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Abstract


In this series of interconnected four essays translated by Michael Tsang, documentary director Tsuchimoto 
Noriaki reflects on his experience as an invited guest at the 2005 Yunnan Multi Culture Visual Festival 
(Yunfest). In particular, he considers the particular position of Yunfest and Yunnan within the ecology of 
Chinese independent filmmaking; the experience of screening his documentary On the Road at the festival; 
the specific culture of Yunfest as an event, from networking to informal exhibition practices; the relationship 
between Japanese and Chinese documentary filmmaking; and what it was like talking to a class of ethnic 
minority visual anthropology students at the Yunnan Academy of Social Sciences.


概要

由Michael TSANG (曾逸谦)所翻译的这⼀系列相互关联的四篇散记中，纪录片导演⼟本典昭回顾了
他作为受邀嘉宾参加2005年云之南记录影像展（Yunfest，云之南）的经历。⼟本特别讨论了云之南
和云南在中国独立电影⽣态中的特殊地位；他自⼰在云之南影展中放映他的纪录片《在路上》的经
历；云之南从建立⽹络到非正式的展览实践等⽅面作为活动所具有的特定⽂化；日本与中国纪录片
制作之间的关系；以及与云南社会科学院视觉⼈类学项目的少数民族学⽣交谈的感受。


1. 

Writing these essays has been tough for two reasons.  One of them was my inability to stay focused due to 1

withdrawal symptoms from smoking. For fifty-eight years since I was 17, I had been a heavy smoker except 
for the several months I was jailed. On 7 July last year [2004], I decided to stop smoking on the day of the 
Tanabata Star Festival. While I had expected that it would be tough to battle with the dependence, the 
symptoms still hit me pretty hard. Since then my brain just couldn’t function even if I had wanted to write, to 
the point where I was starting to get depressed and sick of talking about my own films. Last year I had a 
busy schedule, with film festivals in Taiwan, Seoul, and Beijing, as well as my own writing. But, in these 
events, together with the Tsuchimoto Noriaki Filmography Exhibition or the video interview Fuseya Hiroo 伏
屋博雄 and Fujiwara Toshi 藤原敏史 did with me, I was mostly talking about me or my work without making 
much substantial contribution last year. I was getting fed up speaking about my half-a-century film career, 
and was fighting with depression and other complications of diabetes. It was in this worst of conditions that 
I went to Beijing last September, two months into quitting smoking.


The truth was that I had wanted to cancel my appearance at the documentary festival in Beijing. Indeed, I 
ended up sleeping in my hotel mostly, except when I had to be at the symposium. At times I had to get a 
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massage, and I was eating mostly congee since I had no appetite. All these brought worries not only to my 
wife who was there to take care of me, but also people like the film critic Murayama Kyoichiro 村⼭匡⼀郎, 
and Yano Kazuyuki ⽮野和之 and Fujioka Asako 藤冈朝⼦ of the Yamagata International Documentary Film 
Festival ⼭形国际纪录⽚电影节 (hereafter YIDFF). There were two symposiums I attended with staff from 
Chinese Central Television 中国中央电视台 (CCTV), students at film institutes and other colleagues, both of 
which had pre-set topics for discussion. I somehow managed to speak intellectually, though not without 
difficulty, but I felt sorry for the organisers who had to cover the expenses of two people, me, who was half 
sick, and my wife, the carer.


To make amends for my performance there, I made sure I prepared thoroughly this time for the 
documentary forum, the second Yunnan Multi Culture Visual Festival 云之南纪录影像展 (hereafter Yunfest) 
in Kunming, Yunnan Province, that took place at the end of March this year [2005]. I worked hard in 
regaining my health by taking walks, doing stretching exercises and taking alternate hot and cold baths. My 
nicotine dependence also wore off a bit, and finally, I managed to go to Kunming in the best condition I 
could pull off.


In fact, it was on the last day of that Beijing documentary festival when the Kunming filmmaker He Yuan 和
渊 invited me to the festival in Yunnan, of which he was also a member. As I will explain later, He is a central 
figure in the documentary movement in Yunnan. Thanks to him, I was able to finally visit the city of Kunming 
that I have been hearing a lot about. I had known very little about the place, but my impression of it was ‘a 
southern region of China where documentaries begin to shine’ – an impression that I got upon reading, 
before I left for Beijing, Fujioka Asako’s report ‘Documentaries South of the Clouds’ in Issue 23 of the 
journal Documentary Box (10 May 2004) published by the YIDFF.  It was a report that could have been 2

written only by someone like Fujioka, i.e. a new generation of talent with a new sensibility for 
documentaries, cultivated by years of work of the YIDFF. It was a symbolic report in every way, offering 
analyses of documentarists and documentaries from Yunnan to exemplify the rise of new documentaries in 
China. I was touched by her affection, intellect, exuberant language, and devotion towards the 
documentary movement. Above all, much like how the so-called Fifth Generation of Chinese films had 
evolved from the ancient capital of Xi’an rather than from Beijing and Shanghai—traditionally the cultural 
centres of Chinese narrative films—the report detailed how a nouveau vague of documentary filmmaking 
emerged from the border province of Yunnan and its city Kunming – an account of the genesis of a ‘Land of 
Documentaries’, if you like. It began with an episode of the Chinese documentary filmmaker Wu Wenguang 
吴⽂光, who became known in Japan after being awarded the Ogawa Shinsuke Award ⼩川绅介奖 at the 
YIDFF. However, after reading the report I had wanted to know more: why did the documentary movement 
begin in Kunming, and what talent was there after Wu Wenguang? 


Wu learnt the craft of filmmaking while working at Kunming’s TV station, before moving to Beijing to make 
Bumming in Beijing: The Last of the Dreamers 流浪北京 (1990) and 1966, My Time in the Red Guards 1966 
我的红卫兵时代 (1993) not long after, which made him a significant pioneer in the world of new Chinese 
documentaries. I had a first-hand account of his gallant personality at the 1999 YIDFF when we were at the 
same symposium on a Joris Ivens 尤⾥斯·伊⽂思 retrospective. In this event we discussed all of Ivens’ 
works, and his wife, the documentary filmmaker Marceline Loridan-Ivens 玛索琳娜·罗尔丹·伊⽂思, 
discussed the ones she co-directed with her late husband and answered questions. When the discussion 
turned to the pair’s work on China, Wu Wenguang did not shy away from criticising their documentary on 
the Cultural Revolution, How Yukong Moved the Mountains 愚公移⼭ (1976). I was a little irritated by his 
blunt comments to Loridan, who was not prepared for them. 
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How Yukong Moved the Mountains featured synchronised rushes, a technique often used by the pair, to 
elucidate the fine details of Chinese society under the Cultural Revolution. Instead of voice-over narration, 
the priority was to reproduce the raw sounds and voices of the moment, so the words and actions of the 
subjects that were filmed would have naturally resonated with the spirit of the Cultural Revolution. Wu 
Wenguang, however, did not appreciate this cinéma vérité style adopted by the great auteurs: he 
particularly could not accept the film’s overall affirmation of the Cultural Revolution, and faulted Loridan for 
stooping so low in their acknowledgment to the understanding and hospitality of the Chinese authorities. In 
short, the warm welcome they received was from the Chinese leaders at the time, but not from the people 
of China, and he found such ‘representation of the Chinese people’ disagreeable when the film aligned so 
closely to the mainstream ideology of the time, the Cultural Revolution. This got me thinking: what would I 
have done if I had been in that situation? If I had been in support of the Cultural Revolution, I would 
probably have committed the same mistake as Joris and Marceline. Sitting beside Wu at the symposium, I 
couldn’t help but feel my hands sweating. The criticism made Loridan visibly uncomfortable, and she 
fidgeted in her seat while answering that any work, whether good or bad, should be considered a ‘child’ of 
the creator’s: clearly, it was an answer of defeat. That episode has stuck with me ever since, and it gave me 
a glimpse of Wu Wenguang’s ardour, which is characteristic of his generation of 90s filmmakers. 


Wu was certainly a gem discovered by the YIDFF. He wasn’t on the scene yet in 1989 when the first YIDFF 
was held—in fact, there were few Asian documentary filmmakers, which prompted Ogawa Shinsuke ⼩川绅
介 to ask a provocative question: why was there no documentary from Asia? Two years after, Wu drew 
attention with Bumming in Beijing: The Last of the Dreamers, but its video format prevented it from 
competing at the festival. Ever since video formats were accepted from 1999, there has been a blossoming 
of Asian documentary films, especially from China, Taiwan, and South Korea. It was in this context that the 
second Yunfest was held in Kunming, and I got to participate in it.


Fujioka’s report in Documentary Box began with a narrative on Kunming’s documentary movement, but why 
did the movement begin in Kunming in the first place? This was what I was interested to find out in this trip. 
I could understand that alternative cultures are often born from locales far away from the centre of power 
given a spirit of rebellion, which fit the profile of Yunnan with its mountainous geography deeply rooted in 
ethnic cultures and its stronger historical connections with Myanmar and Thailand than with China. One 
could even say Yunnan feels more Southeast Asian than Chinese. Perhaps this was why a bloom in 
documentary from this region could be so impactful on the rest of Asia.


According to Otsu Koshiro ⼤津幸四郎, the Japanese director Ushiyama Jun’ichi ⽜⼭纯⼀ has already 
filmed Yunnan Province several times in his Travel Around the World series [Sekai Ryokō Shirīzu]  in the 3

1970s. Nowadays, as Fujioka wrote in her report, ‘there’s a joke that says if you spend a year on the shores 
of Lugu Lake 泸沽湖 (a scenic spot inhabited by many ethnic groups), you’ll bump into 100 film crews’. Film 
crews in Kunming now avoid calling the local mountain dwellers ‘ethnic minorities’ 少数⺠族, and instead 
use the term ‘aboriginal ethnicities’ 源⽣⺠族 [gensei minzoku], a clear attempt to reduce the suggestive 
discrimination and to respect their autochthony. There are twenty-five aboriginal ethnicities in Yunnan 
Province, occupying one tenth of the provincial population. I have no idea what sort of tensions there exist 
between them and the overwhelming presence and governance of the Chinese-speaking Han people, but 
they may be analogical to the kind of conflicts between the Tibetans and the current Chinese regime.


How to document the aboriginal ethnicities of Yunnan visually will be an imminent challenge, and the joke in 
the last paragraph reveals how film crews are already crowding in on the region. But these are also 
connected to larger questions that concerned Chinese documentary filmmakers present at this Yunnan 
festival, namely, how to confront the economic inequality between the urban and mountainous parts of 
Yunnan, and how to preserve ethnic cultures inherited for generations and generations—in other words, 
questions on class disparity, social issues, environmental challenges, and so on in Yunnan Province. 
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Fujioka’s report speaks of a documentary produced by Yunnan Television that humorously shows how 
Yunnan locals, fed up with repeated travel journalism, have begun saying ‘don’t film us for free’ and 
demanding compensation from film crews. Here we see an introspective reflection on television producers’ 
own privilege and the phenomenon they have helped fuel; the belief that documentaries could facilitate 
society’s progression and evolution would continue to thrive in a world full of such contradictions.


Four Japanese documentary filmmakers were chosen for the retrospective section of the second Yunfest 
this time: Ogawa Shinsuke (with three 
films: Summer in Narita 三⾥塚之夏 
[1968]; Narita: The Peasants of the 
Second Fortress 三⾥塚:第⼆防线的
⼈们[1971]; Magino Village: A Tale 牧
野村千年物语 [1987]), Mori Tatsuya 森
达也 (with A [1997]), Shirakawa 
Toshihiro ⽩川敏弘 (with Now, Where, 
To? [2001] which won Japan’s Image 
Forum Festival in 2002), and myself. 
As an indication of Yunfest’s selection 
policy, I believe that my works were 
chosen part ly because of the 
recommendation from the director He 
Yuan, who was a festival organiser.
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I could understand why my works On 
the Road: A Document 记录：在路上 
(1964)—which has been screened in 
Beijing before—and Minamata: The 
Victims and Their World ⽔俣病患者及
其世界 (1971) were chosen, but my 
latest digital film Minamata Diary: 
Visiting Resurrected Souls (2004) was 
not exactly a representative work. 
Apart from several exceptions, on 
most occasions three out of my 
seventeen works on Minamata would 
be screened together as a series: 
Minamata: The Victims and Their 
World; The Shiranui Sea 不知⽕海
(1975); and Minamata Disease: A 
Trilogy 作为医学的⽔俣病 (1974-75). I 
was therefore surprised that the more personal video piece Minamata Diary was chosen for this event. I 
thought, ‘ah, I see. They want to watch side by side an earlier work on Minamata and the latest work more 
than three decades onwards’. But then, what was the meaning of having my contemporary-style video work 
screened in Kunming? Perhaps it was selected because of the personal touch of the work, the ‘handmade’ 
feel of production as my companion Motoko and I did the filming and sound recording—in other words, 
because it was a work of the present. Perhaps it was interesting for young film hopefuls to see how a 
filmmaker of their grandfather’s generation could be using the exact identical filming techniques as they do 
today. If this was the reason Minamata Diary was chosen, I would have plenty to say.


Also, what can be gained now by screening one of my very first documentaries, On the Road: A Document? 
I thought about this question as I observed Chinese filmmakers when the film was screened in Beijing. This 
work is now forty years old but is already seen as a classic, given that the history of filmmaking only started 
more than a century ago. The film has also garnered interest in Europe and America where films are more 
developed. At the forty-ninth Flaherty Seminar two years ago [2003], documentary filmmakers saw the 
documentary as a work that lent itself to debates in documentary theory, on whether it could be classified 
as a social issue film, an experimental film, and simply something that is unclassifiable. Filmmakers such as 
Barbara Hammer 芭芭拉·汉默 even connected it to a genealogy of films, commenting that the camerawork 
is reminiscent of Dziga Vertov’s吉加·维尔托夫 works, but they did not touch on my film’s original mission to 
explore whether the deliriously intersecting roads have been rebuilt, and their problems overcome, simply 
by completing the construction of social infrastructure. On the other hand, in China and East Asia where 
films are developing, the documentary has had a very different reception. At the Beijing screening last 
autumn [2004], producers at the state-run Chinese Central Television (CCTV), aspiring film students and film 
critics took this film as a work that reflected social reality, and their critique was more sociological. The 
contrast between Asian and Euro-American reception was stark.


China is now experiencing an unprecedented ‘traffic war’. There may be certain parallels between what was 
depicted in On the Road: A Document and the reality in China today. What’s more, the film’s portrayal of the 
chaos caused by construction works in preparation for the 1964 Tokyo Olympics forty years ago may echo 
the current ‘on-the-road’ situation as Beijing has also embarked on a modernisation project on its roads 
and urban environment. Viewers in Beijing saw the documentary as a work that had humans as its main 
focus, portraying ‘the roads where human beings inhabit and live’. On the Road shows no extraordinary 
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images; every shot shows something perfectly normal, but under the bland everyday life brews an 
implosion. Such is the universal appeal of Suzuki Tatsuo’s 铃⽊达夫 powerful cinematography. 


I have heard that even in the border city of Kunming, the number of private cars has grown exponentially in 
the last two years, exactly in the way depicted in On the Road. In Kunming I sat in the passenger seat 
because I wanted to see the city, but witnessing the driving style there in which cars often prioritised 
themselves over pedestrians, many times my feet moved reflexively as if stepping on the brake. The 
situation was exactly the same as the one in my documentary, and someone commented that China today 
exactly replicated the tensions in Japan thirty years earlier—an observation that would be echoed later in 
the collective publication after the Kunming event. Gone were the days when people would walk on roads in 
leisure.


This first part serves as a preamble to my travelogue to Kunming; in the rest of the essay I seek to 
thoroughly digest my experience in China and Chinese films. Although it was a short trip, I spent a long time 
preparing my thoughts and feelings for it. As I have said in the beginning, I was half sick at the documentary 
festivals in Beijing and Seoul last year, and could not fulfil the goal of facilitating knowledge exchange on 
documentaries. To recover from the slump both in health and in reflective power, I managed to finish writing, 
on the day before I travelled to Kunming, the afterword to the book What is a Documentary? (2005, Gendai 
Shokan; Dokyumentarī to wa nani ka?), which is now available and is the accompanying guide to the 
Tsuchimoto Noriaki Filmography Exhibition last year. Writing that gave me the energy I needed to revisit 
China, and thanks to the amazing interpreters, I had fruitful conversations with writers and young film 
hopefuls, which will be mentioned in the following parts.
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The student district in Kunming reminded me strongly of the Shinjuku, Kabuki-chō area where I spent much 
of my energy and passion during my ‘Ao no Kai’  days. In Kunming, I felt like a young film aspirant once 4

again, and I hope the rest of this essay will be able to communicate the excitement I experienced.  


2. 

A sense of excitement came over me as I was about to leave for Kunming. Besides the fact that I always 
have a soft spot for border regions, I think those in my generation who experienced the Second World War 
could recall that the word Kunming often appeared in newspapers towards the end of the war, because 
China’s allies such as Britain and America would send supplies from Burma [Myanmar today] to Kunming to 
back up Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist Party [the Kuomintang] in their defence against the Japanese army in 
the hinterland of Chongqing. The word Kunming, as part of the supply line to Chiang, left an impression on 
me during my secondary school days. My other impression of Yunnan came from Japanese television 
documentaries on the region, which stressed that Yunnan was the root of Japanese agriculture, since the 
ethnic groups there also grew rice, sang folk songs on love, and had terraced rice fields. Hence, the appeal 
of a documentary festival in this borderland was simply too great for me.


Since its inception two years ago, Yunfest together with its competition component is a biennial event that 
screens documentaries from all over China for the duration of a week. Thanks to the festival, Kunming has 
become the new kid on the block for China’s documentary film movement. However, the organisers didn’t 
call the event a ‘documentary exhibition’, but a ‘multi culture visual festival’, which suggests a festive 
flavour with attention also to music, dance, and other visual art forms. In any case, one of its major 
achievements has been to let the Chinese authorities accept it as a regular event. It seems that this success 
lies in the unique trajectory of Yunnan’s documentary movement and a strong desire to highlight the 
achievements of Yunnan’s ethnographic cinema (or visual anthropology) in documenting the richness of 
ethnic cultures in the province.   


In my somewhat biased recollection, I have never heard of a governing regime that encourages 
documentary filmmaking practice initiated and led by the masses. There were even times when 
documentaries were regarded as left-wing cinema, but the truth is that regimes whether left or right don’t 
seem to see eye to eye with documentaries. Even if we look at Soviet film history, documentaries were in 
decline only a few years after the Russian Revolution when Lenin was still alive. This is where Dziga Vertov 
comes in. A testimony of Leninist optimism, the saying goes, ‘all films that are important to all realities must 
begin with newsreels’. Even Vertov, who devoted his life to making documentaries, halted his creative 
endeavours after his signature Man with a Movie Camera 持摄影机的⼈ (1929). Also, I believe that in the 
context of socialist cinema, documentary-like films did not emerge apart from certain periods of Cuban and 
Vietnamese cinema. Well, then, how about China? And with this occasion in mind, what can we say about 
Yunnan?


Even though the event this time was not exactly called a Yunnan documentary festival, but a visual festival, 
ninety-eight documentaries were selected, and if we include the competition entries, it truly could be seen 
as a festive celebration of documentaries. Looking at the organisational chart, the Yunnan Academy of 
Social Sciences 云南省社会科学院 was the main organiser of Yunfest, with Yunnan Library 云南省图书馆, 
the Yunnan Provincial Museum 云南省博物馆, the Yunnan Institute of Visual Anthropology 云南省影像⼈类学
研究中⼼, the Visual Anthropology Laboratory at Yunnan University 云南⼤学影视⼈类学实验室, as well as 
the YIDFF Office listed as co-organisers. As the festival catalogue claims, there was no ‘bureaucratic’ 
intervention. In addition, I was surprised to find out that China’s broadcasting authority, CCTV, was not 
involved in Yunnan’s local broadcasting station, Yunnan Television 云南⼴播电视台. 
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Yunfest’s person-in-charge was Guo Jing 郭净, a young anthropologist who was involved in a local film 
screening group, but who emitted no vibe of authority. He and the filmmaker He Yuan (a Nakhi ethnic from 
Yunnan) put together this documentary festival. Even at the usual formal dinner gatherings, there was no 
need to make speeches introducing ourselves, which suited me just fine. It seems the organisers were 
trying to distinguish themselves from other officially organised film festivals, but at the same time were 
prudent enough to not be seen as anti-establishment. 


On 24 March, as I arrived in Kunming after a transfer from Guangzhou Airport, my first impression of this 
city of 2.6 million people and numerous skyscrapers was that it was a modern city that looked nothing like a 
‘border town’. Advertisements for cell phones and locally made cigarettes hanged on the roofs of buildings, 
and the smog was quite heavy. He Yuan, the organiser, picked me up from Kunming Airport himself, but as I 
expected, there was no chartered transportation. I even had to wave my hands to help get taxis. It looked 
like the festival was run only by a few volunteers, and everyone had their plates full.


The main venue was Yunnan Library, built seven years ago beside the Green Lake scenic spot. There were 
three halls of various sizes, with video projection facilities installed. Everything on the festival programme 
was to be held in the library, and catering was provided by the huge restaurants run by ethnic communities 
on the premise. Interestingly, the office of this festival only had some desks and sofas and was not meant 
for receiving gusts, and with unfinished food and drinks it reminded me of a student society room. The 
room was where young film hopefuls and participating filmmakers debated about films, and there was no 
particular gesture to treat foreign filmmakers like myself or directors from Europe or America as guests. The 
amateurish atmosphere was befitting for such a young film festival, and reminded me strongly of a 
university film society that had nothing to do with commercialisation. But then, if we think about how the 
esteemed Englishwoman Ms Jane Balfour, with her sharp eye for outstanding films, has singlehandedly 
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distributed the Japanese director Itami Juzo's 伊丹⼗三 film to Europe, the same excitement can be found 
in China today: like Wang Bing’s 王兵 2003 ultra-long documentary Tie Xi Qu: West of the Tracks 铁⻄区, we 
may be able to find the next rising star. I am sure Fujioka, too, saw it as her main task to discover new 
talent, and for this she was constantly on the move.


He Yuan said to me, ‘Kunming is more than 1,000 kilometres about sea level, and the air quality used to be 
good …’ But the smog in the city centre was heavy due to the exhaust gas emission from vehicles. He 
played a part in selecting my films for the festival, and wasn’t surprised On the Road was chosen in addition 
to my Minamata films. 


Here I’d like to make a small detour and talk about my interpreter. When I go overseas I always worry about 
language barriers. My companions, like myself, often could not speak English. In hindsight it was a wise 
move to request an interpreter, but this time I was lucky enough to have Zhao Meilan 赵妹岚, a young 
researcher who has taught Japanese at Yunnan University before, to accompany and interpret for me. Even 
though films and pollution are not her forté, she took charge of my daily interactions with other people.


This issue came to the fore, however, during the question and answer sessions; such back-and-forth 
exchanges are difficult to translate. In addition to interpreting skills, one also needs to have a thorough 
understanding of the film’s themes and their specific expressions, as well as knowledge in film 
terminologies. My films sometimes even call for explanations on pollution and organic mercury poisoning. 
But then the event wasn’t an academic conference, but a ‘film festival’, so interpreters also have to pay 
attention to the nature of the event as well. The success of a foreign film festival depends on whether there 
are good interpreters. Kunming gave me the guarantee that I would be able to express my thoughts. 
Interpretation at screenings was provided by Wang Zhongyi 王众⼀ (Editor-in-Chief of the Japanese edition 
of People’s China ), who is well known among Japanese film circles, and Feng Yan 冯艳, a female 5

documentary filmmaker who studied in Japan for seven years and translated Ogawa Shinsuke’s book 
Treasuring Films [Eiga o toru] into Chinese . That these interpreters were drafted to help out at Yunfest had 6

to do with the question and answer sessions, which really are the highlight of a film festival. 


As I have said in the previous section, a theme that resonated well with On the Road was the severe and 
very real problem of road safety in China, which differed from developed countries in Europe and America 
where infrastructure construction is basically complete. As an aside, according to an article in Asahi 
Shimbun 朝⽇新闻 (1 September, 2004), in the twenty-first century about 100,000 people die from traffic 
accidents in China a year, thus about 300 a 
day. To quote the article: ‘imagine that every 
single day there’s a wide-body commercial 
airplane crashing…’ On the Road was made 
in 1963, when the annual number of 
fatalities from road accidents in Japan 
reached its peak of 12,000. What about 
now, forty years on? There are about 
74,000,000 automatic cars in Japan with an 
annual death toll of 7,900. By comparison, 
China according to the art ic le has 
24,000,000 cars, a third of Japan’s number, 
but the death toll is ‘the worst in the world’ 
at about 100,000 lives.


So, what is China’s road safety slogan? It 
has always been ‘people-oriented’. That is 
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without doubt a good slogan. What On the Road wanted to do, in fact, was also to sound a warning alarm 
to a city where this people-oriented spirit had been lost, where urban construction had eroded traffic ethics. 
The situation depicted in the film was exacerbated by the Tokyo Olympics in 1964, and included a self-
criticism at the apathy of Tokyo citizens. It was a painful documentary to make for me, but neither was I 
prepared for the kind of eccentric response I am going to describe.


Beijing will hold the Olympics three years from now in 2008. In anticipation of the event, large-scale 
construction works are under way in many cities, demanding patience from citizens. Perhaps because of 
this awareness, there were some nasty and ironic criticisms at the post-screening discussion. One of the 
questions was: ‘setting aside your Minamata films which dealt with pollution, what intention is there to bring 
this film, which critiques traffic accidents forty years ago, to China today?’ My interpreter Wang Zhongyi 
urged me to reply, perhaps thinking that it would inspire the ongoing discussion. I said, ‘well, it wasn’t me 
who chose it, but the festival organiser, so I didn’t have any particular intention’. Then came another 
probing question: ‘but then why is it now that you are showing such an old work from 40 years ago?’ I still 
had no idea what the inquirer was getting at. Then I could hear booing from the floor, and could see a 
woman near him standing up and scolding him. Looking closely, I realised the woman was director Peng 
Xiaolian 彭⼩莲, who completed the final touches on Ogawa Shinsuke’s last film Red Persimmons 满⼭红柿 
(1992) and was on the selection panel of this festival. I have only seen her in pictures, but here she was, 
shouting ‘stop translating this question. It’s disrespectful to the director!’ (Wang did translate everything for 
me, though.)


Wang said to the audience the discussion would continue, and urged the inquirer to be more specific. Still 
shouting, the inquirer explained his reasoning: ‘nowadays the car manufacturing industry has produced 
many new jobs, brought convenience to urban activities, and helped bring about unprecedented prosperity. 
Are all of these not thanks to the car industry? What’s with all these criticisms of motorised society? Are you 
trying to put a brake on China’s development?’ It seems that the film was seen as my (or Japan’s) critique of 
China. Hearing that, some other audience then said, ‘This is a film event. Why aren’t you asking about the 
film itself?’ I tried to broaden the subject and talked about what happened to my film. ‘This film has been 
dormant for forty years, and still cannot be screened in public today. Until a few years back, I couldn’t even 
see the new edition of the original master film even if I had wanted to see it. It wasn’t until the production 
company, who held the rights, went bankrupt that the rights finally came back to me. And recently, film 
festivals from not only Europe and America, but also in Asia, have been asking to screen the film. I want you 
to know that I had no intention to bring this film here to criticise China’s motorised society’.


Well, what about the road safety situation in Japan? I told the audience in earnest: ‘Japan still hasn’t 
established a people-oriented traffic ethics, either. People still have to cross roads with footbridges. I, at 76, 
can say from my everyday experience that pedestrians are not prioritised when it comes to using the 
streets’. Hearing that, many people started sharing what they thought about the film. Even as something 
like a consensus began to take shape among the audience, the inquirer still wanted to say things. Director 
Peng bellowed in anger, ‘don’t translate the words of this fool!’ Wang, however, continued to translate 
everything for me.


After the event, Wang said to me, ‘that’s a kind of nationalism, which stems from the desire to be 
considered the peer of developed countries. Probably 60% of Chinese people think the same as that 
person’. With this I had a better understanding of where it all came from, and I replied, with true 
appreciation for his interpretation, ‘it’s rare to experience these sort of zealous exchanges even in film 
screenings in Japan’.


This sort of hostility also arises sometimes in discussions about pollution in developing countries. Some 
may think you’d have to turn a blind eye to unavoidable pollution in a society where development comes 
first. More than a decade ago, when there was a serious outbreak of Minamata disease in northeastern 

￼103



China due to mercury poisoning, Chinese authorities who came to Minamata to observe asked Japanese 
researchers: ‘isn’t it cheaper to just compensate the victims with money than to close the factories?’ 
Apparently, Dr Harada Masazumi 原⽥正纯 was speechless upon hearing that. Such were the actual 
thoughts of those in power, a deep-rooted belief in human discrimination. At the same time, it is very easy 
to spread developmentalist beliefs among the public by claiming that ‘developed countries now keep 
preaching about the terror of pollution in order to stop us developing countries from catching up!’ All it 
takes is for governments, officials in authority, bootlicking academics, or so-called ‘experts’ to keep forging 
a ‘myth of safe industry and society’. I can never let this pass, because I have seen too many such 
travesties of humanity in the history of Minamata disease.


It was a productive screening with lots of thoughts on the current situation in China. The feedback was 
beyond my expectation. It confirmed my belief that even after forty years, On the Road remains a topical 
film that can induce critical thinking.


3. 

The word ‘Yunnan’ in Yunnan Multi Culture Visual Festival is often stylised on posters and other promotional 
materials as Yun zhi nan 云之南—or South of the Clouds. It evokes the idea of the deep south—a different 
world at the far end of China’s territory. The mysterious nature of this borderland, due to its distance from 
China’s centres of power—Beijing, Shanghai, Guangdong, and so on—enabled the preservation of its 
uniqueness. This was perhaps the reason why Yunfest chose to call itself South of the Clouds.


However, as we entered the twenty-first century, Yunnan Province began to bask in a different sort of 
spotlight. A special feature on regions along the Mekong river, serialised in Asahi Shimbun in April 2003, 
opened my eyes: ‘Yunnan Province has suddenly become the forefront of development, and the Mekong 
River is now seen as a “golden waterway” that facilitates the traffic of goods, people and capital in 
Southeast Asia’. This shows how China wants to not only develop its southern parts, but also put forward 
an ambitious blueprint to cultivate the Mekong region holistically across the borders of Thailand, Laos, 
Vietnam, and Burma. In the last three or four years, Yunnan Province has been designated a new entrance 
to China. The dazzling modernisation I witnessed in Kunming was the result of both China’s development 
strategy in the south in anticipation of ‘the advent of a new era’ and visionary investment by foreign capital. 
It was amidst this transition that Fujioka Asako’s reportage on Yunnan’s documentary movement was 
published.


As I wrote in the last section, this visual festival was co-organised by the Yunnan Institute of Visual 
Anthropology, and hence had a focus on ethnographic films. But I couldn’t help but think that there was an 
ambition to make Kunming the future centre of the ethnographic documentary movement in the entire 
Mekong region. Hence, when asked about my impression of Kunming during an interview with Yunnan 
Television, I said, ‘this place is both Chinese and Southeast Asian’. Even though the twenty-five ethnicities 
occupy a tenth of the population, I could not tell a Dai, Tibetan, or Yi person apart; in other words, I could 
only recognise them as the ‘non-Han ethnic groups’.


Some of the Han people in Yunnan were very sensitive in their treatment of the non-Han ethnic groups. Liu 
Xiaojin 刘晓津, an experienced female director working at Yunnan Television, is said to have devoted her 
entire life to the preservation and documentation of non-Han cultures. She would never use the term ‘ethnic 
minorities’. She said, almost pleadingly, ‘please call them “aboriginal ethnicities”’, a term that gives off a 
vibe of ‘indigenous communities’. In Japan, the term ‘indigenous people’ has also been used to address the 
Ainu people, but only in the last three or four decades, before which the government used to call them with 
the somewhat discriminatory term dojin ⼟⼈ [vernacular people]. So, I could see where Liu was coming 
from. Even on her name card, the words ‘aboriginal ethnicity culture’ appeared in the name of her affiliate 
organisation. However, what was curious to me was that I never heard other people using the term, nor 
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could I find it mentioned in the festival catalogue, but it seems to be understood among anthropological 
researchers in Yunnan studying the ethnic minorities with their perspectives on anthropology or ethnology. 


I am talking about Liu here in detail because I could sense a strong belief from Liu’s word choice to critically 
reflect on the sense of superiority that implicitly existed in the minds of the dominating Han-Chinese people 
(including Liu herself), and hence to declare that she, as a documentarist, and as courtesy to the non-Han 
ethnic groups, would continue using the term ‘aboriginal ethnicities’. 


Ethnic minorities in China had faced discriminations before the Communist regime came to power, but the 
remnants of the old days lived on in the new era. With Chinese philosophy so strongly rooted in the Han 
ethnicity, it was no surprise that non-Han ethnic groups in the borderlands could not avoid prejudice. 
According to the reportage in Asahi Shimbun, electricity did not come to these regions until the latter half of 
the 1990s, and television arrived even later. Without doubt there was a huge gap in the standard of living: 
their income was not even a tenth of what an office worker in Kunming would make.


However, it seems that a new light is dawning in the region. The border areas adjacent to the ASEAN 
countries used to be out of bounds to foreign journalists in the Cold War era because it was a military zone 
during the Sino-Vietnamese War. Now, as I have mentioned, the region has come to be in the limelight in 
recent years as a vibrant connection between China and Southeast Asia. This sense of excitement quickly 
spreads through the region, and today, visual anthropologists, intellectuals, and people from all walks of life 
in Kunming strive to get rid of the negative image of the borderland. The second Yunnan (South of Clouds) 
Multi Culture Visual Festival was born in such revolutionary times.


So, while it was a maturing festival relying on lots of volunteers, one could sense a pioneering, visionary 
energy. The avant-garde Japanese director Shirakawa Toshihiro ⽩川敏弘, who has recently visited several 
film festivals in Asia and is participating in this Kunming event for the first time as a director, was touched 
by the passion that the people here showed from the bottom of their heart, something less visible in 
documentary festivals in Taiwan and South Korea.


Indeed, there was an easygoingness in Kunming befitting what could be called a ‘new found land’ in 
documentary. Or perhaps one could also call it an anarchic atmosphere. Given that there were nearly a 
hundred selected films, young film students and hopefuls as well as television production staff from all over 
China filled the event with a freewheeling (hence ‘anarchic’) atmosphere and their stylish characters—some 
of the guys had long hair, or wore eye-catching hats, looking like free-spirited artists or social activists. Even 
though China’s supposed to be a Confucian country where respect for the elderly was an important value, 
there was no special treatment for us apart from assigning Zhao Meilan as my interpreter. She was a 
Japanese major and was not interested in being a guide for Japanese tourists no matter how much it paid. 
An outstanding Japanese studies researcher, she was writing her thesis on Japanese people’s volunteering 
activities in Africa, and in her own words, ‘knew little about films’.    


Everything was spontaneous and off the cuff. For example, on the first day I met this young twenty-
something from Chongqing who, upon learning I came from Japan, said, ‘I respect Kurosawa Akira ⿊泽明 a 
lot, so this! (pointing at his flat cap hunting hat) I am wearing this to imitate Kurosawa!’ And here I was, 
having no recollection of Kurosawa Akira in flat caps … Then out of nowhere he said ‘let’s take a picture’, 
and stood by my side, asking his friend to take photos with his digital camera. I thought, disappointed, so 
he’s just a celebrity-hunter. From what he pointed out in the YIDFF catalogue, he wasn’t a competitor, but 
was in fact a student with work in the ‘Young Forum’ section of the festival, an achievement very much seen 
as a gateway to success for young directors.


The summary of his work looked interesting. Perhaps knowing that I had never seen his work, he took out a 
DVD from his rucksack, and gave it to me: ‘this is my work!’ At the back of the DVD case was some 
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handwritten information. Later, I checked it against the catalogue, and the work turned out to be a 
documentary called The Youth’s Cemetery ⻘春墓园  (23 min, [2005]), about reconstructing the history of 7

the Cultural Revolution by visiting the graves of those who lost their lives in Chongqing during that period. It 
appeared to have garnered much attention.


What took me by surprise was how he so naturally gave out his own self-produced work—encased in the 
most ordinary plastic DVD case with his own name, email and phone number written with a permanent 
marker—in the hope that I would watch it. It was like giving out his name card, and even though this is now 
an era of digital editing, he had faith that he could make acquaintances by giving out a crudely made DVD 
with handwritten info and not even a printed programme or flyer. Was this how they networked or made 
connections here in China among film critics, professors, or fellow producers?


Born in 1984 and now a 21-year-old student studying television production at Chongqing University, the 
young director told me to email him about my thoughts after watching his film. My interpreter, Zhao Meilan, 
said to a dumbfounded me, ‘so this is how film people promoted themselves. It’s really tiring!’ But then he 
looked like he’s of my grandson’s generation, so I didn’t mind it so much.


In Japan, it has also always been difficult for a newbie to get other people to watch your work. I knew it 
because I had been there. Before the digital age, if your film did not get to be screened in projection rooms, 
even your friends wouldn’t want to watch it. It goes without saying that without proper connection, it was 
difficult for one’s talent to be ‘discovered’ by film critics. In Japan, it was common to hand out letters or 
flyers explaining the intention of production together with the film itself, and this practice still exists. But it 
seemed that in China the common way was not to exchange name cards, but to present yourself through 
DVDs. After all, this is a country where what look like pirated editions of Chaplin’s Modern Times 摩登时代
(1936) and Ozu Yasujiro ⼩津安⼆郎’s Tokyo Story 东京物语 (1953) are sold in dollar stores or pound shops; 
DVDs are sold so cheaply on the streets that you’d wonder how much the originally price would have been. 
A self-produced DVD made with a popular laptop would surely be even cheaper. This is perhaps why these 
people approached random others at festivals like this, handing out multiple copies of their work for free to 
those who might seem interested.


Before I knew it, I was already given nearly ten such DVDs during my three-night stay in Kunming. Fujioka, 
renowned for her work at the YIDFF, apparently received a whole suitcase of these sample works. This 
ferocious self-promotion seems to be a good illustration of the documentary industry in China. 


I want to finish this section by talking about the very meaningful underground film screening I attended. 


On the second night of my stay in Kunming, Fujioka told me about a special screening at a different venue. 
This was a film that apparently could not be fit into the festival’s programme, which was already jam-packed 
among the three well-equipped halls at the main venue Yunnan Library. In addition to the recommendation I 
got from the festival staff, I wanted to watch the film as soon as I learnt that it was about the current 
situation of the ethnic minorities in the province. Fully prepared to feel tired, I headed to the main streets of 
the city at night, towards the bar that was the screening venue. Fujioka told me that in large cities in China, 
there are often places that have video projectors equipped, and these places are used to hold underground 
screenings. It seems that works that have been ‘shelved’, in other words, those that have not been 
endorsed by the authorities and cannot be shown in cinemas or on television, may still be shown 
underground among fans.


The venue was a neon-filled club where people could drink, play billiard, and dance. Young students were 
moving their bodies to the rhythm of the live band. Some volunteers from the film festival saw us looking 
around for the screening, so they led us to the back of the dancehall while apologising for how noisy it was. 
There, we saw a multi-purpose space with a screen set up against the wall. There were no chairs, only big 
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cushions scattered across the floor, and we were told to sit wherever we like. It didn’t look like a proper 
theatre, but more like a place for performances or relaxed screenings. Tonight, though, it was very crowded, 
as if all the young people participating at Yunfest were present. But sitting on what looked like to be the 
best spot of the venue was a white-haired old lady and her family. I thought she was a family member of the 
director whose film was being shown, and indeed she was. The old lady must have been overjoyed and 
come early to support a public screening of what appeared to be her daughter-in-law’s work, and there she 
was, sitting with her back straight on a cushion, in a manner that was a bit out of place with the 
surrounding.


In the audience amidst young film producers and students were the famous director from Yunnan Television 
who made the documentary The Last Caravan  (2001) as well as some other people who appeared to be 8

Kunming journalists. They were all sitting with their legs folded.


To make a slight distraction here, in a recent article I wrote something that echoed what I felt at this 
underground screening. ‘Recently, filmmaking has increasingly reminded me of minstrels and poets in 
nineteenth-century Russia who extolled the revolution. They recited their own poems in a friendly, 
supportive pub, and the audience gave immediate reaction and feedback. These occasions brew a 
cauldron of thoughts and exchanges, and recommendation spread by word of mouth’ (from the Afterword 
to What is a Documentary? The Documentary Work of Tsuchimoto Noriaki). I found glimpses of this at that 
screening. I have long desired a screening space where films could come to life, where filmmakers could 
make films, show them, talk about them, unashamedly shared them with people while at the same time 
accepting their straightforward critique. And in the present era when filmmaking no longer needs many 
production staff and can be done by a single person digitally, how can we evoke mutual feelings and 
exchange fair criticism respectfully? I remembered reading books a long time ago on revolutionary poets in 
Russia, on how they would recite their poems, how their fans and fellow poets would give support and 
encouragement on the spot, and how the poets would then polish their own work. These poets’ personal 
agency to improve their craft reminded me very much of the independent documentarists. Somehow, I had 
a feeling I might witness something like this in Kunming.


With the screen behind her, the director, a thirty-something woman named Shi Lihong 史⽴红, welcomed 
the audience. I think normally she worked on films in Beijing, but the work she played tonight was a side 
project between her and her friends, and it didn’t look like it could be broadcast on television. The film, 
Voice of the Angry River 怒江之春 (50 min; [2004]), exposed the current situation of the aboriginal 
communities who were forced to move from 
their mountainous habitats twenty years ago 
due to the construction of the hydroelectric 
dams.


The problems these communities faced 
were common dilemmas of economic 
development. Earlier in this part I mentioned 
the background to these developments with 
regard to the region, namely, how Yunnan 
was transformed from being seen as an 
undeveloped hinterland to now basking in 
the spotlight as the centre of the Mekong 
cultural region. In fact, these developments 
could be traced back to as early as the 
1980s.


Another reason, as reported by the coverage 
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in Asahi Shimbun, was the large-scale construction of more than ten hydroelectric dams, led by the 
province under supervision from the national government: ‘such large-scale projects have kickstarted the 
development of Yunnan Province which until now had no “window” to open to the outside world. Two 
(hydroelectric powerplants) have already been built, with a third, larger-scale one estimated to produce four 
million kilowatts now under construction’. A hydroelectric powerplant of such monstrous productivity is 
rather rare even globally, and the size of the reservoir formed is beyond imagination. The ethnic minorities 
documented in the film had been living in the mountains, valleys, and banks along the river with their own 
unique lifestyle, but they were practically expelled from their villages.


Such was the ‘electricity sales’ policy initiated by the province and the nation. For Yunnan Province, which 
had no export goods other than cigarettes, the export of electricity to other provinces was a unique asset. 
According to Asahi Shimbun, ‘this development [of hydroelectric dams] was part of China’s “great western 
development programme ⻄部⼤开发” beginning in the 1990s. It was a project that transferred electricity 
generated in the southwest of the country where water resources are plenty to Guangdong Province and 
other eastern parts where electricity is needed’. The ‘electricity from the west’ ⻄电东送 came precisely 
from the mountainous areas in the west of Yunnan province, the world of ethnic minorities that were the 
main actors of this documentary. How should we respect their habitat?


‘How come you could film all these things?’ Someone asked such a professional question. Director Shi 
replied that she filmed when she was on a volunteering trip helping out some Beijing scholars in their 
research. There were also questions that asked Shi to reveal insider information on whether anyone had 
approached the team to show this film on television. The pre-screening discussion was filled with tension.


Then, the film was screened. It depicted how the ethnic villagers could not find ways to make a living and 
ended up returning to the mountains and, as a last resort for income, scavenged glass, plastic bottles, and 
plastic bags from urban waste dumped in the valleys. These aboriginal villagers were living on minimal 
income (five yuan a day, approximately sixty yen), and doing exactly the most humiliating kind of labour also 
portrayed in Scavenger (1995) and God’s Children (2002) by director Shinomiya Hiroshi 四之宫浩 in the 
Philippines. The manner of depiction was serene, with long takes staring at piles of rubbish and the villagers 
at work, or at villagers during interviews. A long shot that really struck me was when a young mother 
carrying her young child had no words to say while straightening disposed plastic bags: speechless and in 
despair, her tears fell at last, without the slightest sob.


I couldn’t help but wonder: why couldn’t such a film whose quality easily surpassed many documentaries 
be shown on television? But the audience were discussing more straightforward questions. People 
exchanged opinions until late at night with no end in sight. There was no moderator, and people did not shy 
away from making long comments. Director Shi became agitated as she answered questions. 


My interpreter couldn’t keep up with the quick pace of exchanges. But, I could feel the spirit. Every time 
another woman, who also seemed to be a filmmaker, passionately raised her voice during discussion, the 
audience would nod to show their agreement. There was perhaps a consensus in the venue agreeing that 
the work should be watched more broadly, and hence questioned why this work wasn’t officially included in 
the festival and could only be screened surreptitiously. I thought, ‘this is exactly what documentary is all 
about’. This late at night, viewers and filmmakers forgot about going home and simply continued discussing 
a film they had just seen, not wanting to miss a single comment. It was getting late for me and I wanted to 
go, but then, my interpreter Zhao Meilan said to me that ‘someone knows you are here’.


So, I made this comment: ‘what I see tonight is a film being shown in such a venue and receiving feedback 
from the audience, who in turn will spread the word about the film. The passion I witness here speaks to the 
success of the work’. I should have stopped here, but I ended up saying more: ‘video is going to start a 
second revolution in film history. Tonight, the way filmmakers show their work and ask for feedback directly, 
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and the audience shows their support—isn’t this what filmmaking was like in the beginning days of the 
Lumière brothers. To me, this event exemplifies perfectly what film should be like’. This was perhaps too 
much to interpret for Zhao Meilan, who had no background knowledge of film history. I was regretful for a 
moment, but then pulled myself together, seeing that director Shi and the young people there seemed 
encouraged by my excitement.


4. 

As I penned this article, I asked myself why Kunming would be the new site for documentary in China. One 
of the reasons was Kunming’s trajectory as it transformed from being a borderland in the deep south, or 
South of the Clouds, where the smell of gunpowder constantly existed until around 1995, to a new open 
city involved in a new circuit of exchange in Southeast Asia.


With 4,500 kilometres of logistic route, the Mekong River can already accommodate fifty-tonne class 
freighters from its river mouth and to upstream Yunnan. Thanks to the river, countries in the broader 
Southeast Asian region, including Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Thailand and Myanmar, are well connected, 
and now, Kunming is providing China with new access to these Asian countries.


Moreover, while there are twenty-five ethnic minorities (or aboriginal communities) in Yunnan, most of these 
are part of the same umbrella group of ‘mountain dwellers’ also living in the neighbouring countries and 
territories of Thailand, Laos, and Tibet. Thus, when it comes to multi-ethnicity, this region stands out from 
the rest of China. Here, neither ‘Chinese philosophy’ from ancient times nor ‘Han chauvinism’ is as 
prominent; rather, it is the rich cultures of ethnic minorities that are brought to the fore as a key feature of 
Yunnan.


It is no wonder that the tourist attraction Yunnan Ethnic Village is built on a vast piece of land in the suburbs 
of Kunming City. This is an amusement park where you can enjoy the lifestyles, handicrafts and cuisines of 
the ethnic minorities without having to go to the mountainous areas. Over a thousand ethnic staff run the 
facility. The place is very much marketed as ‘Southeast Asia in China’, and the exotic, ethnic feel is a major 
selling point, attracting not only tourist groups from Europe, America, Japan and Taiwan, but visitors from all 
over China as well.


I mentioned earlier that the ethnic minorities here have been constantly filmed by TV crews from all over the 
world, as well as by TV stations from Beijing and Yunnan. This can be seen in the joke I quoted: ‘if you 
spend a year on the shores of Lugu Lake (a famous scenic spot), you’ll bump into 100 film crews’. It’s not 
hard to empathise with how fed up the ethnic communities must be. Think about it: they were simply filmed 
subjects, so to speak, and had no power to agree or disagree with the way they were portrayed. Was the 
visual representation accurate, were they merely pitied for being backward, or was everything just for fun? 
One cannot blame them for having these apprehensions. A woman working in the terraced rice fields said 
to a crew from Yunnan Television, ‘if you want to film me, you’d better pay me!’ This episode became well 
known as the television crew broadcast it in a humorous programme later, but is a story that speaks 
volumes about the situation of Yunnan in recent years. It remains a question for intellectuals and filmmakers 
in Kunming to think through issues of representation in ethnographic films.


Using terms such as film ethnology or visual anthropology brings up certain feelings in me, because these 
terms have almost fallen into disuse now. I believe the word was born in the midst of the age of television 
and documentaries in the 1970s. Until this day I continue to be amazed by the achievements of my friend 
from college, Ushiyama Jun’ichi, whose documentary programmes on Nippon TV beginning in the 1960s 
with Nonfiction Theatre [Nonfikushon gekijō] (and including Amazing Travels around the World [Subarashii 
Sekai Ryokō] and The World Unknown to Us [Shirarezaru sekai]) have been recognised as an informative 
part of ethnology and anthropology in the social sciences. Also, thanks to the writing he has done in these 
areas, Japanese universities eventually created departments of film (visual) anthropology and film 
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ethnology. Having said that, this disciplinary history in Japan was very different to the trajectory of visual 
anthropology practice here in Kunming. 


Looking back even further to the time of the Lumière brothers when ethnographic films first appeared, we 
can see that ethnographic themes used to be highly treasured. There were times when they were used as 
explicit propaganda for imperialist policies of colonisation, or as weapons of appeasement and 
indoctrination against local inhabitants. At any rate, it was still very much the case that they portrayed the 
colonised people through the eyes of filmmakers in developed countries. After World War Two, as people 
began to reflect on the condescending perspectives used for portraying the histories of colonised 
inhabitants, these films once again gained a certain privileged status as an academic record of human 
history.


At the commemorative International Congress of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences in 1973, six 
methodological principles were passed as a resolution on visual anthropology. Among them, alongside the 
principle ‘to ensure that the people whose lives are filmed (read: indigenous people and so on) share fully in 
the results, and that the resulting documentation is freely available’, the fourth principle is also relevant to 
the situation in Kunming: to ‘encourage training in the techniques of modern ethnographic filming, 
especially for professional fieldworkers and for the peoples who are being filmed (indigenous 
people)’ (Hockings, ed. Principles of Visual Anthropology, 1975). In other words, it was resolved to cultivate 
filmmakers among the indigenous people being filmed. Since it would be difficult to make a realistic record 
if only filmmakers, directors and staff from developed countries visited the field site and made documents 
one-sidedly, there was an ambition to cultivate indigenous filmmakers and involve their participation. 


Jean Rouch 让·鲁什 would go on and declare that filmmakers needed local staff who could speak the local 
language. I'm not sure if that is always the case ... For his documentary programmes, producer Ushiyama 
Jun’ichi had a harsh policy for his research team: for ten years, the assigned locale one was responsible for 
would not change. In other words, his researchers would be stuck with their respective field site for a whole 
decade. But as a result, he was able to produce globally acclaimed documentaries on ‘undeveloped 
territories’ such as New Guinea, the Amazon, and Africa. Yet, even with Ushiyama’s talent, financial difficulty 
always seemed to be a challenge. 


Incidentally, contributors like Margaret Mead 玛格丽特·⽶德 and others to the aforementioned Principles of 
Visual Anthropology had already predicted and expressed anticipation of the age of information technology 
and the rise of video that would come to dominate our current era. This has had huge implications for film 
theory. For example, Margaret Mead observed that ethnographic filmmaking was different from existing film 
editing practices—which built on certain aesthetic techniques and montage cuts—because it would be 
difficult to predict what would happen when filming the unfamiliar behaviour of indigenous people. There 
might be times when one could not even bear to make a cut on the footage. For this reason, she 
recommended a camera that could do long shots of at least ten minutes; likewise, Jean Rouch has said he 
wanted to make films with a sixteen milimetre camera and a 1000-foot magazine that could shoot for thirty 
minutes. The desires of these filmmakers made film budgets explode, and could eventually lead to financial 
collapse.


In the past, when film reels were used, their cost would worry filmmakers around the world who were 
producing films of an academic nature, which wouldn’t sell well commercially. For example, even if Flaherty 
罗伯特·弗拉哈迪 might have been able to determine the film scale in advance based on his film aesthetics, 
it took him a year to make the first cut for Moana 莫阿纳(1926): such was the devotion of a cinematographic 
pursuit. When it comes to ethnographic filmmaking, the more film reels one has, the better. Time constraint 
is the biggest enemy to an ethnographic filmmaker producing observational films. For the longest time, this 
type of academic films would often be shaped by the budget, and there often was no way back. In the 
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1970s, these films were all the rage on television, but even then, by the 1980s, programmes that did not 
perform well in investment terms had to be terminated. Filmmakers who wanted to safeguard the quality of 
the documentary, use long shots, and have a long-term engagement with the field could easily end up 
bankrupt—a very common struggle. Since then, the television documentary recession has continued; in the 
midst of all this, the advent of digital video has been revolutionary for visual anthropology. It has a 
particularly important part to play in the hype around Kunming’s non-commercial documentary movement.


It has been thirty years since people like Margaret Mead and Jean Rouch spoke of the need to record ‘the 
heritage of mankind […] in all its remaining diversity and richness’ in Resolution on Visual Anthropology, the 
document passed at that 1973 visual anthropology meeting and adopted by the likes of Ushiyama. I think 
we can now say that the promise has finally come back to life—to familiarise ethnic minority activists with 
video production, so that they can independently make their own documentaries without interference. This 
is what a democratic documentary should be about: those whose lives were filmed now become the ones 
who film. 


I have already mentioned that ninety-five percent of the works exhibited at Yunfest were digital videos, with 
some indeed depicting ethnic minorities. According to the programme, two of the thirteen films in 
competition were from Yunnan, and both were about aboriginal communities. But the film Voice of the 
Angry River, which as I mentioned portrayed the demands of villagers whose habitats were flooded by dam 
construction, seemed to have encountered an intervention by the authorities even though it was filmed in 
Yunnan, and could not enter the competition, hence only being screened in an underground bar late at 
night. While it seems television programmes touching on politics or social issues are still taboo in TV 
stations, which are directly managed by city, provincial, and national governments, we ought to keep an eye 
on how the independent filmmaker Shi Lihong’s Voice of the Angry River will be screened, and how Yunfest 
can support her in future. 


At the same time, I must also mention the Kunming filmmaker Miao Qingdong 缪庆东’s short film, The 
Singing Voices of Nanlin Village 南林村的歌声 (2004), which did enter the competition. This is a skit that 
documented the collection of happy songs sung by a large family-like group of village people of Hani 
ethnicity. The bulk of the film was singing scenes where everyone from grandparents to grandchildren 
performed their own favourite songs, but I was particularly drawn to the film’s opening scenes, which 
portrayed the village, the houses, the wells, the black pigs kept by the villagers, and so on. There was a 
sense of daily life being captured, as if the filmmaker just decided to film his own private life at home. 
Whether an insert shot or not, every shot was in fact determined by the visual composition. I would have 
loved to see longer shots of those villages, houses, wells, and the general daily life of the villagers. As for 
the singing scenes, tens of old villagers would sit in a circle and sing the dialogic songs passed down 
through generations. These seem to be love songs, where lovers in mountainous villages would countersing 
to each other in high, clear voices reaching across valleys. Everyone was listening intently and enjoying the 
singing. But when it came to the three grandchildren, the scene showed each of them singing pop songs 
with plastic bottles in their hands, perhaps trying to imitate chic pop singers on television. It was a hilarious 
scene, and even at the screening venue the audience broke into laughter. The film therefore also showed 
how the impact of television has reached these inner areas.      


In the post-screening discussion, there were questions on the film’s casual style. Someone seemed to have 
said that the film showed no sociological perspectives, to which director Miao replied, ‘I only filmed what I 
liked’. Then came a follow-up question: ‘where is your criticism as a filmmaker?’ Once again director Miao 
replied, ‘I filmed what I liked’. This was an answer you couldn’t say much about. I could feel there was a 
nuance embedded in it, namely, that if it had been possible to depict sociological problems faced by ethnic 
minorities freely, he would have done so. His short and crisp answers perhaps had a hidden layer of 
meaning that the participants at the screening could understand. 
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As an aside, I also want to mention a similar episode. 


On the day I left Kunming, I was given two DVDs by an elegant middle-aged female director at the venue. 
As I wrote earlier, in lieu of name cards a twenty-something film hopeful from Chongqing had already given 
me a self-made DVD with a handwritten note containing his information, so this time I wasn’t particularly 
surprised, but this lady was very humble and didn’t look like a professional. I only knew that she was a 
freelance documentary filmmaker in Beijing.


I watched the film on my computer after returning to Japan. The work, titled The Demolition of Streets of 
Flowers, and the Demonstrations and Resistance (of the Residents), presented the demolition of the old 
streets of Beijing and the stubborn residents who resisted it. What I found interesting was how the camera 
stood by the residents’ side. I tried to locate the work in the festival programme, thinking it was a published 
work, but I could not find any screening information, nor was it shown in underground events, it seemed. 
The director’s name was Ma Ri, but I was told by a Chinese student studying in Japan that the name looked 
like a pseudonym. The director was perhaps a quiet, modest, and anonymous filmmaker.


The documentary’s quality was clearly good enough to be shown on television, and the Chinese student 
who translated the film for me said that the way it was filmed wouldn’t have caused any problem even at 
Beijing’s CCTV. To find out if that was the truth, I asked the Chinese student to contact the director with the 
phone number on the DVD. The director said it could not be broadcast because it was rejected by the 
‘mainstream’ in TV stations. As expected, I thought. But I also remembered that I met her not in Beijing, but 
in Kunming. I hope I am not reading too much into things, but in other words, bringing her own film that was 
rejected by Beijing, she came all the way to Kunming to meet fellow film people who could be her 
companions. And I so happened to be one of them. She brought with her an optimism: even if Beijing was 
not with her, there would be someone in Kunming who could understand her. Kunming as a ‘land of 
documentary’ is now seen to carry this attractive power.  


Let's return to my trip. On my third day in Kunming, I was asked by Guo Jing, the person in charge of the 
entire festival and a director in film research at the Yunnan Academy of Social Sciences, to speak outside of 
my planned discussion event. He wanted me to give a special lecture to students majoring in film, covering 
quite a number of topics including ‘the significance of filming Minamata in a documentary’, ‘advice for 
filmmaking beginners’, plus some time for questions. This time, I was lucky to have veteran Wang Zhongyi 
as my interpreter.


When I arrived, I looked around and saw many people with tanned skin in the front row. There were people 
of Dai ethnicity, Yi ethnicity, Tibetan ethnicity, and so on, and Guo Jing introduced them one by one. 
Everyone had a camera, perhaps because this was a lecture on practical filming skills. After attending 
festivals in Seoul and Beijing, I have got used to young people holding cameras. But, imagining how these 
students would become active filmmakers and go on to make documentaries on and of their own, I kept 
thinking what I should say on the topic of ‘why we make films’. Recalling the situation described in Voice of 
the Angry River, I decided to talk about how we should capture the beginning of environmental change.


So, I started with a hypothetical question: ‘when people were investigating the cause of Minamata disease, 
what would I have filmed if I had had a DVD camera like we do now?’ But this, in fact, was no hypothesis. 
When the outbreak of Minamata disease happened, everyone believed that the toxic wastewater from the 
Chisso factory was the cause, but there was no way to prove it. A small effort was made by Ito Hasuo 伊藤
莲雄, an insurance manager in Minamata at the time, who as a hobby recorded the changes in scenery at 
Minamata Bay and the fish swimming languidly with his 8mm camera, and made a film connecting the dots, 
adding his own conjecture in subtitles. This documentary evidence was screened at Japan’s National Diet 
three years later, and it finally got the Diet members to make an inspection of Minamata. This was an 
episode that showed the power of video images. 
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So I said: ‘if there are changes in the natural environment as a result of developing natural habitats around 
you, use your camera to film the signs and omens’.


As I was telling the story, I wrote on the blackboard the Japanese kanji for ‘sea’ and ‘factory-poisonous 
pollution-fish-human’, while Wang interpreted for me simultaneously. Words are easier to understand even if 
they are just listed beside one another. Before long I could hear some murmur from them—even though it’s 
natural when you think about it, they were perhaps fascinated by the fact that a Japanese person was 
writing in ideograms. The tanned young people pointed their cameras at me with the blackboard in the 
background. As soon as the first person did that, another began to follow, and soon, everyone was filming 
the scene with their video and digital cameras. Embracing that moment of passion, I even talked about 
basic ways to use the camera, and wrote down words as I spoke. They seemed to know that my Minamata 
Diary was shot in video and edited digitally, so I felt a sense of intimacy as if we were exchanging 
experiences as fellow filmmakers. Wang even translated their mood and ambience for me.


There was no agenda for me on what and how much to say. But, reading my bio on the programme, I was 
asked about my affiliation with the Japan–China Friendship Association⽇中友好协会 and my past 
membership of the Japanese Communist Party. When asked if I am still a member, I answered, ‘I quit, and I 
am glad I did so that I could make films on Minamata’. I looked around, and no one had a doubtful face. ‘I 
cherish socialist ideas back from the eighteenth century, so I'm not obsessed only by the present. There 
must have been difficult circumstances for the Soviet Union and China as well ...’ Luckily, Wang seemed to 
have translated these words tactfully for me.


On our way back, Wang said something to me as he bade me farewell brightly. I asked him to repeat 
because I couldn’t hear it well. He said, ‘you have sown the seeds today’. Seeing my puzzled face, he 
laughed and repeated himself. Since then, I have recalled Wang’s exaggerated praise many times, and I 
know I have to do something from now on.


Perhaps that’s because I know Kunming will become the centre for documentaries in China.


Editors’/Translator’s Notes 

This article is a compilation of four essays serialised in the Japanese magazine on documentary, neoneo (Dokyumentarī 1

eiga no mēru magajin neoneo), on 25 April, 14 May, 25 May, and 14 June 2005.]
For Fujioka’s piece titled ‘Documentaries South of the Clouds’, refer to Documentary Box, No. 23 (May 10, 2004), 2

accessible at: https://www.yidff.jp/docbox/23/box23-3-e.html.
This refers to the long-running travelogue documentary series Hitachi Documentaries: Amazing Travels around the 3

World (Hitachi Dokyumentarī—Subarashii Sekai Ryokō) produced by Ushiyama between 1966 and 1990 with 1010 
episodes.
‘Ao no Kai’ (lit. The Blue Group) was an informal gathering Tsuchimoto helped initiate around 1961 for film production 4

staff, many of whom (including Tsuchimoto himself) had worked at the film production company Iwanami Productions 
founded in 1950. 
China’s state-run magazine for Sino-Japanese relations.5

 The traditional Chinese-language version of Ogawa Shinsuke’s book was firstly published in 1995 by a Taiwanese 6

press; and its simplified Chinese language version was not published until 2007. 
Directed by Zhang Ke.7

Directed by Hao Yuejun.8
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