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If Wu Wenguang’s Bumming in Beijing (
, 1990) is considered to
mark the birth of Chinese independent cinema, that cinema celebrated its 30th
birthday in 2020. But if independence is defined in China as meaning
production without government permission, China’s first film law in 2017 made
that practice illegal. The intervening decades saw the emergence of a broader
film culture supporting this filmmaking, from film festivals to film criticism, but
also this culture’s metamorphosis under pressure from both state and market.
Can we still speak of independent cinema in the PRC, and if so, what does it
mean to do so?
"Reassessing Chinese Independent Cinema: Past, Present... And Future?" is the
first international conference devoted to Chinese independent cinema. At this
important moment, we seek to consolidate and advance this emergent field of
study and to take stock of the past, present and future of Chinese independent
film. After thirty years, there is a significant body of literature on the subject, in a
range of languages. What have we learned? What is missing? And what is still to
be done?
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timetable
Friday 29 January
12:00 – 12:15 UK Time: Welcome. Sabrina Yu
(Newcastle University)

12:15 – 13:45
Session 1: Ethics and Form
Chair: Sabrina Yu (Newcastle University`). Chat Moderator: Chris Berry
(KCL).
Markus NORNES (University of Michigan, Ann Arbor) “Brushed in Light: Li
Xianting and the Cinematographic Calligraph.”
Max BERWALD (USC) “Newly Admissible: Talking Heads and Physical
Remains in the Films of Hu Jie.”
Camille BOURGEUS (University of Antwerp) “'History writers of social life':
Wang Bing’s critical realist cinema.”
Yun PENG (University of Hawai’i at Manoa) “Ethics and the Reality
of Others.”
Cecilia MELLO (University of São Paulo) “Hu Bo’s Ethics of Realism.”
Jennifer RUTH (Portland State University) “The Private Is Public:
Time in Platform and Space in An Elephant Sitting Still.”
XU Kaiyang (USC) “The Grassroots’ Independence: Documenting
Precarious Temporality in Self-Made Videos.”
02

timetable
29 Jan 2021
13:45 – 14:00 Break
14:00 – 15:30
Session 2: Communities – Gender; Ecology
Chair: Chris Berry (KCL). Chat Moderator: Lydia Wu (Newcastle University).
ZHANG Zimu (City University of Hong Kong) “‘Kawarborge’- History and
Future of the Ecological and Archival Chinese Independent Cinema.”
Kelly MCGEORGE (Newcastle University) “Independent Chinese Ecodocumentary Practice: Endangered Filmmaking on an Endangered Planet.”
ZHANG Zhen (NYU) “Haptic Visuality and Tactile Resistance in Huang Ji's
Personal Cinema”
Gina MARCHETTI (University of Hong Kong) “Independent
Film/Independent Women: Yang Mingming’s Girls Always Happy (2018) and
#MeToo in the PRC.”
Hongwei BAO (University of Nottingham) "Ways of Seeing Transgender in
Independent Chinese Cinema.”
Jinyan ZENG (Lund University, Sweden) “Rethinking Documentary Ethics in
Digital China: Performative Body, Editing Power, and Protagonist’s Shockings.”
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timetable
Saturday 30 January 2021
12:00 – 12:10 Welcome. Sabrina Yu (Newcastle University)
12:10 – 13:40
Session 3: Rethinking History and Definitions
Chair: Luke Robinson (University of Sussex). Chat Moderator: Sabrina Yu
(Newcastle University)
Seio NAKAJIMA (Waseda University) “In Dependence and in Relation: A
Relational-Sociological Approach to Chinese Independent Cinema.”
Zoe Meng JIANG (NYU) “The Soil and the Scar: From the Photographic New Wave
to the New Documentary Movement.”
Luisa PRUDENTINO (INALCO) “Independent Cinema: Genesis and Early
Developments (1989 – 2003).”
Tianqi Yu (QMUL) “Three modes of Independent Chinese Documentary
Production and the rise of local documentary industry.”
WU Xiaochu (University of Oxford), “From ‘Independent’ to ‘Networked’: The ‘Inbetween-ness’ of Chinese Indie Film.”
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timetable
Saturday 30 January 2021
13:40 – 13:50 Break
13:50 – 15:20
Session 4: Production and Exhibition
Chair: Lydia Wu (Newcastle University). Chat Moderator: Luke Robinson
(University of Sussex)
Xiang FAN (Goldsmiths University of London) “‘Independent’ Exhibitors:
Mediating between Underground and Publicity.”
Maja KORBECKA (Freie Universität Berlin) “Pingyao International Film
Festival: Independent Cinema Negotiated.”
Zhaoyu ZHU (KCL) “Do the New Chinese Film Festivals Shape a New Chinese
Independent Cinema? A Case study of Yang Lina's Spring Tide.”
MA Ran (Nagoya University) and TONG Shan (City University of Hong
Kong) “It is All About “Youth Cinema” (qingnian dianying)—Independent
Cinema, New Auteur, and the FIRST International Film Festival.”
Flora LICHAA (EHESS-CNRS, Paris) “Producing Chinese Independent Films:
Two Case Studies of Co-Production.”
HUANG Tianhui (USC) “One Mediated Nation: Observations on Transnational
Chinese Documentary.”
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timetable
Saturday 30 January 2021

15:20 – 16:00
Open Plenary
Chaired by Chris Berry and Sabrina Yu
This is first conference dedicated to Independent Chinese Film Studies. As we
consolidate the field with this event, what themes and issues have come into
focus over our discussions? What will be some of the important questions for
future research?
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BIOGRAPHIES AND ABSTRACTS
(In order of presentation)
Session 1
Markus NORNES (University of Michigan, Ann Arbor) “Brushed in Light:
Li Xianting and the Cinematographic Calligraph.”
Calligraphy is one thing that sets East Asian film apart from the rest of world
cinema. At the same time, the language systems and calligraphy cultures of
East Asia are fundamentally different, as are the material cultures of
filmmaking. Nevertheless, my inquiry into this topic found regular
inspiration from the independent Chinese documentary scene. This paper
explores the aesthetics and ontology of the cinematic calligraph through a
dialogue with the thought and work of Li Xianting, Zhao Liang and Wang Wo.
What makes the brushed word so powerful in Asian cinema? I discover
surprising forces that calligraphy exert on cinematography and acting, and
T A R T D A T E and cinema
A S K affinities betweenScalligraphy
E N Ditself.
DATE
finally explore Tdeep
Bio:
Markus Nornes is Professor of Asian Cinema in both the Department of Film,
Television and Media Studies and the Department of Asian Languages and
Cultures. Most of his work is on Japanese cinema, particularly the
documentary tradition. He has published widely on the Japanese pink film,
Korean Hallyu, Taiwanese cinema, Chinese film festivals, and film
translation. His latest book is a co-edited reader of Japanese film theory
(Yumani, 2018), and his upcoming monograph is on calligraphy in East Asian
cinema.
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BIOGRAPHIES AND ABSTRACTS
Max BERWALD (USC) “Newly Admissible: Talking Heads and Physical Remains
in the Films of Hu Jie.”

胡杰
寻找林昭的灵魂

我虽死去

Hu Jie’s (
) films Though I Am Gone (
) and In Search of Lin Zhao’s
Soul (
) both rely on lengthy interviews to tell the story of a
particular violent crime. Both films climax with the revealing of physical
evidence, in each case bodily, and the self-conscious presentation of that
evidence to the camera: in Though, the blood, excrement and hair of the victim,
and, in Lin Zhao, only the hair. This paper draws on the work of Esther Yau on
trauma in Chinese film, and Reynaud’s work on voice and silence in the New
Documentary Movement. I argue that Hu’s films use the juxtaposition of bodily
evidence with the distinctly ethereal evidence of oral testimony to not only
destabilize official histories, but to recalibrate the relationship between
viewer and history. New claims to physical veracity challenge the privileged
position of narrativity. In this sense, Hu’s films are representative of a broader
tendency, across Chinese independent filmmaking, of contesting the aesthetics
that mediate historical memory. The presentation will also orient this aspect
of Hu’s work to that of Wang Bing, Xu Tong, and Wu Wenguang.
Bio:
Max Berwald is an MA student in Cinema and Media Studies at USC. While
earning his BA in Cinema at SFSU, he studied abroad at City University of
Hong Kong, subsequently living in both Beijing and Taipei. In Taipei he
studied for two years at Taiwan Normal University's Mandarin Training
Center. His research interests include Chinese cinema and media culture,
representations of the past, and representations of warfare and criminality.
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BIOGRAPHIES AND ABSTRACTS
Camille BOURGEUS (University of Antwerp) “'History writers of social life':
Wang Bing’s critical realist cinema.”
In an effort to understand contemporary filmmaker Wang Bing’s position on a
world cinema stage, I want to draw from Georg Lukács’ concept of realism to
interpret Wang’s cinema as capable of raising a new temporal as well as a
spatial consciousness, for Chinese and Western audiences alike. For Lukács,
narrative is less a literary construct than an epistemological category.
Accordingly, I will argue that Wang’s documentary approach is not merely
observational, but consists of actively composing characters and storylines,
e.g. in West of the Tracks (2003), as well as using staging and alienation
techniques to critically interrogate the interview setting in e.g. He Fengming
(2007) and his most recent Dead Souls (2018). I examine Wang’s work in line
with Lu Xinyu (2010) who draws upon Marxist aesthetic theory and specifically
on Lukacs to demonstrate that the (de)industrialization of China cannot be
separated from Western (imperialist) history. Accordingly, I scrutinize Wang’s
aesthetic choices to show that his use of narrative has both a historizing and a
mediating (and therefore political) function of connecting single stories to a
globalized and neoliberal world system.
Bio:
Camille Bourgeus is a Belgian film studies researcher at the University of
Antwerp, preparing a PhD on the cinema of Chinese filmmaker and visual
artist Wang Bing. In her research, she explores the critical significance of
Wang’s aesthetics within the context of a perceived ‘realist turn’ in
contemporary art cinema.

09

BIOGRAPHIES AND ABSTRACTS
Yun PENG (University of Hawai’i at Manoa) “Ethics and the Reality of
Others.”
Documentary ethics has been the subject of heated debates in the study
of Chinese independent documentary (CID) (Abé Mark Nornes, J. P.
Sniadecki, Yiman Wang). My paper proposes a new perspective by
comparing two filmmakers often cited in contrast: Wang Bing (West of
the Tracks, ’Til Madeness Do Us Part) and Ma Li (Born in Beijing,
Inmates). I begin by arguing that the challenge to social consensus posed
by the works of both requires that we reframe the ethical question to
take into account implicit normative assumptions. Based on this more
complex view of the ethical and of Wang’s approach, I then argue that Ma
Li’s approach to the documentary relationship reflects a deeper change
in her conception of the real. If “cruel” moments are privileged by Wang,
it is because their intensity exemplifies for him the real as something
laid bare. For Ma Li, reality is no longer the condition but lies in the
uncertainty of the subjects’ responses, which include, crucially, the
possibility of their negating the current identity—precisely what can
never be laid bare. This changed conception of the real, from
compelling-ness to uncertainty, signals a new development in CID.
Bio:
Yun Peng is Associate Professor at the Department of East Asian
Languages and Literatures at University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa. She
received a Ph.D. in Comparative Literature from University of Minnesota.
Her research interests include modern Chinese literature, Chinese
cinema, literary criticism, and film theory. Her current work focuses on
contemporary Chinese documentary and independent films.
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BIOGRAPHIES AND ABSTRACTS
Cecilia MELLO (University of São Paulo) “Hu Bo’s Ethics of Realism.”
This paper offers an analysis of Hu Bo’s An Elephant Sitting Still (2018) from the
point of view of Chinese independent cinema’s trans-border connections and the
ethics and politics of independent production in China. Hu Bo graduated from
the Beijing Film Academy in 2014 with a degree in Film Directing. In 2017 he
participated in the FIRST Training Camp in Xining under the supervision of Béla
Tarr, where he completed the short film Man in the Well (
, 2017). Before
that, Hu Bo had already started working on what would become his first and last
feature film, the monumental An Elephant Sitting Still (
, 2018).
The film takes place in the course of a single day and focuses on four
protagonists and their struggles in an industrial city in the north of China (the
film was shot in Jingxing and Shijiazhuang, Hebei Province). It began as an
independent production backed by Wang Xiaoshuai’s ‘Dongchun Films’, but
what happened afterwards has become the subject of much speculation. In a
tragic turn of events, Hu Bo committed suicide at the age of 29, soon after
finishing his film. It is reported that Wang Xiaoshuai was not happy with its long
duration and wanted it shortened, and the name of his production company has
since disappeared from the credits. Taking the film’s production history into
account, this paper hopes to investigate the specificity of its realism, an
inheritor of Béla Tarr and other contemporary world cinema’s exponents of the
hyperbolic long take, and to discuss its ethics, leading to questions about the
limits and the future of Chinese independent cinema.

井⾥的⼈
⼤象席地⽽坐

Bio:
Cecília Mello is Senior Lecturer in Film and Audiovisual Media at the
Department of Film, Radio and Television, University of São Paulo, Brazil. Her
research focuses on world cinema – with an emphasis on British and Chinese
cinemas – and on issues of audiovisual realism, cinema and urban spaces and
intermediality. She is the author of The Cinema of Jia Zhangke: Realism and
Memory in Chinese Film (London: Bloomsbury, 2019)
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BIOGRAPHIES AND ABSTRACTS
Jennifer RUTH (Portland State University) “The Private Is Public: Time in
Platform and Space in An Elephant Sitting Still.”
“The changes in our lives,” according to French historian Pierre Nora, “are of the
same nature as changes in the way in which we represent our lives.” This paper
explores how both Jia Zhangke’s Platform (2000) and Hu Bo’s An Elephant
Sitting Still (2018) illustrate Nora’s thesis, arguably making An Elephant Sitting
Still today’s Platform. Some techniques of representation remain the same (long
takes, dead time) but some have changed (close-ups over long shots, for example)
as each film translates its critique of a dysfunctional society into, or through, its
form, such that the audience’s experience of the film mirrors the protagonists’
lived experience. Chronicling the shift from the Mao years to Opening-up and
Reform, Platform moves us through a disillusioned but collective reality into an
equally disillusioned but now fragmented one. Made as Xi Jinping tightens the
Party’s grip, destroying the New Citizens’ Movement and other attempts to build
a critical public sphere, An Elephant Sitting Still embeds its audience in toxic
situations that appear impossible to escape except through death. However, the
film also tentatively points toward a less fallen world, one in which isolated and
broken individuals learn to share public space. The possibility glimpsed in An
Elephant Sitting Still, against the very odds the film itself takes pains to
establish, is that defeated individuals might make baby steps towards something
that looks a little less like existential homelessness and a little more like
citizenship.
Bio:
Professor Jennifer Ruth teaches in Portland State's School of Film, focusing on
international cinema and film history and theory. Recent publications include
"Academic Freedom and China" (Academe Fall 2019) and "What Would Siegfried
Kracauer Say about Tom Ford's Nocturnal Animals?" (Senses of Cinema March
2018).
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BIOGRAPHIES AND ABSTRACTS
XU Kaiyang (USC) “The Grassroots’ Independence: Documenting Precarious
Temporality in Self-Made Videos.”
How should we theorize self-made video as a form of independent documentary?
At the largest Chinese film studio in Hengdian, film extras who desire stardom
live in continuous insecurity and in an instable, fragmentary temporal pattern.
Nonetheless, many film extras make short videos that turn their undervalued
time into visual productivity. Based on a field study in Hengdian, this paper
investigates how self-made videos[1] can be viewed as a cinematic genre beyond
institutional or intellectual film production that documents precarious lives and
temporality as the dynamics of resisting a homogeneous, success-dreaming
futurity. Mainly focusing on two types of self-made videos—videos made in
working space and that made in private space after work—this paper argues,
first, self-made videos document film extras’ prolonged working time or deprived
resting time beyond the frame of mainstream film production that mutes such
back-stage precarity. Second, self-made videos allow film extras who partially
represent Chinese floating population’s experiences to speak independently the
entanglement of their precarious past, present, and future imagination.
Furthermore, a sense of satiric humor is delivered through self-made videos as
the grassroots’ configuration of the future-dreaming narrative: it is not entirely
optimistic or merely disillusioned, but rather a dynamic connotation of ways or
choices of living. Film extras as a specific ethnographic group living in multilayered fictionality and reality produced by cinematic milieu document film
production in self-made videos as a dream/temporal machine that steers their
future aspirations into a non-homogenous, plural structure of imagination.
[1] These videos are usually made by smart phone and they are circulated on the internet. They are
narration-oriented, diarial, and they have an aesthetic of intimacy, which demonstrate film extras’
personal life, inner speech, and the emotion ties within the film extra community.
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BIOGRAPHIES AND ABSTRACTS
Bio:
Kaiyang Xu receives M.A. in East Asian Studies from Duke University. She is
currently a first-year Ph.D. student at University of Southern California. Her
research interests lie in contemporary Chinese cinema and media studies. Her
MA thesis focused on the mediating relationship between filmmaker and rural
subjects under a critical inquiry into how state power and development change
rural life and space. Methodologically, Kaiyang is interested in mapping cultural
studies, film studies, and anthropological approach.
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BIOGRAPHIES AND ABSTRACTS
Session 2
ZHANG Zimu (City University of Hong Kong) “ 'Kawakarpo ' - History and Future of
the Ecological and Archival Chinese Independent Cinema.”
When assessing Chinese independent cinema, one challenging task I find is to
acknowledge that most of its works and discourses are anthropocentric. When we
are confronted by the geological new era, that of the Anthropocene( Crutzen, 2002)
and the Anthropocene aesthetics (Mirzoeff, 2014), can were examine Chinese
independent cinema, which often includes the quest of freedom and social justice,
and find the space for ecological and post-human consciousness in both cinema
ontology and its social production?With this question in mind, I encountered the
unique and still ongoing project Kawakarpo Documentary Archive led by Guo Jing,
one of the major founders of the momentous Chinese independent film festival, the
Yunfest (Yun Zhi Nan). Kawakarpo, located at the junction of Yunnan and Tibet, is a
sacred mountain of more than 100,000 Tibetan believers in the East MagdalenaHengduan Mountains region. From 1998 to 2003, Guo Jing as an anthropologist and
documentary filmmaker recorded the close connections between local villagers
and the sacred place with his DV camera, including daily interactions with plants,
animals, spirits, and many other non-human lives. With his own two hundred hours
of materials, he began to turn it into a collective film archive in the form of indexed
journals instead of authored narrative films. His approach also influenced local
villagers and filmmakers, such as Tshe Ring Sgrol Ma, Tashi Nyima, Li Weihong to
slowly turn their shooting materials into an archive, which will be open source for
use by local villagers.
I argue that this growing archive of local moving image materials, along with its
prominent reflections on the human and non-human relations, marked the
historical beginning on ecological thinking in independent Chinese cinema
movement. Moreover this archival, collective and open-framework treatment of
moving image also hints towards a possible future for Chinese independent
cinema.
15

BIOGRAPHIES AND ABSTRACTS
References:
Crutzen, P. J. (2002). The “anthropocene”. Paper presented at the Journal De
Physique IV (Proceedings), 12(10) 1-5.
Mirzoeff, N. (2014). Visualizing the anthropocene. Public Culture, 26(2 (73)),
213-232.
Bio:
Zimu Zhang is a researcher and moving image practitioner. She is currently
conducting her PhD research at City University of Hong Kong. Her research focuses
on the conjunction of moving image, society of control and the Anthropocene. She
is also active in film curating, alternative screening and socially engaged art
practices.
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BIOGRAPHIES AND ABSTRACTS
Kelly MCGEORGE (Newcastle University) “Independent Chinese Eco-documentary
Practice: Endangered Filmmaking on an Endangered Planet.”
This paper will explore how independence has been essential to the existence and
survival of Chinese eco-documentary practice within the post-socialist era. Due to
the politicization and restriction of environmentalism within the PRC, it will argue
that film production without state approval is necessary for Chinese ecofilmmakers to pursue their objectives of social commentary and impact. By
investigating overlooked or even actively suppressed socio-environmental
problems, it will propose that independent Chinese eco-filmmakers challenge
official metanarratives of modernization via their self-archiving of alternative
accounts of social change and environmental trauma, promoting greater ecoawareness and eco-action. The increasing pressure placed upon artistic freedom
by state censorship, however, poses a serious threat to the ability of independent
Chinese eco-documentary practice to participate in the expansion of China’s
emerging green public sphere, which supports grassroots movements for ecojustice outside the authoritarian environmentalism practiced by the Chinese
Communist Party. This paper will therefore close by considering the future for
independent Chinese eco-documentary practice, discussing: firstly, the importance
of preservation for both protecting its unique film culture and validating its
bottom-up, localized narratives of difference and dissent; and secondly, potential
shifts in its practice that might enable its survival as a powerful force of
socially-engaged filmmaking.
Bio:
Kelly McGeorge is a 2nd year PhD candidate in the School of Modern Languages at
Newcastle University. Her doctoral thesis investigates independent Chinese ecodocumentary practice within the context of post-socialist China and the
Anthropocene epoch, examining its representation of the socio-environmental
problems arising from these periods of political and geological transition, and
questioning how government attitudes and policies towards environmentalism
influence its aesthetic choices, political practices and overall social
impactpractices.
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BIOGRAPHIES AND ABSTRACTS
ZHANG Zhen (NYU) “Haptic Visuality and Tactile Resistance in Huang Ji's
Personal Cinema.”
Part of a larger project on independent women directors of contemporary
Chinese-language cinema, this presentation explores a unique aesthetic of
concealment and tactile resistance in Huang Ji's highly personal cinema,
specifically the two autobiographically inflected feature films about the
“left-behind” child and sexual abuse in rural China.
Bio:
Zhang Zhen is Associate Professor, director of Asian Film & Media Initiative
and director of Undergraduate Studies at the Department of Cinema
Studies at NYU. The main areas of her scholarly interests include Chineselanguage film history in its cultural, aesthetic, political, and gendered
manifestations, within the broad frameworks of modernity, modernism, and
cosmopolitanism. Her first scholarly book, An Amorous History of the Silver
Screen: Shanghai Cinema 1896-1937 (2005), articulates a cultural history of
early Chinese cinema within the matrix of exuberant metropolitan mass
culture in the early decades of the twentieth century. The interest in the
dynamic relationship between the cinema and the city is also evident in the
volume she edited, The Urban Generation: Chinese Cinema and Society at
the Turn of the Twenty-first Century (2007). She have also been following
and working on and with emerging independent film communities in China,
especially in the advent of digital media. This long-term engagement has
resulted in DV-made China: Digital Subjects and Social Transformations
after Independent Film (co-edited with Angela Zito) published in 2015. Her
ongoing projects include a volume on women directors of contemporary
Chinese-language cinema and another book on the orphan imagination in
transnational Chinese film history.
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BIOGRAPHIES AND ABSTRACTS
Gina MARCHETTI (University of Hong Kong) “Independent Film/Independent Women:
Yang Mingming’s Girls Always Happy (2018) and #MeToo in the PRC.”
One of the first responses to the massive media blitz surrounding the Weinstein allegations
from the People’s Republic of China came in the form of an opinion piece denying the
existence of sexual harassment in mainland China published in the English-language
edition of the government-run newspaper China Daily.[1] Christoph Rehage, who had
studied at the prestigious Beijing Film Academy, wrote the following on Twitter in response:
“The Chinese movie industry is full of abuse. Many actresses, especially the younger ones,
are being treated like prostitutes.”[2] In fact, a sexual assault at the Beijing Film Academy in
May 2017 opened up an outpouring of additional allegations involving sexual harassment at
other institutions of higher education in China.
With #MeToo as a backdrop, this presentation explores the semi-autobiographical work of
independent female filmmaker Yang Mingming. Yang has made two films loosely based on
her experiences as an aspiring filmmaker in Beijing, the short Female Directors (2012) and
the feature-length Girls Always Happy (2018). Focusing primarily on her more recent
feature Girls Always Happy, this analysis zeroes in on the ways in which Yang interrogates
the gendered politics of the camera gaze as she reflects on the contemporary Beijing
filmmaking scene.
Bio
Gina Marchetti (University of Hong Kong) is the author of Romance and the "Yellow Peril":
Race, Sex and Discursive Strategies in Hollywood Fiction (California, 1993), From
Tian’anmen to Times Square: Transnational China and the Chinese Diaspora on Global
Screens (Temple, 2006), The Chinese Diaspora on American Screens: Race, Sex, and Cinema
(Temple, 2012), and Andrew Lau and Alan Mak’s INFERNAL AFFAIRS—The Trilogy (HKUP,
2007), and Citing China: Politics, Postmodernism, and World Cinema (Hawai’i, 2018).
[1] http://shanghaiist.com/2017/10/18/no-sexual-harassment-in-china.php
[2] https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/17/anger-as-chinese-media-claim-harassment-is-justa-western-problem
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Hongwei BAO (University of Nottingham) “Ways of Seeing Transgender in
Independent Chinese Cinema.”
This paper examines the history of representing transgender characters in
independent films (and particularly in queer films) produced in mainland China from
the 1990s to present. Tracing a brief history of the transgender representation on
Chinese screen, this paper illustrates the multiplicity and porousness of transgender
representations in postsocialist China. This paper identifies five ways of representing
trans people on Chinese screen, roughly corresponding to five historical periods and
modes of representation: (1) transgender as the homosexual prototype in early queer
films of the 1990s; (2) transgender as socially marginalised subjects (e.g. drag and sex
worker) in independent Chinese cinema of the 2000s; (3) transgender as part of the
LGBTQ in queer community documentaries from the 2000s to 2010s; (4) transgender
as the avant-garde queer character in queer experimental films from the 2000s to
2010s; (5) transgender as identity and community in emerging trans community DIY
videos in the 2010s. These diverse representations result from a contingent assemblage
of factors including the film genre, the filmmaker’s subjectivity, the relationship
between the filmmaker and the filmed subjects, the discourses in which the
representations are situated, and the development of the trans subjectivities and
communities. Recognising the crucial role of films in identity construction and
community formation, this paper contends that these ‘trans’ films construct the
Chinese transgender subject as contingent, flexible, marginalised, and nonetheless
socially significant. In doing so, this paper refutes an essentialised notion of trans
identity; it also highlights the pivotal role of independent films in constructing
marginalised identities, communities, and desires in postsocialist China.
Bio:
Dr Hongwei Bao is an Associate Professor in Media Studies at the University of
Nottingham, UK. He holds a PhD in Gender and Cultural Studies from the University of
Sydney, Australia. His research primarily focuses on queer cultures in contemporary
China, including queer films, filmmakers, and film festivals. He is the author of Queer
Comrades: Gay Identity and Tongzhi Activism in Postsocialist China (NIAS Press, 2018)
and Queer China: Lesbian and Gay Literature and Visual Culture under Postsocialism
(Routledge, 2020)
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Jinyan ZENG (Lund University, Sweden) "Rethinking Documentary
Ethics in Digital China: Performative Body, Editing Power, and
Protagonist’s Shocking."
This article aims to explore challenges of ethics in Chinese independent
documentary film. It responds to how grassroots, activist, and transnational
feminist values have reshaped Chinese independent documentary
authorship, filmmaking process, and the social-political space opened-up by
these films. Examining three films, this article argues: 1) the positionality of
documentary participant’s performative body has fundamentally defined the
relationship between filmmaker and protagonists, as well as the footage shot
by the filmmaker; 2) the power negotiation in film editing room addresses a
partnership between filmmakers, sponsors, and protagonists, therefore
redefines documentary film’s authorship and protagonists’ subjectivity; 3)
while the shocking effect of protagonist seeing self's on-screen image
becomes a challenge to the relationship between filmmaker and protagonist,
recognising the emotionalization of reflexivity is used as a communication
strategy among film participants, therefore it reshapes documentary film’s
distribution and discussion.
Bio:
Jinyan Zeng (based in Hong Kong and Beijing, P. R. China), scholar, writer
and documentary filmmaker, the 2017 Oak Fellow (film and photography) at
Colby College (USA), is the Outstanding Chinese and Indian Post-doctoral
Fellow at the University of Haifa (Israel). Zeng specializes in intellectual
identity and social activism, culture and politics, gender and sexuality,
ethnicity, and digitalism, with particular emphasis on China.
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Session 3
Seio NAKAJIMA (Waseda University) “In Dependence and in Relation: A RelationalSociological Approach to Chinese Independent Cinema.”
Extending Chris Berry’s (2006: 111) insight that “‘independence’ is also ‘in
dependence,’” I explore a relational-sociological approach to Chinese independent
cinema (CIC).
1) State, Economy, and Society: Complex relations exit among the government, the
market, and CIC. E.g., the earliest CIC were produced by people working “within-thesystem” TV stations; some CIC directors “commercially” distribute and exhibit their
works abroad.
2) Production and Consumption: Close linkages between the watching and the making
of CIC exist. E.g., independent film festivals have often included sessions on
productions.
3) Text and Context: Film studies’ strength in textual analysis and sociology’s
insights in contextual analysis should be integrated.
4) Fiction and Documentary: Directors of fiction and documentary often overlap;
fictional and factual aspects are also not necessarily distinct.
5) Humans and Non-Humans: The “material turn” (Law 2009) in sociology can be
useful. E.g., How do new technologies such as DV camera, or online film
exhibition influence the making and the viewing of CIC?
6) Researcher and Researched: Some CICs present normative statements; doing
research on CIC may also entail political and normative commitments (Weber
1917; cf. Law and Singleton 2013).
7) National and Transnational: All the above six relations play out within this
relational aspect.
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Selected References:
Berry, Chris. 2006. “Independently Chinese : Duan Jinchuan, Jiang Yue, and
Chinese Documentary.” Pp. 109-122 in Paul G. Pickowicz and Yingjin Zhang, eds.
FromUnderground to Independent: Alternative Film Culture in Contemporary
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Zoe Meng JIANG (NYU) “The Soil and the Scar: From the Photographic New
Wave to the New Documentary Movement.”
Scholars have rightfully argued that the New Documentary Movement,
inaugurated by films like Wu Wenguang’s Bumming in Beijing in
1990, represents less of a point of historical origin than manifestation of
forces in motion (Robinson 2013; Wang 2019). Nonetheless, they locate such
forces primarily within the transitioning state television system in the
1980s. Their efforts, I argue, risk sustaining rather than unraveling the
existing dialectics between television documentary and independent
documentary. In an attempt at the multiple origins of the New Documentary
Movement, this paper looks to the history of post-socialist photography –
particularly, “the documentary turn” of the Photographic New Wave in the
1980s. At the time, documentary photographs developed into two major
genres: native soil art (xiangtu meishu) and scar art (shanghen meishu) (Wu
2004). Tracing images of peasants and petitioners – two key figures of the
soil and the scar genres – from Hou Dengke’s and Li Xiaobin’s photographs
in the 1980s to Cong Feng’s and Zhao Liang’s documentary films in the
2000s, I argue that the soil and the scar genres have embodied two
foundational modes in which artists make sense of the post-socialist history.
Revealing the iconological influences of the Photographic New Wave on the
New Documentary Movement, I also hope to revisit Bumming in Beijing as
not only a tale of resistance to television, but also an account of transmedia
solidarity, as Wu Wenguang closely engages with artists of
different mediums including a photographer.
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She is the co-editor of the special issue “Chaotic Formats” of Journal of
Chinese Cinemas, and the assistant editor of World Records, a journal
published by UnionDocs Center for Documentary Art.
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Luisa PRUDENTINO (INALCO) “Independent Cinema: Genesis and Early
Developments (1989 – 2003).”
The aftermath of Tian’anmen was a period of repression, of drastic
curtailment of the relative freedom that had blossomed in the few years
before. But, when the so-called ‘independent’ cinema started, right after
Tian’anmen, the breach in the monopolistic State system which happened
was not so much a conscious move towards artistic freedom and still less a
gesture of defiance, but rather a personal initiative driven by circumstances.
It then developed because technical progress made it possible to shoot a
film on a shoe-string budget, without the need to depend on a studio.
Chinese independent cinema developed at the same time in both fields of
documentary and fiction, and actually blurred the two concepts. In fact,
independent cinema is also a stylistic story.
Bio:
Luisa PRUDENTINO is a sinologist specializing in Chinese cinema. Author of
numerous books and essays on Chinese cinema, she teaches the history of
Chinese cinema at the INALCO (Paris), as well as at the Institut of Sciences
Po (Le Havre Campus). Recently, she collaborated to the Dictionary of
Chinese Cinema - China, Hong Kong and Taiwan, published in November
2019 in France. She is also a consultant for many film festivals in France and
abroad.
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Kiki Tianqi Yu (QMUL) “Three modes of Independent Chinese Documentary
Production and the rise of local documentary industry.”
This paper argues that Chinese independent documentary has developed into
three kinds of production over the past decade, 1) the political or activist mode
that continues the spirit of former independent cinema and does not commit to
film censorship, 2) the industrialized mode that increasingly connects with the
international independent documentary network through its funding,
distribution and exhibition system, and does not necessary challenge film
censorship, and 3) the experimental mode that prioritises aesthetic innovations,
and is more likely presented as moving image art work for galleries. It also
recognizes that these three modes are often intertwined and sometimes one film
involves two or all modes, such as Behemoth (2015). This paper primarily
focuses on the second mode and focuses the production cultures of the
industrialized mode in the global contexts, an area that remains largely
unattended in the expanding scholarship on Chinese independent
documentary. In particular, it takes an approach of participant observations,
through my own experience of producing two independent feature
documentary films, China’s van Goghs, and The Two Lives of Li Ermao, and
explores the mechanisms of pitching, international co-production, the political
economies therein, and how it encourages the emergence of more women
documentary filmmakers. With the rise of local documentary industry, the
interconnection between local independent and international forces has
become more apparent in China. It argues that interrogating such production
contexts is an essential method of examining how cultures negotiate the terms
of access to the international stage.
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Moving Image Culture for 21st Century (2014), ‘My’ Self on Camera: First Person
Documentary Practice in an Individualising China (2019), ‘Women’s First Person
Documentary in East Asia’ a special issue of Studies in Documentary Film
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WU Xiaochu (University of Oxford), “From ‘Independent’ to ‘Networked’:
The ‘In-between-ness’ of Chinese Indie Film.”
What kind of film is accessible to all in today’s China and what does this
accessibility mean? Turing away from the deeply entrenched
generational framework, this paper spotlights the concept of “indie film”,
which refers to a burgeoning cluster of films with diverse aesthetic
quality while having a circulation in a more commercial setting in
contemporary China. Against a backdrop in which ideological control is
becoming ever more ubiquitous in mainland China and tighter partygoverned censorship, this paper argues that the status quo demands, and
at the same time, offers an opportunity for a less categorical, more
network-based approach to achieve a nuanced common ground from
which to understand different type of cinemas made and circulating in
mainland China. Comparing and thereby disentangling the concepts of
“indie” and “independent” films crossing different contexts, this paper
aims to present the case for the significance of the networked nature of
film through the existing film market as a springboard.
Bio:
Xiaochu WU is a 3rd year DPhil candidate at the Oriental Institute,
University of Oxford. Her academic interests include contemporary
Chinese film aesthetics, statistical approaches to film analysis, film
market circulation, and video games.
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Xiang FAN (Goldsmiths University of London) “‘Independent’ Exhibitors: Mediating
between Underground and Publicity.”
What does ‘independent’ exhibition mean in postsocialist condition? This paper
examines this question through ethnographic research in twelve independent
viewing groups and organisations in China. In post-socialist China, where the
complicit relationship of market and nation state is overly mapped onto vast
aspects of production, distribution and exhibition, independent exhibition is
simultaneously faced with the dilemma of self-sustainability (both economically
and politically) and autonomy. To sustain their exhibition spaces, independent
exhibitors have sought to employ a variety of strategies to renegotiate their
relationships with the authority and market that shapes the audience’s aesthetic
appreciation and critical judgement of independent and arthouse films. By
analysing the modes and strategies of the independent viewing groups and
organisations, this paper scrutinises how independent exhibitors themselves adapt
their understanding of the visibility and publicity of independent events, and how
they act in mediating and cementing the links between makers and consumers, and
finding a combination or compromise between public aspirations, political cooptation and economic necessity. It allows us some perspective on the significance
of the cultural agency of independent exhibitors and how the relationship between
postsocialist socio-cultural structure and individual practice and agency
contribute to the formation of alternative film culture in China.
Bio:
Xiang Fan is a PhD candidate and Associate Lecturer at Goldsmiths, University of
London. Her PhD project ‘The Production of Art Cinema Culture in China: An
Exploration of the Role of Cultural Intermediaries’ a scrutiny of how intermediary
practitioners, particularly involved in independent exhibition, internet criticism
and underground distribution, think about cinema, negotiate judgement and
appreciation and construct a discourse of value and taste that forges the culture of
art cinema in China.
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Maja KORBECKA (Freie Universität Berlin) “Pingyao International Film
Festival: Independent Cinema Negotiated.”
After three editions of Pingyao International Film Festival, the event is a site
of contradictions and constant negotiations between different stakeholders organizers, sponsors, local and central government, film production and
distribution companies, the audience and the filmmakers. Founder Jia
Zhangke and artistic director Marco Müller, key figures behind the festival,
state that the intention behind PYIFF is to introduce, screen and promote 4060 carefully selected titles of independent cinema from around the world.
Special focus is put on film auteurs, highlighted in the award tribute to
Roberto Rossellini and Fei Mu. Hailed as a first state-approved privately run
film festival in China, it was supposed to pave the alternative pathway for
local independent cinema in the face of new film law, implemented on March
1, 2017, which strictly regulates the exhibition of each Chinese film,
domestically as well as internationally. The aim of this presentation is to
analyse the programme of the three editions of PYIFF - film list,
masterclasses, industry events, awardees - in order to assess the way the
festival organizers negotiate the exhibition of Chinese independent cinema,
encourage local, Shanxi-based film production and support independent
filmmakers’ work through Work-in-Progress Lab Awards and Pingyao Project
Promotion Awards introduced in 2019.
Keywords: film festival, Chinese cinema, Pingyao, Jia Zhangke, Marco Müller
Bio:
Maja Korbecka is a PhD candidate in the Graduate School of East Asian
Studies at the Freie Universität Berlin. Her research focuses on Sinophone
cinemas, film festival studies, Chinese diaspora studies and Southeast Asian
cinemas. She is also interested in film curatorship and different forms of film
criticism such as video essays and podcasts.
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Zhaoyu ZHU (KCL) “Do the New Chinese Film Festivals Shape a New
Chinese Independent Cinema? A Case study of Yang Lina's Spring Tide.”
In October of 2019, the chief curator of Beijing International Film Festival
Sha Dan used the title of “the collision of Pingyao and First” to discuss the
contemporary picture of Chinese film festivals. Indeed, Pingyao and First
are two emerging official film festivals which have been held no more than
fifteen years. In his discussion, he acknowledges both film festivals
discover new talents in China and introduced them into film industry.
From my perspective, along with talent incubation, these film festivals also
introduce the works from the filmmakers which were generally considered
underground to the public. In recent years, more and more film festivals
have been launched in China with the functions of competition, screening
programme, and project market. Although a number of exhibited films
already acquire the permission for theatrical release in China, these films
could not be released because of their impotence in market. A huge
quantity of titles become the film festival films which merely could be
shown in film festivals. I hope this presentation can open a debate about
this direction of Chinese independent cinema through terming the film
legally presented in film festivals as a new type of Chinese independent
film, to think about this phenomenon happening currently in China.
Bio:
Zhaoyu Zhu is a Ph.D. Candidate and a Graduate Teaching Assistant at
Department of Film Studies at King’s College London. His research
interests include history of film technology, film festival and East Asian
cinema. His publications have appeared on Senses of Cinema and Chinese
Journal of Communication. His writings also appear in UK-China Times,
Deep Focus, and his own blog on global cinema.
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MA Ran (Nagoya University) and TONG Shan (City University of Hong
Kong) “It is All About “Youth Cinema” (qingnian dianying)—Independent
Cinema, New Auteur, and the FIRST International
Film Festival.”
This paper seeks to rethink the drastic changes with(in) Chinese
independent cinema and specifically the transformations of the
independent, grassroots-run film festivals in the PRC in the last two
decades, by turning to FIRST International Film Festival (hereafter FIRST),
a festival established in 2006 (in Beijing and later held in Xining) and has
come into prominence in recent years. We focus on the reinvention and
significance of qingnian dianying (literally meaning “youth cinema”) in
contemporary Chinese cinema culture and film industry by exploring how
FIRST leverages qingnian dianying at both the levels of discourse and
practice to mobilize multiple stakeholders, and strategically makes itself
as an instrumental player in the Chinese film industry. Firstly, we situate
our examination of qingnian dianying in the political-economic and
cultural context of Chinese cinema. We argue that the growing attention
paid to qingnian dianying in the PRC relates to the difficulties
underpinning ‘independent cinema’ (duli dianying) as a one-dimensional
aesthetic discourse and filmmaking/curatorial practice, and also to how
the independent film auteurs are under increasingly greater repression
from both the Chinese authorities and film market. Second, this article
reconceptualizes the idea of film auteur by interrogating how FRIST
produces emerging auteurs via its multifold sections of programming,
awarding, financing forums, and film lab and so forth whereas the festival
has developed reciprocal dependency and tension with the emerging film
auteurs.
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Contemporary Asia (Amsterdam University Press, 2019). Besides research,
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Shan TONG received her Ph.D. degree from School of Creative Media, City
University of Hong Kong in 2019. Her doctoral research studies
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Flora LICHAA (EHESS-CNRS, Paris) “Producing Chinese Independent Films:
Two Case Studies of Co-Production.”
In the 2000s, Chinese independent filmmakers shot personal films with
digital cameras, working individually or in small teams, with very tight
budgets which came mostly from their own savings. In the 2010s,
independent filmmakers gained access to networks of professional relations
through international film festivals leading to international funding
including producers, distributors, non-profit foundations, television
channels, and public funds. These funds have provided filmmakers with
larger budgets. But at the same time, the filmmaking process has become
more complex due to the increased number of financial partners involved,
each of whom imposes their own terms. This presentation aims to analyze the
relationships dynamics during the production process of two films A Young
Patriot (Du Haibin, 2015) and Bitter Money (Wang Bing, 2017), that were
entirely or partially achieved with international funding. Based on
interviews with the filmmakers and their financial partners, I will seek to
explain who the social actors are, what are their respective motivations, and
how they interact with each other. I will also examine how the transnational
financial arrangements conceived for the two projects studied have changed
the way directors make films. In conclusion, I will argue that these films are
not part of a single transnational financing circuit dedicated to independent
cinema, but reflect each director's trajectory, that is shaped according to
their interests, relations, and international reputation.
Bio:
Flora Lichaa is the author of a PhD dissertation entitled "Chinese
Documentary (1905- 2017): Between Artistic Autonomy and Political Issues"
(Inalco, 2017). She is currently writing the book drawn from her doctoral
dissertation at the Center for studies on modern and contemporary China
(EHESS-CNRS) in Paris.
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HUANG Tianhui (USC) “One Mediated Nation: Observations on
Transnational Chinese Documentary.”
This paper addresses the contemporary transformation of the modes of
production, distribution and exhibition in the practice of Chinese-born
documentary filmmakers outside China. Focusing on Nanfu Wang’s One
Child Nation (2019), I will question the role of international production,
circulation, and reception in her practice and examine the socio- political
background of the emerging mode of documentary filmmaking. I submit that
the new mode of production and distribution reframes the concept of both
“Chinese” and “independent” in Chinese independent documentary. Funded
by Fork Films, produced by Chicago Media Project, distributed by Amazon
Studios, while directed by filmmakers who grew up and went through the
educational system in China, One Child Nation features itself as an
independent documentary for its alternative vision to official, mainstream,
and commercial production and its aim to reconstruct the socio-political
history silenced by official discourse. This paper explores the
transnationality nature of the production and how it forces us to reconsider
the place of independent documentary in the public sphere in both China
and beyond. I will also challenge the conventional framework of truth and
reality in documentary studies and investigate the appropriation
and manipulation of personal family stories in the historiography of trauma
in contemporary China.
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Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK), where she wrote her thesis on
Chinese intellectual history and textual exegesis methods in the 19th
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inter-disciplinary research in association with CUHK-BLCU Joint Research
Centre for Chinese Linguistics and Applied Linguistics. Inspired by the
cinema courses she took, her research is currently concerned with the
construction of cinematic space, documentary, and gender studies. Aside
from her academic work, Tianhui has authored two screenplays and
co-produced four short films, one of which is selected in the final round of
Peking University Short Film Contest. Her articles on Chinese contemporary
art appear on ArtAsiaPacific magazine, where she worked as an editorial
intern during the summer of 2018.
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