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An Interview with SHI Jian
Interviewer: WANG Xiaolu王小鲁    Translator：Xiang FAN樊响

Note: This text is an excerpt from an interview conducted by Wang Xiaolu in Huairou, a suburb of Beijing, on 9 Octo-

ber 2020.  

Education and Early Exploration in the 1980s
 

Wang Xiaolu: Of course we’d like to know your entire history. You have had a huge impact on China’s television and 

documentary. We also want to know your intellectual development in the 1980s, including your educational experi-

ence. I just saw your father’s [Shi Panqi 时盘棋] photography exhibition, so family education can certainly also be 

included. We know that there was a New Documentary Movement in the 1990s, which is generally considered an inde-

pendent documentary movement. As one of the participants, advocates, and initiators, could you start with its pre-his-

tory?

 

Shi Jian: I am a product of the university education system of the 1980s. In 1981, I entered the television department 

of the Beijing Broadcasting Academy BBA (北京广播学院). After four years of studying TV production, in 1985 I was 

assigned to China Central Television (CCTV) to be a television director in the special topic department, as a special 

topic film director. Since then, I’ve been thinking and exploring how we should make documentary. I was very clear 

that I should find a new path. Because I know the documentary we learned in class and the documentary in our imag-

ination are different from the ones we were making at the time. So we had to make our ideal [documentary] come true 

and accomplish this goal. This purpose was quite clear. I also benefited from my family background. My father was 

a journalist for the Xinhua News Agency. Documenting, truth, timeliness, the life of news: I knew these terms since 

I was a kid. Of course, I also knew that a profession like ours can be called the ‘uncrowned king’. We were quite con-

fident and self-engaged. Of course, there are premises and limitations. Later I suffered a lot for this vagueness. There 

was a lot of frustration, but it’s not what we’re going to talk about today. Meanwhile my mother worked for Shandong 

TV. I have some talent in visual images; my feelings are very good. I can do things by following my feelings, and these 

feelings are usually quite accurate. This may be genetic.

 

It is this kind of talent plus my study at the BBA for four years. This four years of professional study wasn’t ordinary. 

It was a very professional training. For example, at that time we started with art and sketching, then photography, also 

film developing, using Hongqi cameras to shoot news and special topics, then cutting our own film on the editing ta-

ble, as well as writing scripts, doing live new reporting, and so on. This gave us professional training for documentary 

and journalism. Four years of education at the BBA also taught one how to use television to express oneself, express 

our intervention into society. I think it was a great intellectual treasure. And there was another particularity.  Our 

teachers at that time, like Ye Fengying (叶凤英), Wen Huaping (闻华平), and Ren Yuan (任元), had just came back 

from abroad. What they taught us, brought to us, and showed us were cutting-edge models and cases from abroad. In 

those four years in the university, the information we grasped and the stuff we saw and felt were all practices and ac-
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tivities from the most advanced television programmes and the most pioneering television production concepts. These 

gave me a sense of self-confidence. I remember that one purpose that was particularly clear at the time was that I want-

ed to enter a TV station and I wanted to change the backward outlook of Chinese television. It was different from those 

grand goals when we grew up as Little Red Guards such as liberating Taiwan, devoting ourselves to agriculture, or 

believing that ‘as big as people’s courage is, so big will be the product of the land’. We were determined to change the 

backwardness of China’s television. This required ambition, but this ambition was not the reckless kind. We believed 

that what we had learned formed a sharp contrast to the backward rustic CCTV programmes and those on the televi-

sion screen nation-wide. 

 

For example, I had a senior fellow student called Ding Haiyan (丁海燕). Chen Gang (陈刚)and Ding Haiyan had 

internships at CCTV. They were in the class of 1979, one year ahead of us in the TV Production programme. They 

recorded a documentary interview in Weifang prison (潍坊监狱). Although it was their internship outcome for the 

television station, it wasn’t shown on television. How come? Because it’s a documentary interview. This kind of thing 

was controversial at the TV station at the time. But for us, wasn’t the television station supposed to show documentary 

interviews? No, it was not allowed, because it was controversial. Then we really looked down on CCTV. So backward! 

In 1985, I was assigned there. This backward way of thinking made me confused. I was swamped by it. I struggled 

for about half a year. Because once you started doing things that way, just like others, you couldn’t help yourself. So, 

you forgot about the diegetic sound, and only knew to write a [documentary] script. My debut work was titled Dad in 

My Eyes (我眼里的爸爸). Of course, I included my personal experience. This father was Qingdao landscape architect 

Zhang Yuanchu (张元初). I expressed my feeling towards my father via his daughter’s voice. I wrote the script. Prob-

ably because this subjective thing based on my personal sensibility was quite touching, this film won an award. But 

it had nothing to do with the documentary. It had no diegetic sound or documentary footage. Later, I felt that this was 

not enough, so I started to use documentary interviews in my second film. But at that time, I was immature. You just 

knew how important this kind of technological change was, but you did not know why, and you did not have your own 

thoughts either. I felt that I knew that my documentary should express my thoughts, and that this kind of thought must 

be independent and different from others. If it is the same thoughts as others, it has no value. Of course, sometimes you 

are different, and you are even different from the views advocated by the government. You are called independence 

because of this, and the value [of the work] becomes greater. Of course, you would then be unable appear in the public 

media. This is another matter.

 

But documentaries are not TV programmes; documentaries are not equivalent to TV programmes. So later, based on 

my work experience, I classified documentaries into TV documentaries and individual documentaries. Individual 

documentaries are independent documentaries, then so-called underground documentaries. The latter two are equiv-

alent. Of course, some individual documentaries are not entirely independent documentaries. Because as long as they 

are produced in a personal way, they do not necessarily need to have any thoughts, but maybe just a general record of 

one’s personal life. Of course, it depends on how valuable it is, that’s another matter.

 

It was not easy for us to do this kind of TV documentary back then. Later I felt that the path of TV documentary was 

particularly difficult. For example, I had a work called Tiananmen that started filming in 1988, but it wasn’t broad-

cast. I was told that the tone was too dark. Why was it dark? It’s just that I did not use eulogistic music. Instead, I 
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used sound more based on live recording. When you use diegetic sound too much, you can’t use the subjective kind 

of language, the so-called eulogistic language. But the public environment at that time was like this. Just after the 

Cultural Revolution, it was actually still under its legacy. People were accustomed to fake and empty words, red prop-

agandistic content, and eulogistic language. If you did not praise the situation, you were suspected to have bad inten-

tions. So [CCTV] did not broadcast my work but arranged a ... not a cultural-revolution-like confessions and struggle 

sessions, but something similar. It was quite brutal criticism and education sessions organised across the television 

station. Although it was very stressful – I was only 20 years old after all – I was committed to continuing this route. 

Because from my professional point of view, if I knew the truth was there, why couldn’t I cross over? It is also difficult 

for me to submit. Later, there were other opportunities, such as the founding of Oriental Horizon (东方时空), so I took 

the legitimate path. At that time, the media was going to reform, so I implemented my understanding of the language 

of live recording, documentary, and realism. These languages   represented by the use of diegetic sound were used in 

Oriental Horizon. I used my professional knowledge and training, and the findings based on the exploration of docu-

mentary language. I led a group of people. When I became the chief producer of Oriental Horizon, our team had al-

ready made some contribution to the television reform.

 

Wang: Yes, you just mentioned the form of [documentary] itself, for example diegetic sound. They felt the tone was too 

dark. The form itself was problematic to them, the lack of agenda setting. In fact, I still want to know something about 

the early days. When you first entered the BBA, was the concept of documentary really backward? Because it was just 

after the Cultural Revolution. You said that your mother used to work at Shandong TV. Back then documentaries used 

to be news briefings or something like that.

 

Shi: Yes. We grew up during the Cultural Revolution. The Cultural Revolution certainly cultivated us much less than 

those ten years older than us, who were born in 1953. I was born in 1963. When the Cultural Revolution began, in 1966 

and 1967, as three- or four-year-olds we did not know what happened. But by the time we reached the age of thirteen or 

fourteen, the Cultural Revolution still had not really ended. I was thirteen years old when Mao died. After his death, 

he still had such an impact. We are still excited when talking about Cultural Revolution terminology, including watch-

ing model plays. But because of my profession and my personal study, the most important gain in my life is that I have 

had the ability to reflect. I often read books. Of course, this also brought me a lot of pain. My father and I had disputes, 

which almost led to a family tragedy. My father is a stern man. He joined the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) in 

1948, supposedly the youngest war journalist in the Chinese Communist party (CCP). He started to take pictures when 

he was sixteen or seventeen. His pictures were pretty good. Therefore, he often said that the CCP and the PLA gave 

him a lifetime honour and cultivated him. In fact, due to his talent, if there had been no war and he had not joined the 

army, he would have studied hard and still become a very successful person. But he attributed it all to the PLA and the 

CCP. There are some details but it is not convenient for me to say more about this.

 

I think documentary filmmakers in the 1980s were the thinkers of that era, a group of pioneers. First, in terms of doc-

umentary language, that is, the technical language or the concept of television film, they are the people who mastered 

advanced concepts by using diegetic sound. In fact, the key feature of documentary is whether you use the diegetic 

sound or not; how to use it; to what extent you use the voiceover. These are technical indicators: what you record, what 

you want to express, how you express. It is very easy to say these indicators and terminologies now, but it was quite 
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hard when we first started. You had to trust your instinct and rely on recorded images. Our earlier exploration focused 

on documentation, but you could not be like Herzog who re-wrote and re-enacted stuff. Our documenting was more 

mechanical. Of course, we also believe that during the period of China’s social transformation, we had completed this 

kind of documentation, which is the most authentic and valuable record. Of course, we also regarded our work as sa-

cred.

 

But how to say it, this kind of individual effort in the beginning were particularly difficult. There were many grievanc-

es. Plus, it required great investment. For example, I sold a refrigerator, made some programmes with a lot of soft and 

commercial advertisements. It was the time of the Asian Sports Games when our television station had a commercial 

requirement. For example, if you made a twenty-minute corporate video, you could earn 40,000 yuan: 20,000 for pro-

duction, 20,000 to hand to the television station. Usually, we wouldn’t spend all the 20,000 for production. We spent 

less than 5,000, and the rest went in our own pockets. Then I used it for the post-production of the film Tiananmen (天

安门). Our personal contribution was quite significant. Then we felt that, after all our hard work, we could finally see 

the dawn of truth. We really wanted to share our work with more people. So, we recorded it to videotape and showed it 

to other people and friends. I also showed it to two of the directors of our station, Hong Minsheng (洪民生) and Chen 

Hanyuan (陈汉元). Chen did not respond. Hong said: ‘Yours is too long. The interview is so long. I had to fast-for-

ward the video.’ This on the one hand showed their opinions, but on the other hand means that I could still reach out 

to the directors. Hong Minsheng was the highest-ranking director in charge of propaganda. Now you can’t even send 

it to a head of department, let alone the directors. People at that time were very simple, and the officials were also 

simple. They even told you that they could not accept it. I just wanted it to be broadcast on TV. How could it be broad-

cast! I thought of the possibility of screening it, because my college classmate, a most skilful interlocutor, said, ‘I have 

never seen Chinese people so confident and expressive in front of the camera.’ Because no camera had captured the 

ordinary individuals who were not an official before. Very few people could say things in front of the camera. Tian-

anmen was the first documentary to use diegetic sound. This stuff is now really common. Television is supposed to be 

like that. But back then there was not even one programme [like that]. People were not allowed to speak in front of the 

camera. Because at that time we used film cameras, it’s not like the integrated digital video recorder today. You can’t 

really get rid of the sound while recording. But at that time, you had to take a tape recorder for recording. No one both-

ered to do so. There was usually no sound, no diegetic sound.

 

In the 1980s, everyone wanted to explore, innovate, and make professional achievements. People’s thoughts were quite 

positive. There were not so many wicked ideas. Scheming against one another was very rare. There were very few 

frame-ups. Everyone was nice. So now when I look back on the 1980s, the only thing I regret is that I spent too little 

time in restaurants. They might not use waste oil at that time. The old chefs were still there. If you ordered a few de-

cent traditional dishes, you could really sense the taste. But I did not think that then at all. Another good thing in the 

1980s was, you were always encouraged to learn. It was just right after Reform and Opening, all kinds of ideas were 

refreshing for you. Because what you had learnt in your previous primary and secondary education was all pre-liber-

ation content, or stuff about the Cultural Revolution. After that, the whole of society suddenly changed. It was full of 

passion. We watched Station for Two (两个人的车站) and some foreign films at university. When I started working, 

I was deeply impressed by Japanese television programmes. The first one that blew me away was titled The Splash 

School of Murder (浪花杀人学校). That would have been in 1986. I watched it in the Hongta auditorium (红塔礼堂) 
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or somewhere else. It was part of the Japanese documentary session in the first Sino-Japanese television programme 

exchange. After that, some of us went back to the office still discussing it, including not only my peers but also Li 

Shaowu (李绍武). Li was my predecessor. He said that this documentary was made like a feature film. This shows the 

charm of a documentary! But we did not have this kind of documenting and tracking practice. From that moment, the 

tracking shot became essential. Previously, our tracking shots were designed in advance, for example, walking from 

a higher slope to a lower slope, or from a lower slope toward a higher slope. We also took a lot of sunrise and sunset 

shots. I do not know how many sunrise and sunset shots I have taken in my life. None of them were useful. 

 

Tiananmen and the New Documentary Movement

Wang:  I later saw that there was a meeting about documentary in 2002. Someone in the meeting suggested that the 

language used in the new documentary movement had existed since the beginning of the 1980s. What do you think 

about this idea? S/he wanted to propose that the New Documentary Movement occurred much earlier.

 

Shi: No, I do not think so. We put forward the idea of the New Documentary Movement. We proposed it because we 

felt a yell deep in our heart. In the opening scene of Tiananmen, we write: ‘we respect history, just like we respect 

life. We respect this history. We respect this life.’ Of all the television works before this, I don’t think any could have 

done that, because they had to be shown on the screen, on an official media platform. Since when in the 1980s did 

we start to have audio-visual works that did not rely on the public media for their audiences? It is these works [that 

were the first] — Wu Wenguang’s (吴文光)  Bumming in Beijing (流浪北京), our Tiananmen, He Jianjun’s  (何建军) 

Self-Portrait (自画像). Of course, shooting for these films started in 1988 and they were completed in 1991. So next 

year it will be thirty years. In 1991, we held a new documentary seminar at the BBA. At the seminar, I read out a dec-

laration on behalf of several friends. We hoped to advocate that, in the new era, we should create documentaries that 

express our independent thoughts. There were no independent opinions at the time. New technical language such as 

diegetic sound was just being discovered. China Central Newsreel and Documentary (CCND) made a few new piec-

es like The Breakthrough (零的突破). Those cannot be counted. Of course, there exists a contradiction. But it is this 

contradiction that made it possible for you to have different voices from the [dominant] ideology. Whether or not the 

new documentary is new depends on whether its voice is different. If it’s all the same, it’s not a new documentary. In 

terms of the movement, it should be spread vigorously, leading to a certain number of outputs. You may call those ear-

lier works the emergence of new documentaries, but if you want to call it a New Documentary Movement, it [the start] 

must be in the early 1990s, precisely in 1991.

 

Wang: Tiananmen was completed in 1991. Was Bumming in Beijing completed in 1990?

 

Shi: Yes, he [Wu Wenguang] maybe completed it in 1990.

 

Wang: But this concept was proposed in 1991?

 

Shi: Yes, the New Documentary Movement was proposed in 1991. We held a seminar for it, which was a landmark 

event.
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Wang: Yes, I have seen the content of the seminar, but its title is not about new documentary. It is called ‘A Seminar on 

Beijing Documentary New Works’ (北京纪录片新作品创作研讨会). 

 

Shi: Yes.

 

Wang: But it was actually about new documentaries?

 

Shi: Yes, new documentaries. But the published title was changed. Our original plan was between our teacher Wang 

Jiyan (王纪言) and us. A few students who graduated from the BBA, Chen Jie (陈杰), Wang Zijun (王子军), and me, 

went to Wang’s place to show and discuss our works, including several of Wang Zijun’s programmes for Beijing TV, as 

well as Odyssey of the Great Wall (望长城). Because only showing our own work did not seem appropriate. Our teach-

er might think that you just wanted to show off your own work. We thought that we should not be too selfish, so we 

included every piece that we thought worked with documentary language.

 

Wang: Actually, your definition is based on what you just said. It should work with documentary language but also 

demonstrate other characteristics, which together constituted new documentaries, right?

 

Shi: Yes.

 

Wang: Odyssey of the Great Wall was shown in 1991. I saw it and liked it very much. It indeed uses documentary lan-

guage and shows in-depth exploration. But the problem is its ideology. Of course, it appealed to ordinary people, but 

do you think it can be termed a new documentary? Without the connection with your teacher, do you think it would 

have been included?

 

Shi: Let me think … technically it can be counted, right? If you want to indicate a certain type of ideology, or a kind of 

value, then it is different. It caters to mainstream ideology, right? From an aesthetic perspective, is it really necessary 

to emphasise ideology? This is another question. Of course, the definition of documentary has been developing and 

changing. I agree with your emphasis on the ideological meaning of a documentary.

 

Wang: Another factor is the relations of production.

 

Shi: Yes, the relations of production stem from the official media. Relations of production is very professional termi-

nology. But early documentaries were born out of, or dependent on, TV stations, because you could not make a film 

without these conditions. For us, there was a change in the later stage; Wu Wenguang used his spare time to make 

Bumming in Beijing when he was working on The Chinese (中国人). If there was no The Chinese, he would not have 

had the conditions to make Bumming in Beijing. Of course, Odyssey of the Great Wall simply wanted to show how 

marvellous the Great Wall is … Very good, your question is good.

 

Wang: It is a question that is difficult to answer. Early on, you talked about this in places like Xidan. Many people 

have memories of that scene. From my understanding, your definition was actually the concept of independent docu-
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mentary.

 

Shi: Yes.

 

Wang: If you put I Graduated (我毕业了) and Odyssey of the Great Wall together, you can feel that they are actually 

a bit different. Looking at those works later known as independent documentaries, they were not shown on the televi-

sion, including Tiananmen, right?

 

Shi: Yes.

 

Wang: Even including Being a Soldier (当兵). When broadcast on TV, it became a completely different film. No. 16, 

Barkhor South Street (八廓南街16号) was also broadcast on TV, but when it was broadcast, it was completely changed. 

It means that the works approved [by the filmmakers) were not actually shown on TV. This says a lot, right? Although 

Wu Wenguang indeed borrowed resources from the TV station, he never thought of showing it [Bumming in Beijing] 

on TV when he produced it. His creative purpose was already different.

 

Shi: Yes. We have to see whether he is of independent status: one [required element] is independent thought, and 

the other is independent working conditions. In this circumstance, the value of TV documentary should be questioned. 

Because it serves the [official] media, and the media has many dependencies, such as politics and economics, right? As 

this kind of individual documentary has such independence, it is more liberal, closer to the reality, and has no re-

strictions. When there emerged many different media voices about Tibet and Xinjiang, I thought why not let our 

documentary filmmakers go there? Even as an individual documentary filmmaker, one should leave the truest re-

cord to society. Of course, this is just a fantasy. But it shows that I have a deep understanding of the limitations of TV 

documentaries. Whenever you take money from others, you have to pay it back. This is about how you handle your 

interpersonal relationships, not about technical creation. Many directors took other’s money but did things their own 

way. They did not make anything significant eventually, because they couldn’t even be a decent person. I therefore do 

not think being a TV documentary filmmaker is embarrassing, because if you take other people’s money, you have to 

complete the task and let it be broadcast. Once you are subject to these restrictions, your work will be disqualified. But 

you also think this is just a job, not art, especially not pure artistic creation. I also understand. I also went through 

this. Then in this environment, you can accumulate a variety of advantages and in the future make a film according to 

your own wishes. This can be counted as a full stop once you complete your own work.  

 

Because there are a lot of limitations for TV documentaries, and the criteria often change too. In the 1980s, the situa-

tion might be a little easier, but now it is too tight. Once we were able to skirt the rules. For example, for the thirty-fifth 

National Day, I made Weijia Hutong (魏家胡同). I picked a few households from the alley as a reflection of National 

Day in the documentary, without any eulogistic voiceover. But at that time, they allowed me to broadcast it, even with-

out any voiceover. That was unprecedented. It was in 1994. 1994 might be the best time. In 1993, there was Oriental 

Horizon (东方时空》 ...

 

Wang: Had you watched any Wiseman at that time?
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Shi: Of course, I had seen some.

 

Wang: Were you influenced by him?

 

Shi: No. I hadn’t watched any of Wiseman’s films, but I had heard about Wiseman from Wu Wenguang.

 

Wang: So, you hadn’t seen any?

 

Shi: I hadn’t watched any. But you do not need to watch this kind of film. You only need to know what he filmed, 

right? There are no new professional skills that I could learn from him. Wiseman is a complete loner. You cannot do it 

in a team according to the way he made film, right? He created a unique individual style. It is difficult to copy. Wise-

man’s stuff is not for you to see. It is for history. I respect Wiseman’s personality, but I have not watched his work. I 

saw an excerpt from a work by Ogawa [Shinsuke], about an airport. I always feel that this kind of independent docu-

mentary is not for the ordinary audience. As it is not for you, you do not need to watch it. Knowing what he is doing is 

enough to inspire you. He wants to record the most noteworthy things that happened in this world. His strength is the 

selection of the topic, not the editing style, the way of expression and representation. Can you film this type of thing? 

That leads to the most ‘valuable’ thing, which implies social values, social status, and personal cost. The most ‘valuable’ 

thing then depends on what you shoot, or what kind of event it is. It’s not simply a phenomenon; it has to be an event. 

This is what makes them extraordinary. So, when it comes to Wiseman, we only need to respect him as a person.

 

Wang: Let’s talk about that group [the documentary group Shi Jian formed together with his friends in late 1980s]. 

That group did not really work together to produce some works, right? 

 

Shi: No, there were some works. The one we did in the name of the group is I Graduated.

 

Wang: They, I mean the other three members, were they all involved in it?

 

Shi: No, but it was produced as a group work.

 

Wang: I saw the group was called Structure. Did the word ‘structure’ come from structuralism at that time?

 

Shi: No, it was just a suitable word that shared the first letter of my name. We used the first letters in pinyin and then 

found corresponding English words. Four people with four letters, and then we selected four words. And then we 

translated this word into Chinese, which became ‘structure, wave, youth, film’ (结构 浪潮 青年 电影).

 

Wang: Looking at these words now, they must have been particularly avant-garde at the time, including ‘wave’. How 

could you have had this group consciousness at that time? Certainly, there was a sense of groupness, such as groups 

during the Cultural Revolution, but there was no, or very few, of such things in the field of film.

 

Shi: Yes, we were very avant-garde, but then we did not continue in the field of avant-garde documentary. Because we 
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saw its popularised effect, or say its social influence. If you make this kind of avant-garde films for a long time, first 

nobody is watching it, and second you can’t support yourself. We had moved closer to the mass media, accepting the 

olive branch from them. We dedicated our talents and dream to our work for the media. When people do not know 

about the situation, they might think that Oriental Horizon just came out of nowhere, which is wrong. Because when 

those of us with experience in documentary filmmaking joined Oriental Horizon, it started to have a particular direc-

tion and professional spirit.

 

Wang: Yes, I noticed that you seemed to have experience of independent production around the late 1980s and the ear-

ly 1990s, right? There is no doubt that Tiananmen is an independent production. How did this happen?

 

Shi: After I had the experience of making Tiananmen, I became relatively well-known in the documentary field. Many 

people approached me to make films. Sometimes I needed to pay for it by myself, and some were commercial and 

profitable. This situation lasted for about two or three years. I spent about a year or two making I Graduated with my 

own money. Then I filmed some Zhejiang villages and other small things. 

 

Wang: In fact, some of these independently-produced works were shown on TV stations, and other works like I Grad-

uated couldn’t be given to television stations. Could they be divided into these two halves?

 

Shi: Yes, but those TV stations were not based in China. 

 

Wang: Which countries did you cooperate with at that time?

 

Shi: I was just a producer. I did not have any contact with broadcasting institutions. If someone asked me to help them 

shoot these things, I would just do the shooting.

 

Wang: Did this kind of cooperation happen at that time already? Because we know, generally speaking, in the late 

1990s, people like Jiang Yue (蒋樾)  and Duan Jinchuan (段锦川)  had some cooperation with the BBC or other institu-

tions, but actually such collaboration already existed in the early 1990s.

 

Shi: Yes, it was since the early 1990s. Because it wasn’t convenient for [foreign] television to come to China. They 

needed some videos. Then we used our privilege to shoot stuff. It was mainly about some common street scenes or city   

life.

 

Wang: There were few complete films, right?

 

Shi: Yes, very few.

 

Wang: But after you finished I Have Graduated, did you try to show your work, including Tiananmen, anywhere else?

 

Shi: There were some screenings in some film festivals.
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Wang: Which film festival did the screening of Tiananmen take place?

 

Shi: Tiananmen received an invitation from the Hong Kong Film Festival, but the Chinese film delegation boycotted it, 

so it did not go ahead. I cannot remember which film festival exhibited it later. Then I Graduated was at the Rotterdam 

Film Festival and the MoMA Art Museum. I did not go abroad when these two films were shown, because I wanted to 

keep a low profile. As I worked for a TV station, I would lose a lot if I became famous in this way. I treated this as my 

personal artistic exploration. I could not stand it if I did not make films this way. But I did not mean to use this film to 

gain fame. I am not that kind of person. I have my professional mission, or say my fate, I had to do this. Maybe there 

was a risk in it, even leading to a great loss. Of course, you have to calculate. But I did not consider how much money 

this could make, or how much fame it could bring. 

 

Wang: Some parts of I Graduated were made in cooperation with Wang Guangli (王光利), right?

 

Shi: Yes, Wang Guangli. The very first idea was from him and the others. Once they had this idea, they found me, and 

I said, ok, I could do that. I didn’t agree with some of their original ideas, and the filming process was completely in 

accordance with my idea. When the shooting was over, we started reaching out to a sponsor who may be the owner of a 

restaurant. Wang Guangli said, what if we take it over ourselves? I said, ok. And then he said, I’ll figure out if the price 

could be any cheaper. I said, as we might have some activities after finishing this film, this person (as a sponsor) might 

determine whether we can go there or not - because I invested a lot of emotion in this film from the very beginning, 

it’s a very indelible memory for me. After finishing it, I did not talk directly to the sponsor. Wang Guangli told me that 

it cost about 20,000 to 30,000 yuan. He asked if I want the copyright. I said, sure, I will take it. We did not meet or sign 

anything.

  

Wang: From today’s perspective, this film is indeed very free form. It is not a pure documentary. What was your origi-

nal filming idea? Was it to do with what happened in 1989?

 

Shi: It was because of the class of students. The students we shot entered university in 1988 and graduated 

in 1992. Students enrolled in university in 1989 would not have experienced the event. The last cohort of undergrad-

uates who experienced June Fourth were the class of 1988, and they graduated in 1992. Their state before and after 

graduation was worth recording, because they were going to say farewell to their haunted capital, Beijing. I wanted to 

record, in those last moments, what these students wanted to say and how they might act. The major one was the fare-

well at the station, and at the same time there were also some affectionate partings in everyday settings. For me, I real-

ly understood them, because I was also a witness to the movement. I did not understand university life at the time very 

much, but Wang Guangli had a few friends in universities who together contributed some ideas. At least three or four 

people planned it. I was not involved. They wanted to do this, but they did not have a director. They reached out to me. 

You can see my reputation in the field. They were all undergraduate students or recent graduates. Because I was par-

ticularly touched by this historical event. It changed my life. This was the only major historical event I had experienced 

- I could not get involved in the Korean War, nor the Great Leap Forward, nor the Down to the Countryside Movement, 

but this event changed me. I took it very seriously. I was deeply involved in it. But when I look back now, I can see 

that the film I made is full of flaws. I didn’t have any mature ideas. But at that time, as they were leaving university in 
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the summer, I used a song by Huang somebody-or-other at the beginning of this film. That was my resistance towards 

the language of documentation, something that has always been subjective, not purely passively objective. I think it is 

innovative in some ways. Later, director Zhang Yuan (张元)  particularly liked this, because I also altered the colour. 

He was also a participant in this movement. For him, this was a dream. It was also a dream for me. Our previous doc-

umentaries had sought to avoid presenting our subjective memory in a dramatic way. I wanted to declare that a docu-

mentary does not need to avoid its subjective attitude. It depends on the subject matter. Let’s say if there is a conflict 

between two parties. If you don’t evade yourself, you can’t maintain your neutral stand.  I didn’t even know how they 

found me, but I gradually got involved more deeply. 

 

Wang: Did you take part in the shooting at that time?

 

Shi: Of course. I was mainly responsible for shooting this film. 

 

Wang: At that time, your main commitment was actually working in the TV station, right? But it was impossible to 

broadcast this subject on television. Had you thought of whom you were going to shoot it for, of who the audience was? 

Any thoughts like this?

 

Shi: No. But we already knew the concept of festivals, and we had some friends like Wu Wenguang.

 

Wang: It means that you knew there would be audiences anyway. In the early 1990s, there was still a small audi-

ence, and few spaces, for independent works like this.

 

Shi: It is not a matter of the audience, but a matter of conscience. This is what makes me different from others. Con-

cerning the stuff I am doing now, I couldn’t care less about the audience. I am going to retire soon; I don’t care where 

my works will be screened. This is something I want to do, and I have my own ideas. I just mentioned that ordinary 

people can’t do this, because this is something that shocked me most in my life. I have a memory of it, and I must fol-

low this memory back. I have to do this, otherwise I will feel guilty.

 

Wang: What was the impact of that event [1989] on your creative work?

 

Shi: That is, to face China’s problems through the language of documentary, and to help people solve problems in the 

development and transformation of our society, not just focusing on contradictions, conflicts, and problems.

 

Wang: In an interview conducted with Lü Xinyu (吕新雨), Wu Wenguang said that he was so touched by that event, 

and the whole of Beijing became quiet afterwards. They [Wu and his peers] were in fact against the documentary style 

of the 1980s, such as that of River Elegy (河殇). Because it suggested a denial of oneself and of the flourishing of indi-

vidualism in the 1980s. I have noticed an important tendency in documentary filmmaking from that time, that is, as a 

humble creator, I want them [the subjects of documentaries] to talk, so I hide myself even more. However, this is actu-

ally a denial of oneself. There existed such a tendency at that time.
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Shi: I don’t think so. I disliked this kind of propaganda language. I wanted to use documentary language. I am differ-

ent from Wu Wenguang. Wu explored [how to make documentaries] all on his own, but we learnt it at university. If 

you know how to hold a pen properly, you have to follow it, don’t you? It does not matter for Wu: [for him] ‘As long as I 

can write down the lines, I can use my pen however I like—gripping, clutching, or pinching.’ But we cannot. We learnt 

how to hold a pen properly before learning how to write. This is the same pen. But how could he do it this way? Isn’t 

this an insult to the way of holding a pen? That’s why I don’t like River Elegy. It’s not about him [director Xia Jun 夏骏] 

as a person, but that he should not say something like that, not in that indecent way. I cannot tolerate this. Others say 

so, then you say the same. Chief director Xia Jun was in the same department as me, two years ahead of me. He was 

quite a leftist. 

 

Wang: So you were actually still proactive at the time. You wanted to intervene in society and change it.

 

Shi: Yes.

 

Wang: The reason that you dislike River Elegy is because of its inflammatory rhetoric?

 

Shi: Yes, it’s propaganda which doesn’t rely on facts.

 

Wang: No matter if its final conclusion is right or wrong.

 

Shi: Exactly.

 

Wang: What do you mean by ‘means’?

 

Shi: Of course there are different opinions. This is another matter, but first of all, the stance is wrong.

 

Wang: I understand. I really agree with one point that you said before, that is, the process of making a documentary is 

also a process of learning and self-cultivating. You also said that you learned a lot of things from documentary film-

making. 

 

Shi: In the process of making documentaries, I think I learned most from making TV documentaries. It led you be-

come a mature thinker. But making individual documentaries requires you to have the impulse to seek the facts, and 

then you may feel the need to record it. At this point, forget about thinking, your intuition is very important. A good 

individual documentary filmmaker emphasises intuition, but in the end, the maturity of your thinking relies on what 

you learned from making TV documentaries. Usually there were some experts and scholars involved in the planning 

and discussion of TV documentaries. From the 1980s when I started making Tiananmen, Oriental Horizon, Tell It Like 

It Is (实话实说), these experts and sociologists shared a lot of their views on society. For example, can I draw the con-

clusion that Qin unification was the biggest disaster for China all by myself? No, I must have someone like Qin Hui 

(秦晖) to think about this issue together with me. Of course, it seems that I am boasting that I could think with Qin 

Hui. In fact, he had thought of this issue many years ahead of me, but my thoughts must be approved by him. Another 
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example, when I first saw Lust, Caution (色戒), I thought Ang Lee (李安) was a little too much. Those people were 

supposed to be martyrs [for their political beliefs], you ended up presenting them as prioritising personal interests over 

righteousness. Then about six months later, I started to think Ang Lee as really the greatest director who shows that 

the idea of human rights weighs more than sovereignty. He actually meant to talk about this. I think Lee is really amaz-

ing. You must have a group of social elites as your think tank to affect your thinking, enhance your knowledge, enrich 

your experience, otherwise, how many books do you have to read to reach such truths? This is what I meant by saying 

documentaries bringing me learning opportunities. I got to know many sociologists during my filmmaking through 

planning and interviewing. 

 

Wang: My understanding is that, apart from this, the connection with the grassroots life was also important.

 

Shi: Of course, the process of investigating social problems offers you an opportunity to get closer to society. Without 

such problems, it will not trigger you to think this way.

 

Wang: In terms of the origin of the New Documentary Movement, there are several different accounts. I saw an in-

terview saying that Wu Wenguang first proposed this idea. But of course, later it was the large-scale movement that 

caused a significant impact. Then another story is that it stems from a seminar, the new documentary seminar that was 

in fact promoted by you. I don’t know if it’s important to identify who brought it up. I think practitioners are more im-

portant. Do you have any other memories of this origin?

 

Shi: Of course, I remember that clearly. We made a lot of effort to plan the movement. It’s not simply based on a few 

people’s interests. We needed to sort out the issues including screening venues, the selection of films, and how to 

convince our teacher. At that time, we could not even find a proper screening venue. Today’s situation is not the same 

anymore. We can just do screenings in our auditorium. But back then we were still young, and we relied on other peo-

ple’s impact to promote it [new documentary] to the whole society. We didn’t want to keep it just between ourselves; 

we wanted to influence a wider society; we wanted the media to report it; we wanted the public to see our films. We 

thought that our effort might prompt the TV stations to show our films. Many places [TV stations] had similar prob-

lems. They didn’t have enough funds, nor good filming conditions. I hoped that our activities could advance a new 

creative trend. It was not just some interactions between us, encouraging each other. It was not that simple. We hoped 

to influence the whole of society by promoting something that could be accepted by society and recognised by our 

professional field, and further affect the [dominant] ideology. For example, we invited Zhou Chuanji (周传基), Situ 

Zhaodun (司徒兆敦), and some of my teachers. But what I did not expect was, the experts were really stunned by some 

films, including my own film, and a line in Bumming in Beijing that they found very difficult to accept: ‘I’d rather 

fucking sell sex than selling paintings,’ which completely blew away those teachers. My old course leader, Ye Fengy-

ing, said, ‘Shi Jian, how could you get this film screened?’ I said, ‘This documentary is based on raw materials. The 

difference between this documentary and those you’re familiar with is like the difference between pig and pork. The 

pork has all its hairs picked and washed when it’s ready for you to eat. But this is not how the raw pig looks.’ They had 

just never seen it before.

 

Wang: Which films did you promote at the time, besides Bumming in Beijing?
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Shi: There were eight documentaries: Bumming in Beijing, He Jianjun’s Self-Portrait, Fu Hongxing’s (傅红星) Fif-

ty Years of Reform in Tibet (西藏50年改革纪实), our Tiananmen, Ling Yefu’s (冷冶夫) Army Escorts (押运兵), and 

Odyssey of the Great Wall.

Wang: What about Sand and Sea (沙与海)?

 

Shi: I don’t think so. We might have included Chen Zhen’s (陈真) work. I also published a manifesto at the seminar, 

saying that we are going to inaugurate this new documentary movement. This was a very clear slogan.

 

Wang: An official appearance.

 

Shi: Yes, an official appearance. I read out the manifesto, or the declaration, or the proposal. In fact, it was just guiding 

principles. No matter if it was recognised by the public media or not, it was widely circulated through word of mouth 

within the professional field, with great impact. Many documentaries have emerged since then. 

 

Wang: What was their reaction when your film [Tiananmen] was screened?

 

Shi: They were very shocked. Although I used quite a lot of TV language, our attitude towards history was very clear. I 

played the last episode, ‘Once Upon a Time’ (往事).

 

Wang: These films have a common feature, that is, an emphasis on documentary realism [纪实性], right?

 

Shi: Yes.

 

Wang: This is its main feature. What are the other features? Personalisation?

 

Shi: Yes, personalisation. Of course, the more important thing is the aesthetic contrast, which shattered previous visual 

experience. You have never had this kind of experience. This is the most remarkable. What you just talked about are all 

terms and rules. It might be personalisation and documentary attributes [that shocked them], but they were not ready 

for this.

 

Wang: Actually, I think they couldn’t stand its ideological inclinations either.

 

Shi: Yes, the biggest shock is its values. 

 

Wang: Let’s talk about Tiananmen. What were the specific conditions for its production at that time? Where did the 

money come from?

 

Shi: At the beginning I found a sponsor. American Express offered 200,000 yuan and sent it to the TV station. I ini-

tially made this documentary for CCTV, but then this title was not allowed to be used anymore. And during the film-
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ing process, I also adjusted the content. For example, I deemed Tiananmen Square a subject with a certain political 

tone. I might not be able to avoid its political implications. It was a programme made for National Day in 1989 after 

all. But after June 1989, ideological control in the media changed significantly. Previously I might have had personal 

creative space, but afterwards it became impossible to broadcast it on television. No matter how I modified the con-

tent, it was not going to work as long as the name [Tiananmen] remained the same. It’s already a wound of an era, that 

is, something to be avoided. It was impossible to use this name anyway. I felt that the whole of society was breathless, 

at a standstill. There was no space to express my thoughts. So I decided to simplify things, that is, decided to complete 

this documentary on my own. Of course, this still required some content adjustment. So I did some re-shoots in 1990, 

recording individuals’ lives in Beijing at that time, as well as our personal memories as the authors.

 

The eighth episode is mainly based on voiceovers with very few documentary sequences. Or they are quite scanty. I 

just wanted to record my feelings and emotions. I also understood documentary in this way. Sometimes documentaries 

can record your subjective thoughts. Before my project was approved, it was said that a veteran named Tong Guoping (佟

国平)had set up a project called Chang’an Avenue (长安街). I was twenty-five years old, and I had to work really hard 

to find [sponsorship]. Then I finally got American Express to send the 200,000 yuan to CCTV’s bank account. Then I 

started shooting. My head of department told me, I didn’t mean to discourage you, but since you’ve got the money, I’ll 

let you do this. But while filming was ongoing, the 1989 incident occurred. American Express never mentioned the 

money again, they wanted to stay out of it, to distance themselves from the Chinese government. Well, at this point my 

money ran out, and the TV station wouldn’t allow me to continue working on it any longer. In the end, I wasn’t sure 

how much I had spent, but anyway, I couldn’t use the equipment [from CCTV] or the funds. I raised money for the pro-

ject by my own.

 

Wang: The second half was made independently?

 

Shi: Yes.

 

Wang: But at that time, you already knew that it was impossible to broadcast it on television?

 

Shi: Yes, we began to shoot this in 1988, but in 1989, we felt that it would be impossible to broadcast it. Later 

everything stopped. Like The Chinese, which Wu Wenguang participated in, also stopped. I still wanted to make my 

ideas come true. I had put in a lot of effort. I still insisted on finishing it. The shooting was not completely over.

 

Wang: What was the purpose of American Express when they offered you the money at that time?

 

Shi: They wanted me to make an acknowledgment in the opening credits. Something like the film was supported by 

the American Express Card ... with their logo on the screen.

Wang: Was their purpose mainly advertising?

 

Shi: Yes.
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Wang: This seems very complex. There was not a complete production process, with some changes later on. We know 

that later, after 1995, DV emerged in the New Documentary Movement. What was your understanding of the nature of 

DV at that time?

 

Shi: Later, Wang Zijun made Home (家园) at Beijing TV station, right? Ordinary people shot themselves, which be-

came a new way of recording. We, as professional practitioners, hoped this could become a way for the ordinary people 

to express their emotions and problems. It was a kind of social demand. We should play a role in helping others. This 

was a common value of our team, that is, this weapon, or approach, or tool should not be controlled by a few but be ex-

tended to the whole of society. Everyone should have the right to express their opinions.

 

Wang: Yes, I remember reading your opinions back then. I felt that your self-analysis was particularly sharp. You said 

you are a quite self-contradictory person. After I Graduated, there’s no more of your work that you approve of. Is that 

right?

 

Shi: Yes.

Wang: I think you have always separated these programme-based documentaries on CCTV from those creative docu-

mentary films. 

 

Shi:  It was very difficult for the New Documentary Movement to survive in China. There were only two ways to 

survive. One was to collaborate with the media. If you had the skills and you were willing to make stuff according to 

others’ requirements, then you could generate some income. The other was commercial engagement. But there was lit-

tle commercial demand in the market in the early 1990s. We have it now. So now as long as you have some production 

skills, you are more likely to choose to form a company, so that to earn some income from advertising. But no matter 

which way you choose to survive, the sense of independence in your documentaries is greatly compromised. When 

you are obsessed with making money in order to survive, you cannot have that kind of tenacity anymore. Making in-

dependent documentaries requires tenacity. I don’t mean that you have to fight each other to the death, or have strong 

political beliefs or something. It’s not that. It’s just simply a tenacious thing. 

 

We made every endeavour to come this far. Because gaining the opportunity was so difficult, you could not just do 

whatever you wanted out of enthusiasm without careful consideration. Apart from political safety, we also had to con-

sider the financial burden, the mental stress, whether your work was worthy of history, and whether your thoughts 

were mature enough. But today’s young people are different from our generation. They grew up without any ideolog-

ical baggage. They rely on their intuition to do things, sing whatever they want to sing, and shoot whatever they want 

to shoot. Without such burdens, they can be very productive. I think this is progress. We had to weigh it [these condi-

tions] up again and again. It was not about fame and fortune, it was about whether you were right. Anyway, I had this 

burden. I think the young generation today is doing well. Documentary should not be pondered too deeply, otherwise it 

becomes an essay. Documentary needs to have intuition. If you like this thing and you think this is important, you do 

it. 

 


