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An Interview with WEN Pulin 温普林
Interviewer: WANG Xiaolu 王小鲁    Translator: Huming YU 余慧明

Note: This interview was conducted by Wang Xiaolu in Huairou, a suburb of Beijing, on 16 May 2021. Part of the in-

terview was published on The Economic Observer, 10 July, 2021. This is the complete version of the interview.

From Casual Recording to Planning The Great Earthquake

WANG: Let’s start from your production of The Great Earthquake. When did you start making it?

WEN: I formally started shooting it in about 1988 and 1989. But I had been planning it from 1987. However, the earli-

est footage included in the film was shot in the second half of 1984. We have footage all the way from 1984 to 1987. 

WANG: Before you formally started it in 1988 and 1989, what was the purpose of your filming?

WEN: At first, it was simple. I led a group of buddies to work on experimental theatre just for fun. We filmed the pro-

cess of our production. Later, once we had students from the eight major art schools joining us and called ourselves the 

Chinese Art Troupe of College Students, we thought we should make some visual recordings. We didn’t think much 

about it. We just wanted to leave some footage for the future in order to boast about ourselves. It’s amazing that many 

came to join us and also brought new ones with them. We became a large group and thought we might make something 

big.

I launched the Theatre Troupe of the Central Academy of Fine Arts in 1984. It’s funny because it sounded like the Si-

no-American Special Technical Cooperative Organisation. We had members from all the eight major arts schools in 

Beijing, including the Central Academy of Fine Arts, Beijing Dance Academy, Central Conservatory of Music, China 

Conservatory of Music, Central Institute of Arts and Crafts, Central Academy of Drama, National Academy of Chi-

nese Theatre Arts, and the Beijing Film Academy.

WANG: What about the Art Troupe of Chinese College Students, composed of students from these eight major 

schools? Why were they gathered by you?

WEN: It’s because I was working on experimental theatre with my ex-wife, Zheng Ziru ( 郑子茹 ), at that time. We 

launched such a group without any official approval. We used the name for public performances. I often got bored with 

the classes back then. Dongfeng Market was near the Central Academy of Fine Arts. They sold second-hand books in 

a corner of it. It was a favorite for the students at our school. I bought a book there. It was Uncle’s Dream by Dosto-

evsky. I thought it was a funny drama with absurdism and a surreal, fancy imagination. We performed it on 8 January, 

1985. We approached several theaters, and The Worker’s Theater, a Class A theater, agreed. It was our debut and we 

announced the launch of the Art Troupe of Chinese College Students. 
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Around the second half of 1984, we had some footage of our performance. After Uncle’s Dream, Director Lin Zhao-

hua ( 林 兆 华 ) invited me to work with him on Bertolt Brecht play at Beijing People’s Art Theatre. It was also an 

experimental drama, Schweyk in the Second World War. Schweyk is a First World War figure. But Brecht moved the 

character to the Second World War and wrote about the survival skills of a common person in a turbulent world. It was 

intended to attend the Brecht Drama Festival. We performed an excerpt of it instead of the complete play. We also have 

the footage of the performance. It was in 1985.

Then came the first Shakespeare Drama Festival in China at the Central Academy of Drama. The chairman of the fes-

tival was Xu Xiaozhong ( 徐晓钟 ), the head of the Central Academy of Drama. We knew each other. He had a huge 

influence on me. I had watched his Peer Gynt. It is a cool drama about some crazy people making a mess in a mental 

hospital. It would have been performed by the class of Jiang Wen ( 姜文 ) But our Academy of Fine Arts enjoyed more 

freedom. Xu Xiaozhong had watched my play and encouraged me a lot. After that, he continued to invite us to per-

form. I became a teacher at Beijing International Studies University in 1985. I taught a selected class of Arts Appreci-

ation. Some students followed me to perform. We performed Timon of Athens in English at the drama festival. It was 

played at a theatre in the Academy of Drama. We made some money by selling tickets. 

Back then almost all Chinese people were studying English. There was a program, Sunday English, at China Central 

TV (CCTV). It was hosted by an elegant lady, Peng Wenlan ( 彭文兰 ), who had come back from the UK. When she 

heard the news, she came to film the whole performance for us using three cameras. It was luxurious. She also con-

ducted interviews with our performers at the backstage. Our performers answered her questions in English. Until 1986, 

the footage I had was all about the drama performance. In 1987, I launched my personal exhibition, Wen Pulin Arts Ex-

hibition, showing my paintings, photos, and plays. There were live performances of rock music and break dance at the 

scene. We also have footage of the whole event.  

WANG: How did you show your plays there?

WEN: We displayed our stage designs, still images, and the video footage of the whole performance. It was a compre-

hensive exhibition. 

WANG: It seems like a video installation today.

WEN: It is video installation for sure. But back then we didn’t have that concept. For photography, I have already tried 

collage as I was not limited to documentary photography. I cut the films into a mess and made collages. A lot of people 

came to the exhibition. We have a lot of video footage about the plays by my friends and me before 1988. I suddenly 

found the friends around me were all doing cool things. In the second half of 1987, Peking University (PKU) launched 

an arts festival. We worked with them in the name of the Art Troupe of Chinese College Students and performed 

Timon of Athens at PKU. After the performance, we left the props at PKU. The stage designer was Sheng Qi ( 盛奇 ). 

He used those clothes as the material for his debut exhibition. It was called Action-Concept 21.    

We didn’t call it performance art. I called mine ‘China Action’ later. I had talked with Sheng Qi about it. We thought 
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‘action’ was stronger than ‘performance’. So, we chose action instead of performance. Sheng Qi’s action group Con-

cept 21 did not stop after the event at PKU. The props became the materials for their performance art. They did it at 

the Observatory and the Old Summer Palace. I found it interesting. Zhang Mingwei ( 张明伟 ) from the Academy of 

Dance was planning a contemporary dance performance called The Great Earthquake. Qu Xiaosong ( 瞿小松 ) wrote 

the music for him. It immediately inspired me; we were at a time of unprecedented culture shock.

When I was working on a drama, Zhang Mingwei came for me backstage. Back then, you didn’t need to know one 

another. You could just approach someone randomly. Zhang Mingwei watched my play and came backstage at the 

Academy of Drama. He just shouted, ‘Who is Wen Pulin?’. It turned out both of us came from Shenyang. So, we drank 

together and talked a lot. I realised that it was no more fun to only film my own works. I should point my camera at the 

people and various productions around me. 

There was a female director, Zhang Mingjuan ( 张明娟 ), who graduated from the Academy of Dance. We got to know 

each other in 1984. She was the choreographer of a contemporary dance in my Uncle’s Dream. We kept in close con-

tact after that. She wanted to adapt A Mongolian Tale, a novel by Zhang Chengzhi ( 张承志 ). She wanted me to help 

her. But there was no conversation in a dance play. There was no job for me to do. So, I wrote a description of a per-

formance for her to arrange solo dance, pas de deux, group dance, and a choir for different scenes. I also did the stage 

design for her. It was in 1987 or 1988. We went to the Baotou City Song and Dance Troupe, trying to persuade them to 

perform this dance drama. All the art experiments went smoothly back then. Everything stopped suddenly in 1989.  

My eyes were opened since I had so many things to film. I wanted to make a documentary to get a panoramic record 

of the shocks in art and cultural circles. I called it The Great Earthquake.  

WANG: Which year was it when you intentionally wanted to make a documentary?

WEN: It was mainly filmed in 1988. I got the idea in 1987. I suddenly felt bored after I made the art exhibition in 

1987. I had nothing to do. When I heard from Zhang Mingwei that he was working on a dance drama called The Great 

Earthquake, I was inspired and asked him when he wanted to do it. He told me it would be launched at the twelfth 

anniversary of the Great Earthquake in Tangshan. It was supposed to be in 1988. He spent some time preparing it. He 

said he was going to hold an investigation and memorial ceremony in Tangshan. I got an idea suddenly; I told Jiang 

Yue ( 蒋樾 ) that we should go with him to film it. It was snowing that day. He placed a wreath at the Tangshan Earth-

quake monument. There was nothing else in front of the monument. 

Before that, we had lots of footage recording our rehearsals. But they were done without clear awareness. If you need a 

clear timeline of the start of our filming, it should be Tomb Sweeping Day. It was 1988.

WANG: Your personal exhibition happened in March 1987. You probably started the filming one year later.

WEN: My idea to produce a documentary matured in 1987. I still remember some details. The cameraman going there 

with me was the person filming my exhibition. Back then, if you needed a cameraman, you must find an acquaintance 
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who can take the equipment out of his work unit secretly. You should pay him or pay his work unit. We travelled to 

Tangshan with Zhang Mingwei on Tomb Sweeping Day.

The memory of my feelings is true. But my memory of historic events may be wrong. I can remember that I felt lonely 

and empty after my exhibition. I had finished my exhibition and plays, I had also quit my job. So, I decided to film The 

Great Earthquake. Zhang Mingwei wanted to show the pain and helpless feeling when human-beings face natural di-

sasters. But I meant that an earthquake was coming in China during that era. 

It would have been at the Academy of Chinese Theatre that we talked about this idea. Jiang Yue hadn’t graduated at 

that time. We talked about it and got excited. We had Zhang Mingwei, Jiang Yue, He Fei ( 何飞 ), Yu Shaofei ( 于少

非 ), and perhaps Mou Sen ( 牟森 ) there. The people I had frequent contact back then included Sheng Qi, Wang Deren 

( 王德仁 ), Zhang Dali ( 张大力), Zhang Nian ( 张念 ). Lots of them later married foreign wives and went overseas. We 

also had Hua Qing ( 华庆 ) and Lü Li ( 吕力 ) from the Central Institute of Arts and Crafts. They were stage designers 

for Uncle’s Dream. Hua Qing was among the earliest who went to the artist village at Old Summer Palace in 1986. 

When Hua Qing left, Mou Sen and Zhang Dali got his cottage. Art News of China had an interview with me in 1987 or 

1988. I discussed the status of the artists in the Old Summer Palace. I highlighted Mou Sen, Zhang Dali, Wang Deren, 

and photographer Zeng Nian ( 曾年 ).

My memory of feeling empty is true. I just wanted to do more back then.

WANG: It may be because you still have the spirit of 1980s.

WEN: Yes. We wanted to explode ourselves and make trouble. We wanted to breath and unsettle. As I pointed out in 

an article I published in Art News of China, we were the bastards at the end of the century who could not wait to enter 

the next century. I just felt this century was not fun and was very boring. We needed to turn a new page. When we 

launched the Wrapping the Great Wall project, I proposed to Zhu Qingsheng ( 朱青生 ) that he should make a speech 

up there. He was happy to do it. I told him to say something about art in the twenty-first century. Retrospectively, what 

he said was very insightful. I was very satisfied with what he said. We were not that serious back then.

Vagrant (mangliu 盲流 ) Artists—Cultural Ecology and Spiritual Status in the 1980s

WANG: Before we continue talking about the documentary, I want to know more about the status of the people that 

you recorded. You said you spent much time with ‘vagrant artists’ at the time. Did you invent the term ‘vagrant artist’?

WEN: I used it when Art News of China interviewed me. But I had no idea whether other people had used it before. 

The reporter asked me how to assess this group. They had drawn some attention. The place was called China’s East 

Village and SOHO. I said ‘forget it’. It’s more accurate to call them vagrant artists. They themselves adopted that status 

at their own behest. 

WANG: Jiang Yue said he liked this title. His dorm at the Academy of Chinese Theatre was a gathering place for the 
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vagrants.

WEN: A lot of people liked this title. Some of them printed it on their business cards. Wang Deren called 

himself Performance Artist on his business card. He is the first one to call himself a performance artist. 

He is from northeast China. He threw the condoms at China/Avant-Garde in 1989. Before that, he had per-

formed Earth Art in Tibet. I thought these guys were very funny and egocentric, so I started filming them. 

Some of them were painting artists doing installations and photography. The installations were called soft 

sculpture. More people were involved with painting. Mou Sen was my filming subject for sure. Zhang Dali 

was his stage artist. I f ilmed him, too. I have filmed both of their cottages near the Old Summer Palace. 

I gradually accumulated some footage but needed a grand scene. Our buddies came together so we were able to do 

something big. I mean the project Wrapping the Great Wall. We were free and excited. At that time, River Elegy (河殇 ), 

the TV documentary series, was released. It encouraged me a lot.

Jin Guantao ( 金观涛 ) was the chief writer for River Elegy, released by CCTV. We privately considered him as our 

spiritual leader. He was the chief editor of the book series entitled To the Future. Almost every college dorm room had 

several copies of that book series in the 1980s.The book series was the flag of enlightenment, covering the scientific 

enlightenment and the concept of entropy that we had never heard of before. Dai Shihe ( 戴士和 ) from our school also 

wrote one book, Creation on Canvas, announcing Modernism’s farewell to the classical age. But for us, we needed a 

new page of the revolution on canvas. We would abandon the canvas and paint. 

WANG: You were not a Drama major at your college. Why were you involved with the theatre? 

WEN: My major was Art History. I lived close to Jixiang Theatre. The theatre was next to the northern gate of Dong-

feng Market where second-hand books were sold. I often browsed second-hand books while drinking beer and waiting 

for returned tickets at the entrance of Jixiang Theatre. After the performance started, you could buy tickets for ten or 

twenty cents. You could skip the warm-ups and watch the highlights directly.

WANG: Were they all traditional performances? 

WEN: All traditional. All the famous performers were back on stage. It was very enjoyable. My ex-wife was also a star 

performer of Beijing Opera. Her name is Zheng Ziru. She was well-knows across the country. I went to her school to 

select performers. She attracted me at first glance.

WANG: She performed traditional drama. How did you integrate this into your experimental drama?

WEN: The stylised performance of Beijing Opera started from me. I love Beijing Opera so much. It would be boring if 

my productions had no connection with Beijing Opera. After I found Zheng Ziru, I got great help from her. We co-di-

rected some plays. I thought my plays should be presented through body language. We applied stylised performance to 

Shakespeare’s Timon of Athens.
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WANG: Regarding Timon of Athens, I want to ask why you chose this play? In Shakespeare’s script, it is a story about 

the relationship between a rich man and a group of ungrateful people.

WEN: It explores the essence of money. Karl Marx quoted many paragraphs of Timon of Athens in his book, Capital. 

The shining gold can turn the ugly into the beautiful, turn the wrong into the correct. I thought the dramatic nature of 

this play was not strong, and the figures were stereotypical. It was helpful to express my ideas. I asked for all the per-

formers to be shaved bald. I drew their faces myself. We also trained some performers who could draw on their faces, 

and I would finish the highlit parts.   

We used facial makeup and stylised performance. Each character on stage, such as the thief, the general, and the pros-

titute, had their own style. It’s Asian performance style, but it is not Beijing Opera anymore. Brecht had misunderstood 

Beijing Opera, which led to the defamiliarisation effect. We could do the same thing. That was my ambition with dra-

ma at that time. I wanted to make some breakthroughs in Asian performance. There were installations on the stage. We 

used virtual time-space and virtual props. All my stages were very abstract. In later years, the experimental stages in 

Beijing were all abstract. At that time, we called it the arrival of an age of stylised drama.

How could stylised drama grow out of the land of traditional theatre? There might be the breakthrough in performance 

at most. The visual presentation could only be achieved by those of us who worked on the avant-garde. We all studied 

visual arts. The visual presentation on our stage and the concept of time-space were borrowed from Beijing Opera. 

Everything in Beijing Opera is virtual. In my plays, there was no props. We only had installations. With the exception 

of avant-garde artists, drama professionals could not understand it at that time. So, the gurus in Beijing’s drama circle 

liked me a lot and had high expectations of me. However, it was just a youthful experience for me. I had never thought 

about the arts as a profession. In addition, drama rehearsal was a great way to communicate with people when you 

were young.

WANG: So, you had been involved in the avant-garde earlier than Mou Sen.

WEN: Of course. I was involved earlier than him. I did it in 1984.

WANG: Experimental theater was very rare back then, right?

WEN: It depends on how you understand the word. Lin Zhaohua had already been trying for a performance break-

through. In terms of visual presentation, Xu Xiaozhong was good at it. Though he was still limited to Western theater, 

he was avant-garde. Watching his Peer Gynt inspired me a lot.

There were two major resources that have influenced me. One is Beijing Opera. The other is a book I found at the used 

book vendor. I forgot the title of the book. It talks about the concept of Eisenstein’s Montage of Attractions. We all 

know his Montage Theory of films. But nobody knows it was first proposed in his earliest avant-garde dramas. The 

Montage of Attractions matched my ideas of free expression. Eisenstein was self-abased and autistic when he was a 
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kid. His favorites were the clowns and jugglers. He imagined himself as a clown and became another person wearing a 

mask. I often had jugglers in my plays. Eisenstein inspired me instantly. In addition, there were Mayakovsky’s poems.  

 

WANG: Futurism.

WEN: Yes. The craziness in Futurism. We had an unclear relationship with Futurists and could be easily connected 

to them. On my stage, some performers would stand on a big ball while there may be a couple falling in love nearby 

sitting on a seesaw. That scene did not come out of nothing. They inspired me. Of course, I didn’t copy them. But their 

ideas inspired me. 

WANG: Your ideas on drama, especially visual effects and installations on stage, have affected the circle of avant-gar-

de drama.

WEN: As some later researchers and drama masters said, what we did in the 1980s were not important. They are right. 

We were not professional directors. As the memory of our youth passed away, it was another story told by the people 

who gained the power of discourse on stage.   

WANG: Your influence on Mou Sen may be more specific?

WEN: Mou Sen is a good friend of mine. Somebody ever wrote that Mou Sen inherited some of my stuff. I had some 

black curtains. Once they were hung on stage, the space was different. I gave them to him. I also helped him with per-

formers and stage designers. We were all poor at that time. Mou came to Beijing International Studies University and 

carried my black curtains away with his bike. I forgot the name of his school. 

WANG: Beijing Normal University.

WEN: Right. Inter-personal relationships were amazing back then. You didn’t need to know someone. You could go 

see him directly. The stage setting of The Great Earthquake was also used on the Great Wall. Mou’s stage setting was 

also on the Great Wall. It was an open interaction. People all came, and we offered beer and buns. People were easily 

excited.

WANG: Why were people easily excited? I think on the one hand, people were repressed and needed to set themselves 

free. On the other hand, people continued that passion from the Cultural Revolution. The form of the feeling was simi-

lar to that in the Cultural Revolution.

WEN: Exactly. We gathered under the flag of the liberation of individualism, but we pushed ahead as groups charac-

terised by collectivism. For the so-called 85 New Wave, the art circle in the 1980s, they had small groups in different 

places. They are like the groups of Red Guards during the Cultural Revolution. We had Northern Group, Xiamen Da-

daism, and so on. The gene of collectivism remained in our blood. The other gene was liberalism. It’s a long story. I 

found out later that each group displayed the legacy of the Republic of China. I don’t know whether you know Guizhou 
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Province. There was a poet, Huang Xiang ( 黄翔 ), in Guizhou. Do you know him?

WANG: I know him. He launched a local magazine, The Rising Generation.

WEN: It was as good as Today Magazine, and they were as good as Bei Dao ( 北岛 ) and Mang Ke ( 芒克 ).

WANG: They were more political.

WEN: Exactly. Vagrant artists from Guizhou Province were influenced directly by him. The Five Wolves of the Sec-

ond Summer Palace from Guizhou took Huang Xiang as their spiritual mentor. Cheng Li from Lanzhou Artists Allied 

Forces had a sensational exhibition in 2011 called Sensitive Zone. They performed intercourse at a high altitude called 

‘high fucking’. He was sentenced to prison for one year because of this. 

Why was Lanzhou Artists Allied Forces so cool? It’s because a descendant of a Chinese Nationalist Party senior of-

ficial, nicknamed ‘Big Boot’, had a huge influence on them. I heard a similar story about the Qingdao Group. In the 

south of the lower reaches of the Yangtze River, they carried on the legacy of Shanghai-style intellectuals like Lin 

Fengmian ( 林风眠 ) and the Republic of China. The former Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts, now the China Academy 

of Art, had more advanced ideas than the Central Academy of Fine Arts. It inherited the legacy of the Republic of Chi-

na.

WANG: Xiao Lu ( 肖鲁 ) and Zhang Peili ( 张培力 ) both graduated from the China Academy of Art. What is the lega-

cy of the Republic of China? Freedom?

WEN: Freedom and Modernism. In the 1980s it evolved into the avant-garde. A representative of the northern Chinese 

tradition is Xu Beihong ( 徐悲鸿 ). 

WANG: XU Beihong’s work looks boring.

WEN: His works were for mainstream propaganda purposes. They’re revolutionary fine art. That’s what Li Zehou 

( 李泽厚 ) said, i.e. to save the country was more important than enlightenment. The legacy of the Republic of China, 

Shanghai-style, and Paris was transferred in its blood across generations. The gene of freedom may not be mainstream 

now, but the undercurrent has not stopped. Free expression, revolutionary romanticism, and passion—we were holding 

the flag of freedom, but it was presented as collectivism. It was an amazing thing in the 1980s.  

But our collectivism was different. The Art Troupe of College Students was an organisation. But in terms of the pur-

suit of arts, our ideas were not limited. During the age of the ‘85 New Wave, people liked to launch an organisation and 

announce a declaration. But these were just a platform. Everyone was welcome. Wrapping the Great Wall was an event 

of this kind. I was responsible for the venue and budget. I didn’t interfere with what you expressed. So, people were all 

in high spirit.
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WANG: Another question. You filmed those vagrant artists. You yourself were a teacher at Beijing International Stud-

ies University. When did you become a vagrant artist?

WEN: When the government launched the Anti-Spiritual Pollution Movement, I was ordered to stop teaching. I told 

them I needed to say farewell to my students. I asked for a last class. The school officials were considerable back then. 

My class used to be held at the big hall. I had a large group of students. Someone, a teacher or a progressive student, 

reported me to the Department of Culture. They ordered the school to stop my teaching. My last class was about the 

Wei-Jin Dynasty’s demeanor, the intellectual’s strength of character. I taught the students how to be a human being and 

to keep their integrity. My students still remember it after so many years. A student who became a film director wrote 

a novel, The Last Class, based on me. It’s amazing.

Because of me, my students at the school followed me to make films and love arts. Later they took on various profes-

sions. Some became diplomats, some are businessmen, and some directors. We meet less and less as time goes by, es-

pecially after 1989. Once I met a student, I was touched when he said ‘O Captain! My captain.’ It’s from a film, Dead 

Poets Society, made in 1989. We disassembled in 1989. The student said when they watched Dead Poets Society, it 

reminded them of me. In the film the students recite a poem by Whitman.

WANG: Yes. It is a Whitman poem.

WEN: It seems that Whitman wrote it for Lincoln. There is a metaphor here. A teacher led a group of elite students the 

wrong way. Then the teacher was dismissed.

WANG: When you talked with the students, according to their description, what did you give them? Free souls?

WEN: Yes, freedom.

Wrapping the Great Wall—the Climax of the Documentary The Great Earthquake

WANG: You mentioned many times that you wanted to do something big. Do you mean Wrapping the Great Wall? 

Was such a large-scale performance the climax in The Great Earthquake you had envisaged?

WEN: I wanted Wrapping the Great Wall to be the climax or main narrative of the documentary. Otherwise, the film 

would be unfocused. We had had many individual points, but needed a highlight point. Someone later called it the 

Woodstock of China. The artists were scattered across different places. Suddenly, several vagrant artists built a plat-

form, and they all came together.

I was happy with two theories. The first is when Gao Minglu ( 高名潞 ) invited me to visit the States to attend an im-

portant exhibition in New York, Inside Out, in 1998, He asked me to make a video. I made a thirty-minute short film 

entitled Ten Years of the Avant-garde. Hong Huang ( 洪晃 ) made English subtitles for me. She was very cool. She told 

me my subtitles were very soft, I need to make them stronger to express myself directly. She told me not to censor my-
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self. When she saw the film, she was so shocked that she said ‘Fuck, Woodstock.’ I had thought that she was condemn-

ing me.  

We had a night party of rock and a carnival on the Great Wall. There was all kinds of performance art. Her first im-

pression was Woodstock. Many other friends were shocked too. There was a rock musician, Zhang Ju ( 张炬 ), in the 

film. He grew up with us. Later, he had a traffic accident, and died young. I didn’t dare attend his funeral as I could not 

bear it. He grew up at the Academy of Fine Arts and had travelled with me for commercial performances. He was also 

a core member of Wrapping the Great Wall. 

Ding Wu ( 丁武 ) also used to perform with us. He is a main figure in many parts of the film. Many sequences in the 

film shot in a garbage yard and a power factory featured Ding Wu and Zhang Ju. After Wrapping the Great Wall, they 

went off and launched Tang Dynasty Band. We have a profound friendship. In 1989, I fled. When I returned, I watched 

the video of Wrapping the Great Wall again. Many groups of students were on the Great Wall that windy night. In 

October it is cold in Beijing. We wrapped ourselves up using the textile that we used to wrap the Great Wall, drinking 

beer and singing. I remember Ding Wu said that it was like a rehearsal of the 1989 movement. The scenes at Tianan-

men Square were almost seamlessly connected to it. The Great Earthquake was like the artists’ premonition. 

WANG: Wrapping the Great Wall was a piece of large-scale performance art that was part of the documentary The 

Great Earthquake. Does this mean you were looking for content for the documentary?

WEN: Wrapping the Great Wall was an event, and an episode in that documentary. The event was a headline news at 

Art News of China. The report clearly said that it meant a farewell to the twentieth century. The artists used all kinds of 

ways to say, ‘Twentieth century, fuck off.’ The title of my report was ‘The Director’s Nonsense.’ I claimed we were ‘the 

bastards of the twentieth century’. We were just a bunch of bastards. I myself was a big asshole. 

We used these works as a one-off to vent. We were not thinking very carefully about how to make a documentary, as 

we thought making a documentary was just a trivial thing. What we thought about more was how to document this 

precious moment. We focused on recording the passionate expression. We wanted to record this great era. 

I may have paid more attention to the history than those artists who focused on free expression. I majored in Art Histo-

ry at college. Documenting was a basic skill of mine. In the past, we wrote down the art works we saw on paper. Now 

the methods of documentation were unprecedented. It was important for me to grab this opportunity. But I did not 

think much on the future influence brought by the work. It was purely spiritual for me to do it. For me, Art History is 

first spiritual history.   

WANG: The title of your documentary was affected by the dance drama The Great Earthquake. Was The Great Earth-

quake performed on the Great Wall part of Zhang Mingwei’s dance drama?

WEN: Yes, part of it. Though mine is not his, they were closely connected. Zhang Mingwei took his team to perform 

an excerpt of The Great Earthquake. You can watch it in the video footage. Wrapping the Great Wall was an event 
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lasting one day and one night. All the artists performed there. Xu Bing ( 徐冰 ) brought two foreigners to recite his 

Book from the Sky. One of the foreigners was funny. He tried his best to study Mandarin but failed. So, he desperate-

ly pronounced words in Chinese style, but obviously it had nothing to do with Mandarin. Zhang Mingjuan from the 

Academy of Dance performed a dance, Witch. Wang Deren had planned his performance art with condoms. But he 

did not appear. He is a person of character, and I thought these artists were so unreliable at the time. Many years later 

he told me that I had misunderstood him. That day he went to the highest spot [on the wall] to make smoke. He didn’t 

have enough time to come back.

WANG: He wanted to imitate the fire beacon.

WEN: Yes. After he got there, the cable car stopped. He could not come down in time. Sheng Qi had just cut a finger 

out of love. He came to perform Tai Chi to cure his wound. Some bands also came, and they sang whatever they want-

ed to sing.

WANG: You was like a curator. The people would have told you about their attendance before they came. Did you set 

the order and procedure in advance?

WEN: No. We only confirmed the venues and artists. We had to lay several kilometers of cable to bring the electricity 

and set up the lighting. For the performance, the bands organised themselves. Black Panther (黑豹 ), Mayday (五月天), 

Ding Wu, Zhang Ju, He Yong ( 何勇 ), Zhang Ling ( 张岭 ), and so on. They could decide themselves. For a case like 

Sheng Qi’s Tai Chi performance, we assigned his location in advance, including the angles and locations of cameras. 

All were planned in advance. All the materials have been kept till now.  

WANG: You just gave a rough timeframe and location.

WEN: Yes. As for what you wanted to present, just let me know. No interference at all. The Great Earthquake aimed 

to present the spiritual shock and breakthroughs in cultural and art circles. What we did in 1980s was just free expres-

sion. We tried to push the limits of free expression. If you didn’t allow me to do this, I would figure out how to achieve 

it. If nobody had done that before, I must do it. That is what we did.

We preannounced it at Art News of China. The topic and what we were going to do were articulated. It was not a daily 

newspaper. So many friends missed the notice. They regretted that a lot. We sent out notices in advance as best we 

could. Otherwise, there would not have been so many people on the day. It was far beyond what we had anticipated. It 

was a high, free party. It is unimaginable today. That is why Hong Huang instantly called it Woodstock.

As for the fundraising, I was not clear how much Jin Guantao ( 金观涛 ) gave us. I was not in charge of the budget. It 

seemed there was 28,000 or 26,000 RMB left in their bank account. But eventually they only had 1,000 RMB left after 

supporting us.

WANG: When you asked Jin Guantao for the budget, River Elegy had already been broadcast, right? What was the 
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source of the money?

WEN: I have no idea about this. River Elegy had been released. It was so sensational and impressive. I realised that 

I should approach him. That was how we got to know each other. He was launching a magazine called Twenty-first 

Century. He sent his staff member, Liang Xiaoyan ( 梁晓燕 ), to contact me for articles. I wrote a director’s review of 

Timon of Athens. I called it ‘Fable Drama.’ The wife of Mr. Dai Shihe, a teacher at our school, helped to make direct 

contact. His wife, Chen Weihe (陈卫和 ), is the editor of Art News of China who interviewed me and wrote the story ‘An 

Impression of Vagrant Artists’ ( 盲流艺术家印象 ). She had a close friendship with the guys at Twenty-first Century. 

She was familiar with Chen Yueguang ( 陈越光 ), an economist, who was a friend of Jin Guantao. They supported our 

young people a lot. We just had a meeting and talked for an afternoon. Then everything was done. That’s the 1980s.

When I met you in Shijiazhuang last time, I talked about the relationship of AI and future arts. I wrote several articles. 

One is ‘The Apocalypse of AI,’ one is ‘A Talk about Quantum,’ the third one is ‘The Myth of Genes.’ I wrote the three 

articles. As a representative of art circles, I undertook a conversation with scientists. I have been fond of science since 

the 1980s. Back then, science was a religion for me. I didn’t understand it but was very curious.

WANG: Do you still have all the footage?

WEN: For some years I had an unsettled life. I lost a lot of it. That’s a heartbreaking loss. Anyway, a lot of footage 

from that age still remains. Imagine it; when the true earthquake came, no place was safe. People fled. The nature 

of human beings is so complicated. When I wandered in Tibet, my family members and friends lost that material for 

unknown reasons. Some was confiscated. These losses were painful. It is fortunate that I still have material left. I am 

even grateful to some bastards. 

WANG: Why?

WEN: It is a long story. I hid all the materials at my ex-wife’s place. She then hid them at a working relative’s home 

close to the railway. There was no way they could find it. But my dearest friend, my partner on these projects, persuad-

ed my ex-wife to give these materials to a foreigner. He took the tapes out of the cassette and stuck them to his body. 

The security check could only detect metal as it was not as advanced as now, so they took them overseas. The foreigner 

took those which he thought important overseas. Those he thought were not important were left, including the materi-

als about my plays, the early years of the Second Summer Palace, and artists’ personal materials. The foreigner liked 

the large-scale scenery, the passionate, young things. What is left were confiscated by the government and got lost 

forever. Later, I sought help from many friends at various institutions but we couldn’t even find who took this footage. 

They just rented the prosecutorial office space temporarily. When the case was ended, they vanished. That was a huge 

loss. 

Then the foreigner, an overseas wanderer, thinking China was not important anymore, went to Vietnam to film. He 

died there. My family also broke down at that time. My wife divorced me and married a French cultural secretary. The 

Frenchman happened to be a friend of this foreign couple, so his widow agreed to give those materials back to me. 
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Only the embassy has the green channel without checks. The Frenchman was very generous and shipped those lost 

materials back to me.

Several years ago, they broadcast an old film using my footage on a UK TV channel. My friends recognised it. The 

film even had a copyright claim. They felt it unfair and called me. I ignored it. We are all vagrants and bastards. 

Though the international vagrant has died, he had after all made a contribution to Chinese culture and broadcast it. It 

would have been meaningless if I had stuck to it. 

WANG: When they brought the materials overseas on their bodies, how much footage did they carry? How many 

hours of footage?

WEN: More than twenty tapes.

WANG: Dozen of hours?

WEN: Yes. But about two to thirty cassettes were lost forever. The most disgusting thing happened to my dearest 

friend. I gave them to a most reliable person who delivered the materials to a TV station for production. One the way 

he visited a bank, and the materials were stolen. I even did not get the chance to watch the footage that I thought was 

the most important. Fortunately, I used several cameras. Though the master camera footage was lost, the assistant 

camera footage survived. They filmed at will. I brought the remaining footage to Peng Wenlan. I asked how to edit it 

and whether it would be possible to broadcast it. It was an age of liberalism. Even River Elegy could be broadcast. Peng 

Wenlan finished watching it and frowned. She said it was not artistic. We had conflicting ideas on art. But I felt guilty 

because we lost the artistic part. But I could not tell her the truth. I myself like the turbulent scene without any design. 

I think that is reality.

WANG: The footage you used in China Action was shot by the assistants?

WEN: It’s just an analogy. I think if it was not from the no. 1 or no. 2 camera, it was not the most important footage. 

That was a terrible loss. If I were a director living off documentary filmmaking, I would have died because of it. It was 

a huge hit. Fortunately, I didn’t care that much about it. What I cared most was the onsite feeling and life experience. 

Furthermore, I still have some footage left. The remaining images are shocking enough.  

WANG: As for the lost footage shot before 1989, how much was left?

WEN: About twenty or thirty hours of footage were left. When it comes to the 1990s, I have much more. I have not 

counted it. But I have at least 1,000 tapes, about 500 hours. That is the lowest estimate. People in art circles all know 

that I make a hobby of documenting. After the disaster of 1989, I came back. When there was something interesting, 

the artists continued to call me.

My appearance was a moral support to my buddies. It was even a symbol. Back then, a video camera might represent 
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privilege or discursive power. It might decide whether you would get the chance to be recorded in art history. People 

did not seem to take it seriously, and we just made fun of it. But we had an unspoken pledge inside ourselves. I must 

document them for reasons of art. But I was not in a rush to edit this footage. I have gradually accumulated a huge 

visual archive without realising it.    

Public space was favored by the art of the time. Back then there was no art space to present the artists. It was many 

years later when the galleries accepted the contemporary arts. People could not wait to express themselves in public 

space. I thought it very interesting and exciting. I have always been interested in and sensitive to this. Sometimes I 

would know of an event in advance. It is partly because I am a curious person and like to look out for these events. It 

is also because people knew something about me, and they would proactively approach me. I would pretend that I hap-

pened to pass by and happened to be present.

WANG: In the 1989 China/Avant-Garde exhibition, when Xiao Lu fired the gun, did they tell you in advance? Only 

after you have set up the camera did they shoot?

WEN: Yes. The person in blue clothes with the camera was me. I set up the camera and checked the situation. I pulled 

the booth’s door to secure it safely. Then they started.

WANG: I have read some materials. As you said The Great Earthquake was an artistic TV episode. Back in 1987 and 

1988, it seemed the concept of documentary was still developing among filmmakers. What did a documentary look 

like for you back then? You even said in the newspaper that it would be broadcast by CCTV.

WEN: Actually, giving it to CCTV was just a pretext. They paid attention to my plays because of Peng Wenlan. As for 

the concept of documentary, we didn’t think about it much. It’s the detail that is meaningful for researchers. But for 

us, it meant nothing. I articulated in my article at Art News of China. I called it ‘documenting and representing’. You 

needed to film them first because their lives are so vivid. We also had a bunch of interviews with them. We did not 

make interviews TV style. It was just communication. We had no purpose. To be frank, I was not sure whether it could 

be broadcast. But I needed their support. So, I guaranteed them that the footage would be screened on TV. River Ele-

gy also encouraged us a lot. And the event was sponsored directly by Jin Guantao. When we did Wrapping the Great 

Wall, I told the Hong Kong businessman that ran the cable car that our film would be broadcast by CCTV, you should 

let us use the cable car for free. When our film was to be broadcast, it would be great advertising. Thus, we got to ride 

the cable car for free that day.

WANG: Was it run by a Hong Kong businessman?

WEN: Yes. I showed him the news in Art News of China. It was persuasive. We did not dwell on the concept of doc-

umentary. For me, documenting is representing and representing is documenting. I later had doubts about the idea of 

purely objective representation and pretending not to be on location. I think that is cheating. Your choice is your sub-

jective position. I do not agree with fake anthropology and fake sociology. Particularly when I visited Tibet, I learned 

to take an equal view. We had thought that our civilization is more advanced so felt superior. I thought this was awful 
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and lacked a sense of beauty. My expression has always been inseparable from visual impact. My films are always 

related to documenting. But I am not limited to it. I do not pretend that I am objective and pretend that nobody notices 

me. I do immersive filming. I hate secret filming or shooting from a higher viewpoint, looking down. What I have 

done is not auteur film or journalistic film. I made artistic images and did visual presentations as an artist.

WANG: I understand. It is different from the recent mode of witnessing ( 静观模式 ). You went to build a venue. The 

production of the documentary is performance art itself. It has a self-made subjectivity. Wrapping the Great Wall is a 

collection of performances. At that time there was no foreign counterpart.

WEN: People like us from the Academy of Fine Arts or the Academy of Arts and Crafts have all studied foreign art 

history. We all knew of performance art in the US and the Western world in the 1960s and 1970s. But the context is 

different. The way of presenting is also different. Western artists focus more on personal inner experience while our 

performance art endures more unknown pressure and turmoil. For example, the artistic language we liked to use in the 

1980s was wrapping. If nobody beat you, why did you wrap yourself in bandage? It was a feeling of being hurt in your 

heart. It was a kind of vague and collective subconsciousness. The artists did not want to repeat traditional forms of 

art. They were eager to express this release of vitality. It was related to the environment of the 1980s when you sudden-

ly had freedom and possibility.

In my photo album, Liberation, I list lots of performance art across China. Strangely, ‘wrapping’ was a major lan-

guage. It was a feeling of self-healing. It was the same as wrapping the Great Wall. I wrote the lyric: wrap your arms 

and expose your legs, wrap your butt and expose your mouth. It is rap.

WANG: I have always had a question. The Great Wall was a negative symbol in the late 1980s. It was a thing with 

self-enclosure. Why did you wrap it? Isn’t it contradictory? 

WEN: We wrapped it because it was wounded and was full of painful memories. I told my idea of wrapping the Great 

Wall to Jin Guantao and he got it instantly. River Elegy had a similar interpretation of the Great Wall. It deconstructs 

the symbol and pride of Chinese people. It is a symbol of being attacked. If you were defeated, you had to enclose 

yourself. 

WANG: I see. You did not take the Great Wall as something they need to resist. You took it as a symbol of China.

WEN: We just deconstructed it. Sheng Qi’s performance on the Great Wall was also a kind of healing. Due to an inter-

national love affair full of cultural conflicts, he cut his finger off. I heard that he was cured in Anhui Province. I sent 

him a telegram and asked him to return to Beijing. I told him I would find a bigger place for him to heal himself. He 

flew back quickly and wrapped himself on the Great Wall while he performed Tai Chi.

WANG: For the format of the documentary, The Great Earthquake, how did you plan it? River Elegy had a narration. 

Did you also want it for your film?
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WEN: For The Great Earthquake, I did not try to write the narration. It was because most of the film was about the 

events and performance. The artists were all expressing themselves. For example, I filmed Xia Xiaowan ( 夏小万 ). He 

gave a good speech. I filmed Zeng Nian ( 曾年 ), a photographer. He also talked a lot. I did not decide whether I would 

add narration to it. I was not much interested in the narration. But when I made the first edition of China Action, I pro-

vided the narration myself. Performance art is confusing. If you add narration, it can sound like a tourist guide.

WANG: I read your words in the newspaper that you were ‘in pursuit of the purity and strength of film language.’ 

What did you mean?

WEN: Though we could only watch a limited number of films back then, they still inspired me. We could not watch 

films as many as today, but occasionally we could watch some, such as Pink Floyd’s The Wall, A Clockwork Orange 

from the UK, Apocalypse Now from the USA.

WANG: Could you watch them at that time?

WEN: Yes. Some were home video cassette. Some were screened at the China Film Archive. When we could not get 

the admission tickets, we would make a ticket. Sometimes we did not have enough time to make a whole ticket, we just 

draw two thirds or one third of it and just grab the black part at the admission check. For some experimental films in 

the early stage of film history, like German silent films with piano performance to accompany the films. I remember a 

film about a future metropolis.

WANG: Metropolis by Fritz Lang.

WEN: I watched it. I watched more rock videos. The videos of rock bands’ live performance in the second half of the 

1980s would appear in Beijing’s cultural salons within a week. I worshipped intense expression with strong impact. 

It is different from the documentary films seeking material in reality. We played rock at the garbage yard. Ding Wu, 

Zhang Ju, Black Panther and Dou Wei ( 窦 唯 ) were all there. I painted their faces like ghosts. They shouted in the 

snow at the garbage yard. We also had lighting and design. The light made a silhouette for them. It was in the style of 

art film. Was their expression real? Of course. It’s because we had not rehearsed. They just expressed themselves. I 

asked them whether they would like to have their faces painted like a ghost. They agreed. I was thrilled. Tang Dynasty 

( 唐朝 ) has an early song, ‘Demon at the End of the Century’. You should listen it. That’s their truest expression.

You may not imagine how professional our filming was back then. We used smoke pads on the Great Wall. We de-

ployed the smoke pads for twenty kilometers and set the beacon fires simultaneously on the beacon towers. For the 

rock performance at the garbage yard, and the ‘Burn 2000’ performance on New Year’s Day of 1989, we burned a 

monument, a symbol of the twentieth century, made of garbage. I shot those scenes with a forklift truck. For many 

large scenes, I used trucks. For me, I could not hold my impulse for artistic production. You know Riefenstahl, right? 

You could not say Olympia was wholly directly by her alone. But she had the freedom to deploy a hundred metres of 

track for a sprint. When she filmed Triumph of the Will, the performer is Hitler himself. You could not say what she 

had made were not documentaries and were just propaganda films. If not for Riefenstahl, you would not have remem-
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bered the image of Third Reich.

WANG: Could you find Triumph of the Will to watch at that time?

WEN: We could not find the whole film. But we all knew it. We watched Ordinary Fascism made by the former 

USSR. It used lots of Riefenstahl’s footage. She created and employed all kinds of filming skills with great talent. I 

think it makes no sense to discuss whether her film is a documentary or not. She has explained that she was never a 

Nazi.

WANG: I think you like lofty things. An important aspect of Wrapping the Great Wall is that it was a symbol. You 

were the builders of the spirit of the 1980s. You said that you wanted to film the undercurrent of urban art circles. What 

did you feel back then? What did you aim for?

WEN: I didn’t want to do things that people had done before. When I talked with the artists, we discussed the concepts 

like crossover or vagueness. My dramas are truly experimental without any obstacles. We didn’t have any boundar-

ies in our minds. Traditional art education, the concepts of drama, visual expression, music, and dance, were so out-

of-date for us. For a person like me who received an academic training in art history, I was not interested in modern 

arts. Picasso and Van Gogh were classicism for us. They made a sensation at the end of last century. Now 100 years 

has passed. We were facing the end of the century. At the end of every century, there are always a bunch of bastards. 

Strangely, we had a collective sense of unrest and turmoil. The end of the century became our common topic.

WANG: It seems like the end of the world. Did you finish the documentary, The Great Earthquake?

WEN: Never finished it. Never screened it. I just showed some footage, as in China Action. If I truly want to finish it, 

the film should end in 1989. I had lots of footage from 1989. For example, I filmed the installation and performance art, 

A Farewell to the Twentieth Century, on New Year’s Day, 1989. We also made a performance piece about the future at 

a power factory. On February 5, 1989, the day of Chinese New Year, I filmed the China/Avant-Garde exhibition at Na-

tional Art Museum of China. I filmed all the seven performance artists on site.

WANG: It was 1989.

WEN: Yes. The reason I could not stop filming was the great earthquake kept shaking. The key members of Stars 

Group all went overseas after 1979. Then in 1989 the album Ten Years of Stars Group was published. They all came 

back to have a party. I filmed it, too. For me, Stars Group’s exhibition in 1979 is the start of China’s contemporary art. 

It is the precursor of the great earthquake. I had too much to film back then. I did not know when it would be over. But 

I had never expected it to be over on 4 June. So how can I finish the film? Till now, I still could not really finish it.

WANG: During our last meeting in Shijiazhuang, I wanted to know about your documentaries. But I did not get the 

chance to contact you.



168

WEN: I do not have a cell phone.

WANG: I once met Hao Zhiqiang ( 郝志强 ). He told me that in the first half of 1989, he made a rough cut of the film. 

He put the footage together and had a screening.

WEN: That was like a joke. We put the footage together and had a screening of the rough cut. It was at Iamar’s home. 

She was the culture specialist at the Spanish Embassy. We wanted to collect feedback. Iamar held a cocktail party for 

us. That’s the only screening. It was in March.

WANG: Hao Zhiqiang said it was in April.

WEN: It was April, then. Now I remember. The true earthquake came on 15 April when Hu Yaobang (胡耀邦) passed 

away. The first demonstration by the students at China University of Political Science and Law appeared. That day, 

Iamar invited me to visit the Museum of History to film a cultural exhibition about Barcelona. I had a team at that 

time. Iamar did me a favour to film them as the host of the exhibition would pay us. When we finished the filming and 

walked down the stairs of the museum, as we approached the Tiananmen Square, we saw a group of students holding 

banners. My instinctive reaction was to start filming. The earthquake became real.

WANG: Do you still have the footage?

WEN: It might have been lost at the hand of the government because I never saw it again. We were very alert and 

could not stop filming. If Iamar invited me to film in April, then it’s obviously in April when we had the most frequent 

contact. 

WANG: It is said that Wu Wenguang was present at the screening.

WEN: He sat in a corner. Nobody introduced him to me. I did not know him at that time. Many years later, he told me 

that he was there that day. He said I looked confident at the screening and was telling the audience what I wanted to 

express in some scenes and what skills I wanted to use.

WANG: How long that that film? What was the reaction?

WEN: To be frank, that was our ordinary life. People were used to it. Though the audience thought it was cool and 

interesting, it didn’t have the same impact as when we showed it to young people later. For people today, many things 

about the 1980s are unimaginable. 

WANG: How many people turned out on the day of Wrapping the Great Wall?

WEN: Nobody knows the exact number. But we have lots of details for reference. Mou Sen and Jiang Yue oversaw 

the logistics to arrange accommodation for all of us. We had two sets of walkie-talkies. Each of the assistant directors 
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like Hao Zhiqiang had one because they controlled several key camera position. Another set was controlled by Mou 

Sen and Jiang Yue. They told me there was not enough food, though we had prepared for 400 people to eat. We had 

lunch boxes, bread, sausages, beer, and pickles. The bands were an important part. Before the performance, I went 

over to say hello to them. I asked, ‘Have you all eaten, buddies?’ He Yong replied with a bitter face, ‘Eat shit’. I asked 

the reason. The band had been busy preparing and there was no food left for them. I immediately contacted Jiang Yue 

or Mou Sen to place another food order of the same size. The delivery team for this order was miserable because the 

cable car service was finished by then. Each of them climbed up carrying a big box of food. A friend called Heirang (黑

壤 ) even fainted on the way. The next morning when we left, there was no litter on Great Wall. It was like Tiananmen 

Square later on.

It’s a story of youth. I am not sure when it will last. The reason I do not want to touch it is because the film touched 

some secret part of my heart. So, I just showed some of the on-site performances. But it has never been completed.

I wrote an article several years ago mocking the fact that the documentary The Great Earthquake has become a legend. 

It is not important anymore whether or not we finish it. It has become a site for contemporary Chinese art history. Sev-

eral years ago, we launched a large-scale archival exhibition at Red Brick Art Museum. The exhibition lasted for half a 

year. Zang Honghua ( 臧红花 ) recut a film, the new version of China Action, specifically for this exhibition. The film 

ended in 2000. After 2000, it is another story.

WANG: Is it the version of China Action we watched in Shijiazhuang City?

WEN: You watched the old version. We have three screenings of the footage in total. The first time was in New York 

when Gao Minglu ( 高名潞 ) invited us in 1998. It was called Ten Years of Avant-Garde. It lasted only thirty minutes.

The second time was on 31 December 1999, the night crossing the millennium. There was an exhibition in Chengdu 

called The Gate of the Century, which opened that night. I made a fifty-minute version of China Action for that exhibi-

tion. But much footage of the live performance art that happened that day could not be included in the film.

The third one is the version made by Zang Honghua. It added in lots of footage, including those shot in the night of the 

millennium. It is more than 100 minutes long.

WANG: Is it mainly about live performance art?

WEN: It also includes some excerpts of plays. It is because it includes the artists as early as 1984, through ‘86, ‘87, ‘88, 

‘89 to 2000. I have kept filming. There’s some footage that was given to me by the artists when I was absent for some 

important events. They sent the footage to my archive. They all trust me. From the perspective of art history, I make a 

full record. 

WANG: I see. In the eyes of the artists, you have an archive of Chinese arts, including the history of China’s avant-gar-

de art.
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WEN: A PhD student at Cornell University wanted to do research on contemporary Chinese art history. He ap-

proached me. When I opened my archive to him, he reported it to his director, head of the multi-media department. 

The director then told it to the curator of the East Asia Library. They kept it in mind. In 2005, the department and the 

library at Cornell approached me to build an archive of China’s avant-garde art named after me. Back then I didn’t have 

a clear concept about it though I majored in Art History myself. But when they raised the proposal, I got it instantly.

Their idea was very persuasive. They said the visual archive was to be built independently by me. If it was collected 

by Cornell, the researchers would have an academic understanding. I asked them whether they had another similar ar-

chive. They said they had another archive named after a person. I thought it would be someone I knew, but they said it 

was Hu Shih.

Hu Shih’s liberalism is connected to us. When we grew up, we were all influenced deeply by him. So, I agreed with 

pleasure.

WANG: Did they copy all the materials?

WEN: They did not take a complete copy. Due to the limits of technology at that time, they digitised a large part of it, 

compressing it. In 2007, University of California at San Diego approached me and copied another set for their archive.


