 
are far removed from our life. I 
don't mean personal lives: it is the 
life that our people are actually 
going through in this historical 
period, this national social process. 
Most works are unable to express 
this lived collective experience, 
which is intense but often rich and 
powerful. To me, these works are 
simply too naive. I read Sun 
Shixiang's novel quite early on, 
while working on The Ditch. I knew 
he'd passed away, but I had always 
wanted to visit his home, to see his 
parents and his family. I was busy 
with shooting at the time and was 
only able to make the trip after The 
Ditch was done. For me, it was also 
to visit his tomb and pay my 
respects to him. 

How did you meet the three 
little sisters there? As your 
film shows, they are living 

mainly by themselves, 
without parents to take care 
of them. 

Sun Shixiang's tomb is on a high 
mountainside. On our way back 
downhill, we happened to pass this 
village. We stopped our car there 
and saw the three children by the 
road. This was three years ago, 
when the eldest sister Yingying 
was seven and not yet going to 
school. By the time I started 
shooting, Yingying was ten, and 
the two younger girls were about 
six and four. I started chatting with 
them, and they took me back to 
their home and cooked some 
potatoes for me. It's like that in the 
countryside. I am used to the ways 
of village life; they don't feel 
strange or alien. I don't feel 
intimidated or hesitant about going 
to a stranger's home in a village. It 
isn't a big deal for me. 

Did the life the three children 
were living remind you of 
your own childhood? 

When I was growing up in the 
1970s, life was still very poor in 

China. Everywhere, across the 
whole country, people didn't have 
enough food to eat or clothes to 
wear. Of course this kind of 
material poverty left deep 
impressions in our memory, with 
many details. Since the 80s the 
country has basically been on the 
path away from this poverty-laden 
state. From the 90s on, problems of 
this sort have gradually been put 
behind us. Therefore to a certain 
extent poverty for us is a question 
of memory. Then when you come 
to this mountainous region, all of a 
sudden you're confronted by the 
same poverty, right in your face. 

It is true there was general 
poverty throughout the 
country in the 1970s, but 
wouldn't you say it is a new 
phenomenon for parents to 
leave such small children 
behind to fend for 
themselves? 

Yes, this is a new phenomenon, 
occurring in a period quite different 
from the past. This is not to say that 
people always used to live a happy 
family life. Instead, it was primarily 



a state with a high degree of 
certainty. People's private lives 
were restricted by society: you 
could not easily get a divorce, or go 
away and leave your family of your 
own free will. The problem was not 
merely the ideology: we could see 
that all our activities were 
controlled. In those days you 
couldn't daydream about leaving, if 
you no longer wanted to live with 
your wife or husband. It was 
actually impossible. You didn't have 
the freedom to search for your own 
personal life. Again, not that people 
were living very happily in those 
days. These are two different 
things. 

These problems have emerged 
now, but this is not necessarily 
completely bad; to a large extent it 
is due to economic developments. 
In fact, with many people working 
hard their whole lives long, 
economic relations exert a 
powerful control over people's lives
—much more powerful than the 
ideological control of the past. 
Why? It is simple: look at this small 
village, poor and remote—all the 
capable young workers have gone 

to search for employment 
elsewhere. You could say that the 
economy is worse—more 
horrifying: it exploits people by 
getting them to make the effort 
voluntarily, of their own free will. 

Three Sisters lasts two and a 
half hours, with many long 
shots, mainly following the 
children's daily life, with 
limited dialogue and no 
voice-over at all. Yet the 
images were so powerful 
that, when we saw it at a 
packed theatre, the audience 
was transfixed from 
beginning to end. This 
suggests you have great 
confidence in the images' 
ability to connect with the 
audience? 

The film has two versions. One is 
90 minutes long, made for a 
television programme. Usually 
films for television are about 50 
minutes, so this is already quite 
long. The other version is for 
theatre and lasts for 150 minutes. 
As I said, a film establishes its 
connection to its audience through 

the camera. It is not that the 
images are necessarily very 
attractive or appealing. I think what 
matters is the manner in which the 
filmmaker works. When you keep 
on watching, when your attention 
is continuously trained on 
something, why is it that you want 
to look at it, and then to show it to 
your audience? There has to be 
something people care about, 
something that carries on growing. 
The inner richness of the girls' 
characters, all those details of their 
lives—these keep unfolding, 
offering the audience the chance 
to reflect on this increasing 
complexity. The children radiate 
kindness, instinctively. Even the 
younger one helps feed the pigs 
and goats. It is a very poignant, 
simple relationship between 
human and animal. Many things in 
this film are actually very simple, 
but it brings out the basic realistic 
side of human life and feeling, 
through the life and feeling of the 
children. A rich film is not an 
advertisement. It says something 
about human existence, about the 
basic things in our life. Three 
Sisters is set in a poverty-stricken 

environment, but the film as a 
whole is not about poverty, it is 
about the lived experience of the 
girls' existence. 

As your film shows, the 
father of the three sisters 
who has gone to work in the 
city comes back to the 
village each year to plant 
potatoes, their main food 
supply. 

Yes, and obviously, he has 
problems. This raises a new issue 
that has emerged with China's 
economic development: a huge 
number of villagers have moved to 
the cities, but although their labour 
has contributed enormously to the 
urban economy, their wages and 
their living standards remain low, 
and so the countryside becomes 
even poorer than before. After 
these young labourers have paid 
for their living expenses in the city, 
for food, lodging and so on, they 
have little left. When they return to 
the village they don't bring much 
back with them, after all their back-
breaking labour. The girls' father is 
not old, but it's obvious he could 



have lived a little better if he was 
on his own. With three children, he 
can't save anything in the city, so 
he has to come back. 

In that case, the film is not 
about loneliness, either? 

In Three Sisters there are invisible 
constraints. We haven't said 
anything about the children's 
mother, but she is not part of their 
daily life—the fact is, she has left 
the girls on their own for years. We 
only see their father, and a few 
other people around their home. 
But although they appear to be 
three lonely little figures, they 
actually live inside the economy of 
our times. The economy has 
kidnapped every one of us. In this 
sense, human relations today are 
essentially economic relations. The 
economy assigns the positions 
people occupy and continuously 
reinforces them. These positions, 
in turn, are often invisible. 

Does this correspond to 
what we discussed about 
Crude Oil and Coal, Money? 

Yes and what we see is actually an 
unspecified social relationship in 
China today. 

Do you think that when 
children like the three sisters 
grow up, they will be longing 
for the cities too? 

It is not that the child will be 
longing for the city, but that China's 
economy is centred in the cities. 
They are like magnets; it is not a 
question of personal will but 
economic relationships. Actually, 
it's not that China's economy was 
centred in the countryside in the 
past: for a very long time there 
have been deep distinctions 
between the rural economy, the 
urban economy and petty industry; 
but these different dimensions 
maintained a certain balance 
between them. Now heavyweight 
economic power is located in the 
cities, which have become centres 
of extraordinary wealth. People are 
drawn to this wealth to make a 
living, seeking opportunities. The 
magnet's energy determines the 
size of the regions it affects. 

You once said that in China, 
only Shanghai has an urban 
culture; it doesn't exist 
elsewhere—Beijing's is 
essentially a political culture, 
for example. Now that the 
cities have become such 
magnets, will this lead to a 
growing urban culture? Or, 
alternatively, will culture be 
thwarted by the hukou 
residency registration 
system? 

I don't think it will slow down the 
trend. That comment was made in 
a discussion on Chinese cinema. 
China as a nation was based on 
agrarian civilization; the social 
ideology of the majority today, at its 
core, is still within that frame. As to 
whether—or how—an urban 
culture might emerge when most 
of the population lives in cities, 
these are questions for a future 
time. But the cities will orient 
development, and cinema too can 
contribute towards urban culture. 
These changes are bound to 
come, bringing changes to all the 
other aspects of our life as well. It's 
not a question of whether I want it 
to change personally. 

Does this mean you believe 
cinema has its own vitality? 

It will change just like other things. 
Our world has become more and 
more dependent on the visual 
image, though we haven't given it 
much thought. In the past, images 
did not play such a crucial role, 
though we had a rich civilization 
based on the written word. Rules 
for composition, word games, 
narrative genres, descriptions of 
manners, all were components of a 
culture created by the application 
of the written word. The art of the 
moving image has a much shorter 
history, but it has expanded and 
changed at a very high speed. 
There are many possibilities for 
contemporary cinema; it will not be 
confined to what has been 
accumulated in our repertoires 
from the past century. 

Click here for further information. 
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 Mousse Magazine Wang Bing “Experience and Poverty” 
at Magician Space, Beijing 
Wang Bing and Francesco Tenaglia in conversation

Wang Bing is one of the best-
known Chinese filmmakers in the 
West. He is mainly active in 
documentary but also has worked 
in fiction, notably presenting The 
Ditch—a history of struggle, 
adversity, and death in the 
Jiabiangou forced labor camp in 
the Gobi Desert, where Chinese 
political dissidents were imprisoned 
in the 1960s—at the 2010 Venice 
Biennale.  
Traces (2014) was conceived and 
realized during the production of 
this film, and it’s included in the 
exhibition Experience and 
Poverty at Magician Space gallery 
in Beijing, along with Mrs. 
Fang(winner of the Golden Leopard 
at the Locarno Film Festival, 
2017), 15 Hours (presented at 
documenta 14), and a photographic 
series. 

Francesco Tenaglia: Let’s begin 
with a few words about Traces. 
Wang Bing: Prior to filming the 
work Traces in 2005, for a number 
of years I had been collecting a lot 
of 35mm film , which I hadn’t yet 
had the chance to use. It was when 
I was preparing to work on the 
feature film The Ditch that I decided 
to take this material and shoot the 
additional content that was 
eventually used for Traces. After 
shooting, it stayed in my studio 
unedited for a while. Later, in 2014, 
when I was invited to have a 
retrospective survey at the Centre 
Pompidou, I decided to use this 
material to make Traces into a 
completed video work. 

FT: The curator Yang Beichen, 
with whom you worked on the 
exhibition, uses the word 
“detective” to describe your 
activity. Sometimes your 
corporeality is revealed by the 
sound of your breathing or your 

shadow entering the scene in 
this historically charged land. It 
seems like an empty, imposing, 
strangely beautiful desert that 
slowly ceases to be merely a 
natural presence and reveals an 
untold story. 
WB: Yang Beichen is a very good 
friend whom I have known for many 
years now. I’m so grateful for his 
work in preparing and curating this 
exhibition. Traces begins in a quiet 
part of the Gobi Desert and slowly 
searches for the remains of bodies 
left exposed there through wind 
and rain after sixty years. It is an 
attempt to explore the suffering of 
starvation and death that had been 
that had been crushed by the 
history of this place. 

FT: Do you think about the 
difference in the reception of 
your work in a movie theater 
environment versus a gallery 
space (where the visitor can 
enter when the film has already 

started, or not stay for the 
complete film, and so on)? 
WB: Viewing a film inside a cinema 
is much more linear and fixed. The 
narrative starts with the beginning 
and then moves in a forward 
progression until the end. With an 
art exhibition, each audience 
member has a fluid relation to the 
presentation as soon as they enter 
into the space. It can be more 
fragmentary, and for the majority of 
cinema works this can bring about 
many obstacles. For my part, I am 
slowly trying to find out how video 
can be presented to suit the rhythm 
of an exhibition through both its 
narrative logic, but also the time of 
the narrative. I had all this in mind 
when I was producing my two new 
works for this year’s 
documenta. Mrs. Fang used a 
relatively conventional cinema 
method in its narrative. 15 
Hours uses a continuous shot, 
without any editing to structure the 
film’s narrative. The original 



recorded footage is presented in 
its entirety in order to convey a 
truthful image to the viewer. 

FT: Mrs. Fang and 15 Hours—
and probably this can be said 
of a large part of your work—
share a form of 
disillusionment. You portray 
some passages of human life 
as inevitable, for instance the 
approach of death, or the 
hard work of people coming 
from the countryside to the 
city, in a very cold and 
concise way that seems to 
cancel space for illusions. 
WB: The most fundamental 
aspect of the moving image is its 
ability to directly copy an action 
in order to show us the physical 
world. Moreover, this direct way 
of recording something happens 
to be a method of filmmaking 
that I particularly like. For me it 
holds the most creativity. It is 
also about finding a rational way 
to analyze things. Images 
possess an idea of truth that 
makes them (in the widest 
sense) inherently documentary; 

they also provide us a way to 
decipher the foundations of this 
truth. 

FT: The exhibition at Magician 
Space also includes 
photographs. How do these 
pictures 
complement Traces, 15 
Hours, and Mrs. Fang? 
WB: The photographs were also 
taken in 2014 for the Pompidou 
retrospective. Actually, it had 
been something like twenty 
years since I had taken a 
photograph and I am still not too 
skilled at it technically. I shot 
them in the middle of the night 
using a torch to shine light onto 
the subjects. There is a 
mysterious quality to the 
wrinkles and textures we see. It 
was as if standing in the middle 
of the Gobi Desert, illuminated 
by the nighttime stars, gave me 
an unbounded possibility to 
imagine the narratives behind 
the remnants of these departed 
people. 

Click here for more information. 
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