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Abstract

Revisiting the period when international film festivals gradually started selecting the first Chinese independent films, 

this paper provides a historical overview of the scarcely documented interactions between the Chinese independent 

cinema and the International Film Festival Rotterdam (IFFR). As one of the first places where these films were shown 

in Europe in the 1990s, the Dutch festival has attempted to support this form of independent cinema through several 

institutionalised strategies. The paper classifies and describes these supportive strategies on the basis of archival re-

search and in-depth interviews with (former) festival employees in order to understand how and why IFFR promoted 

Chinese independent cinema inside the international film festival network. Additionally, the significant impact of 

these strategies on the career paths of several prominent film directors are discussed, including Zhang Yuan, Wang 

Xiaoshuai, He Jianjun, and Wang Bing. By reflecting on the transnational production and distribution processes of 

Chinese independent films, the paper aims to conceptualise how the interactions between various Chinese independent 

filmmakers and film professionals, affiliated with IFFR and other festivals, have contributed to the constitution of an 

international community around Chinese independent cinema during its formative years. 

Keywords: Chinese independent cinema, IFFR, film festivals, film funds, community

概要
通过重新考察中国独立电影最初开始入选国际电影节的时期，本文提供了鲜有人记录的中国独立电影与鹿特丹国际电影

节之间互动的历史性回顾。作为在上世纪90年代最早放映中国独立电影的场所之一，这个荷兰电影节试图通过各种制度

化策略来支持这种形式的独立电影。本文立足于文献研究和深度访谈（受采访者包括从前的和现在的电影节工作人员）

，对这些支持性策略作出分类并加以描述，希望以此理解鹿特丹国际电影节是如何，又是为何在国际电影节网络内推广

中国独立电影，以及这些策略如何深远地影响了包括张元、王小帅、何建军、王兵在内的诸多著名电影导演的职业生涯。

通过反思中国独立电影的跨国制作和发行方式，本文旨在从理论上探讨中国独立电影人和电影节（包括鹿特丹国际电影

节和其他一些电影节）专业人士之间的互动合作及其成果——在中国独立电影成长的时期围绕它形成了一个国际社群。

关键词: 中国独立电影，鹿特丹国际电影节，电影节，电影基金，社群

Introduction

There indeed was once [in 1988] an early meeting at Cannes when Chen Kaige (陈凯歌) was there for King of 

the Children (孩子王, 1987). During a breakfast meeting [between Chen Kaige and IFFR’s founding director 

Huub Bals] where I attended as well, Chen said that he occasionally lived in New York. There, he gave cours-
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es to housewives on how to eat with chopsticks, just to make a living and to buy himself some time to work on 

his film scripts. Huub responded: ‘This can’t do. There must be a fund so that filmmakers like you have the 

time to work out their scripts…’ He told Chen at the end of the meeting that we could help him with, I think 

he said, twenty-five thousand dollars. During the meeting, I didn’t say much but at the end, Huub said to me: 

‘We are going to arrange that.’ Then, he looked at me and I thought: ‘Oh lord, now I have to arrange it.’1

Sandra den Hamer, assistant to Huub Bals and later IFFR festival director (2000-2007)

This famous meeting between the Chinese film director Chen Kaige and the Dutch film festival director Huub Bals has 

been called the birth of the Tarkovsky Fund as the one of the first film festival funds in the world. Later that year, Chen 

Kaige would receive script development support for his Life on a String (边走边唱, 1991) as one of the very first film-

makers from the fund, which would be renamed post-mortem as the Hubert Bals Fund (HBF) of the International Film 

Festival Rotterdam (IFFR). Alongside the financial impulse for the Chinese arthouse cinema, the meeting also holds 

large symbolic value as the founding moment of a long and fruitful history of Chinese films being supported by IFFR 

with many diplomatic bumps along the road.

As one of the very first ports for Chinese cinemas to dock in the European film festival scene, Rotterdam has harboured 

many non-Western cinemas for decades and has under the banner of the ‘supportive festival’ always attempted to sustain 

an international film climate that ‘finds audiences for difficult films’ (as was one of the slogans of the late Huub Bals). 

Although many famous Chinese faces have been spotted at the festival, such as Gong Li (巩俐), Tsui Hark (徐克), 

Zhang Yimou (张艺谋), Jackie Chan (成龙), and so on, the festival has always had a special place for the outlaws of the 

Chinese independent cinema. Supporting young artists with bold films, the festival came to the aid of independent film-

makers who had few opportunities to produce and exhibit their films. It took a firm role in introducing Chinese indepen-

dent cinema to the European film festival scene, which sometimes resulted in heated tensions with the Chinese central 

government in the 1990s. The large role that the festival had in multiple stages of the production process of several of 

these independent films does hit right at the heart of many of the critiques Chinese independent cinema received during 

these years: for whom were these films made? For Chinese or Western audiences? How should we theorise the role of 

Western parties in the realisation of these Chinese films?

This article delves deeper into the question how Chinese independent cinema from the People’s Republic of China 

(PRC) has been promoted at IFFR through several supportive strategies during the 1990s. In three thematic sections, I 

categorise these various forms of support through the discussion of the strategies’ executions during festival editions and 

through their impact on the career paths of several Chinese independent film directors. The role of foreign film festivals 

in the development of Chinese independent cinema has been theorised before (Pickowicz 2006; Ran 2009; Nakajima 

2013) but the extensive history of the relationship between Chinese independent cinema and IFFR has been largely left 

undocumented. Through the elaboration on this shared history, I do not intend to offer a definite set of characteristics of 

ideal Chinese independent films for IFFR. Rather, I aim to reflect on the larger production process of this specific type 

of independent cinema that came into being through the collective labour of various national actors.2

Alternating between archival research and in-depth interviews with several of IFFR’s (former) festival directors, pro-

grammers, interpreters, and affiliated filmmakers, I approach this research primarily through the perspective of IFFR 
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following my research internship there in preparation for the fiftieth edition in 2021. The festival organisation has many 

facets, departments, and affiliated parties, which is one of the reasons why I diverge from seeing it as a solid entity 

whose strategies are executed fully consciously or univocally. I prefer approaching the festival and Chinese indepen-

dent cinema as larger, networked assemblages of actors that encounter one another and try to find beneficial ways of 

interacting. To conceptualise this properly, I situate their interactions inside the ‘film festival network’ (De Valck 2007), 

providing opportunities for film professionals, such as Chen Kaige and Huub Bals, to meet each other face-to-face, and 

to initiate the production of new projects which would otherwise have remained impossible to realise. 

After introducing the phenomenon of Chinese independent cinema, I conceptualise its relationship with Western film 

festivals through positioning it historically inside the film festival network. Then, I provide a brief history of IFFR in 

relation to Chinese cinemas before its encounter with independent cinema, and I briefly introduce the three thematic 

sections. Next, each supportive strategy is exemplified in a thematic section through its manifestations at festival edi-

tions in the 1990s and by its noticeable influence on the career paths of multiple Chinese filmmakers. Several of these 

filmmakers’ supported and/or exhibited works are be discussed as exemplary of the kind of cinema the festival desired 

at its venues. In my conclusion, I reflect on the role IFFR has played in the growth of Chinese independent cinema and 

the formation of an international community around this form of cinema in the 1990s. 

Theoretical Framework

The notion of independent cinema occurs around the globe as film professionals vigorously shoot their films outside in-

stitutionalized structures of film production and (often) distribution. In a global independent film scene, the special case 

of Chinese independent cinema has encountered particular hardships during its awakening in the late 1980s and early 

1990s from a dominant national studio system and censorship apparatus. This particular intersection of economic and 

political constraints, together with the opportunity to articulate its consequent dilemmas through cinema, led to a unique 

and critical film phenomenon: the necessity to screen the majority of officially unapproved films in international film 

festivals outside the PRC. 

The notion of independence that Chinese independent cinema constitutes has shown itself challenging to define com-

prehensively following its constant transformation and adaptation to changing film climates. Chris Berry, for example, 

situates Chinese independent cinema specifically inside the Chinese film industry and argues for conceptualising it 

through its relational and strategic positioning inside a three-legged system, namely ‘the party-state apparatus, the mar-

ketized economy, and the foreign media and art organizations that have built up a presence in China today.’ (2006, p. 

109) In another vein, Zhang Yingjin demures from defining Chinese independent cinema in a financial sense due to its 

private funding schemes and proposes instead independence from official ideology (2006, p. 26). And with an entirely 

different approach, Rowan Parry refocuses attention on the appeal of many independent filmmakers to the ‘independent 

spirit’ (独立精神) as a defining feature of independent cinema in China (Parry 2020, p. 5). A collectively felt ‘vigour’ or 

‘spirit’ has the potential to socially bind a community of like-minded people with shared practices and ideologies. With 

my ambition in mind to conceptualise actors from the Chinese independent cinema and international film festivals in 

horizontal relations, I explore this sense of community in relation to Chinese independent cinema and reflect on the way 

in which it manifests itself beyond national borders. 
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In his discussion of the formation of a Chinese public sphere through independent cinema, Sebastian Veg proposes the 

utility of the concept of ‘imagined community’: 

[This concept] is certainly applicable to independent cinema, in that, based on the assumption of a common 

humanity shared by the objects of filming, the director behind the camera, and the audience on the other side of 

the screen, it strives to bring into existence a discussion on the common values of society that does not simply 

replicate the discourse promoted by the state through education and government-sponsored art. (2010, p. 8)

Veg recognises how the production and reception of Chinese independent films can potentially aid the shaping of a com-

munity, connecting filmmakers, audiences, and the environment through critical engagements with the society. Howev-

er, several members of this community, including audiences or involved professionals, might find themselves outside of 

the PRC. Ma Ran conceptualises a plural form of these communities, which are in a constant struggle to realign them-

selves spatially and conceptually across national borders, as a counterweight to the Chinese status quo (2014, p. 246). 

Following Parry, Veg, and Ma, I trace Chinese independent films and filmmakers as they come into contact with IFFR 

but with special attention to the ways in which the production, distribution, and reception of these films aid the consti-

tution of an international community. This diverse community contains a plural form of smaller associations of persons 

‘enraptured’ by the same independent spirit, as it has materialised in the corpus of films that the community is centred 

around. As such, independent films with transnational trajectories of distribution can form ideal vehicles for spreading 

such independent forms of thought across the film festival network and to the various audiences that attend the festivals 

therein. 

The film festival network has, at present, grown to cover the entire world through an interrelated web, connecting glob-

al and local economies through numerous film festivals as nodal points (De Valck 2007, p. 15). Many stakeholders 

from the film industry, such as creative professionals, studio executives, and fund managers meet each other in these 

festival spaces and negotiate, as relevant actors inside this world-encompassing network, which of the selected films 

will become part of the cultural canon (Rhyne 2009). Marijke de Valck envisions these festival spaces as ‘sites of pas-

sage,’ where a variety of rituals (red carpets, paparazzi, the star system) contribute to the cultural authorization of films 

and filmmakers. The passage through festivals is the desired trajectory for a film to gain a ‘name’ to allow for higher 

visibility, broader distribution, and better chances for the future career of the filmmaker (De Valck 2007, p. 37-38). In 

the case of the independent Chinese cinema, its distribution was in the 1990s restricted to foreign territories alongside 

limited underground distribution in the PRC through pirated DVD copies and unofficial screenings (Nakajima 2013). 

Still, the reputation acquired abroad enhanced the filmmakers’ positions domestically through their acclaim as globally 

recognised filmmakers (Pickowicz 2006, p. 13). 

Through organising industry events such as co-production markets and managing film funds, festivals do not only con-

trol what they select and promote in the light of their festival’s identity, but they have also gained significant influence 

as cultural gatekeepers (Elsaesser 2005; De Valck 2007) over what will be produced, screened, and appreciated the com-

ing years. Such industry events and similar operations grant film festivals central positions in the film festival network, 

which directors from non-Western regions oftentimes find hard to enter and which can lead to unequal relations between 

Global South filmmakers and Western facilitators and selectors. Still, both require one another inside the fragile ecology 

of international arthouse cinema, but they also have high expectations of each other. Falicov elaborates on this mutual 
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dependency: ‘… filmmakers from the global South, especially first-time directors, rely on [the fund’s] financial support 

and access to wider markets. The film festivals rely on these directors for new, “exotic” and innovative content.’ (Fali-

cov 2010, p. 18) In that regard, the funding of a specific sort of festival film that fits the profile of a film festival aids the 

establishment of a festival’s public ‘brand’ (Falicov 2016, p. 212). 

Since the start of their engagements in the early 1990s, Chinese independent filmmaking practices have been strongly 

integrated with international practices through their intertwining with the film festival network. From the 2000s on-

wards, the rise of Chinese independent film festivals attributed more agency to Chinese actors in these networks, but the 

1990s saw a far larger role for the Western film festival in the production and distribution of Chinese independent films. 

Exemplified by the interactions between Chinese independent cinema and IFFR, I investigate how the collaborations 

between these nationally diverse assemblages of actors have led to the realisation of Chinese independent films.  

The Historical Connection between IFFR and Chinese Cinemas

The first edition of Film International Rotterdam (renamed as International Film Festival Rotterdam after Huub’s pass-

ing in 1988) occurred on 28 June 1972 as one of the first film events in the Netherlands with a niche focus on avant-gar-

de cinema and with a long and turbulent history to come. The role of Chinese cinema, however, remained limited until 

the 1986 edition, when plenty of effort was put into gradually presenting Chinese film as an anticipated newcomer and 

lasting presence at IFFR (see Appendix 1 for a general indication of Chinese films at the festival from 1986 to 2000). 

The result was a selection of films from the three 

Chinese-speaking territories (Hong Kong, Taiwan 

and PRC) but, despite their seemingly unified repre-

sentation, a conflict between the festival and Chinese 

authorities ensued when the Taiwanese flag was raised 

among the other flags of the countries represented in 

Rotterdam. Only after the intervention of the Dutch 

government was the flag taken down, seemingly des-

ignating the festival as another diplomatic event. How-

ever, the attending Chinese filmmakers in that year 

did not align themselves with the feud between their 

respective governments. After Hou Hsiao-Hsien (侯

孝贤) uttered his wish to meet the Fourth Generation 

director and fellow festival attendee Wu Tianming (

吴天明), a meeting was organised between the two 

behind closed doors without any of the hostilities that 

their governments exchanged (Heijs & Westra 1996, 

p. 168-169). Cinema as a vehicle of national identity, 

dominant in the history of film festivals, was still envi-

sioned by national governments in this example. But, 

this interpretation of the status of the film festival was 

stubbornly resisted by the filmmakers themselves. This 

Portrait of Huub Bals (1986) 
© Pieter Vandermeer / Nederlands Fotomuseum
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event already hints at the future position IFFR would occupy as a safe haven for artistic and independent filmmakers 

without any ties to their governments. 

‘China wordt geboren [China is being born]’ is explicitly stated in the introduction to the festival catalogue of the 1988 

edition by Huub, who had grown more pessimistic about the future of cinema over the years (Heijs & Westra, p. 185). 

He was in his unforeseen final year directing attention to films from Chinese-speaking territories, but also from different 

non-Western regions such as Latin America and other Asian regions, as exemplars of this future, which also manifested 

itself in a list of the Twenty Directors of the Future that was published during the festival. Hou Hsiao-Hsien and Chen 

Kaige were incorporated in Huub’s envisioned future pantheon of directors, together with Jim Jarmusch, David Lynch, 

Peter Greenaway, Jean-Luc Godard, Martin Scorsese, and Chantal Akerman. Of great importance to Chinese cinemas 

and international independent cinema in general was Huub’s official announcement of the birth of the Tarkovsky Fund 

to offer financial aid for filmmakers from Third World countries (Heijs & Westra, p. 186). This supportive vision be-

came institutionalised through the programming of the festival but also through the organisation of the festival fund and 

the co-production market CineMart. Founded in 1983, this film market quickly evolved to become the first of its kind in 

connecting seasoned film producers with young filmmakers in search of financial and professional support. 3These two 

organisations offered previously unknown opportunities to filmmakers from countries with developing film industries. 

As Sandra den Hamer elaborated upon during our interview (2020), Huub’s successors would, after his sudden death in 

July 1988, follow his orientation towards non-Western cinemas, while giving it their own colour along the way (see Ap-

pendix 2 for an overview of festival directors from 1972 to 2007).

Chinese film scholar and occasional interpreter at IFFR Anne-Sytske Keijser alluded in a personal interview that trans-

national networks of production and distribution, in which IFFR tried to take a central place, started with personal rela-

tions of trust between Western programmers and Chinese directors such as Zhang Yuan (张元) and Wang Xiaoshuai (

王小帅)(extensively discussed in the thematic sections)  (Keijser 2020). Prior to the establishment of these intercultural 

relations, films were often made independently and underground, for many filmmakers lacked financial sources and/or 

practical skills. And when the films were finished, the film rolls also needed to find their way out of the country and to 

festivals with an active agenda of screening these films. In the case of IFFR, the festival organisation helped to secure 

this clandestine system through various institutionalised strategies, which I categorise in three ways: firstly, co-financing 

and/or professional guidance through the HBF; secondly, activist events during festival editions; and thirdly, the promo-

tion of the formation of an international community around the Chinese independent cinema through the personal con-

nections of key figures, such as Wouter Barendrecht, and co-production market CineMart. While the first two compo-

nents are quantifiable as a set of strategic and situated actions during and around festival editions, the third component 

instrumentalises the previous strategies on a meta-level and operates more in relation to other festivals and involved 

actors. Below, I will expand upon each strategy through examples of events occurring during festival editions and the 

case studies of their impact on the career paths of several Chinese independent film directors. 

The Hubert Bals Fund

Despite the fact that Chen Kaige played a key role in the establishment of the HBF, another Chinese director’s engage-

ments with the fund might serve as a better example of why the HBF was of such importance to specifically the Chinese 
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independent cinema. Zhang Yuan, seen as one of the first Chinese independent directors, screened his films multiple 

times at IFFR and received official support up to four times in a period of four years from the fund. By elaborating upon 

the director’s interactions with the HBF and the festival, I will outline the way the fund was intended to support film-

makers and how this strategy fitted with the agenda of the festival itself.   

Zhang’s first feature film Mama (妈妈, 1990) is generally regarded as China’s first ‘independent’ film, a result of its 

production without official approval, its initial domestic banning in post-Tiananmen China, and its funding through pri-

vate means outside the state studio system. In a personal interview, Marco Müller reflects on Zhang’s status as the ‘first’ 

independent filmmaker and the position of Western parties in Chinese cinema as follows:

There was a time when Western producers really tried to become so close to several Chinese filmmakers that it 

really became a risky business, that they would be making films for foreign festivals and foreign distributors. 

But, all of that only happened in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s. Then, something more important happened back 

in 1990, because a very stubborn and very special person, called Zhang Yuan, singlehandedly invented what 

came to be called the Sixth Generation… What really happened is that the Fifth Generation could only afford 

to work for a government-run studio at the provincial level because it was the only production reality in Chi-

na. So, Zhang Yuan understood that expressive autonomy needed to coincide with financial autonomy, that he 

could only afford the control of his means of expression if he could afford the means of control of financing the 

film… (Müller 2020)

While the production of Mama had been cancelled several times by different studios and had been shelved after the 

political turmoil of 1989, Zhang decided to privately shoot the film outside the studio system on a shoestring budget. 

However, the film had been declared and registered under a license number registered to Xi’an Film Studio to obtain 

approval for the purchasing of film reels, making the acclaimed 

first ‘independent’ films already a ‘semi-independent’ one (Duzan 

2012). Still, the grim black-and-white docudrama about the harsh 

life of a handicapped child and his mother impressed the juries of 

overseas festivals and showed the potential of Chinese films made 

financially independent from state studios and without interfer-

ence from the Chinese Film Bureau. 

In 1992, Mama was shown at Rotterdam, which most likely 

formed an important linkage between the festival and the film 

director for future collaborations. In previous years, the HBF had 

already been developed significantly during the structural changes 

the festival was undergoing following the death of its ‘founding 

father’ Huub Bals. With Anne Head as interim director in 1989 

and Marco Müller as festival director in 1990 and 1991, the festi-

val organisation struggled to continue Huub’s legacy while find-

ing a new and relevant form for the festival. Müller brought with 
Portrait of Zhang Yuan (1995)
© Pieter Vandermeer / Nederlands Fotomuseum
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him to IFFR a broad network and knowledge of Asian cinemas, supplemented with a new vision for the festival in the 

upcoming years. Under his directorship, IFFR grew enormously in terms of films and audiences, presenting approxi-

mately three times more films than during the years of Huub (Heijs & Westra 1996, p. 286). The fund had started to of-

fer several kinds of support in various stages of the production process, including script development, post-production, 

and distribution. While Chen Kaige received script support from the fund in 1988 for his Life on a String, Zhang Yuan 

was to receive financial aid twice for his second film Beijing Bastards (北京杂种, 1993): aid for production costs, and 

for post-production costs, alongside the provision of physical post-production facilities and professional post-production 

support in the Netherlands itself. 

The film portrays a bleak picture of the lives of the bastards of 1990s China, namely a group of bohemian rock musi-

cians in underground Beijing after the disillusionments of 1989. The clandestine production of this semi-improvised 

film found support outside the studio system from a broad range of actors: Hong Kong producer Shu Kei (舒淇), cine-

matographer Christopher Doyle, and rock star Cui Jian (崔健) during production; the partly Dutch sales company For-

tissimo Films for international distribution; the HBF for the funding of post-production in the Netherlands; and IFFR 

for exhibition in Rotterdam in 1993 and 1994 (Shaw 2019). This diverse group of involved parties already indicates the 

transnational character of the film, effected by the financing of the film in the Netherlands. In 1993, the festival even 

organised an unannounced test screening for the film. The film was presented as ‘rough cut’ without any supplementary 

information before the festival and so attracted eager audiences to see an unidentified ‘banned’ Chinese film without any 

subtitles (Keijser 2020). While the majority of the films supported by the HBF benefit mainly from financial support, 

the collaboration between Zhang Yuan and the fund shows another dimension of transnational funding by film festivals: 

through the circumvention of governmental regulation, financial freedom coincides with political freedom in the case of 

cinema made under regimes of censorship. As senior programmer Gerwin Tamsma related during a personal interview, 

in the case of Chinese cinema, the financial impact of the HBF as foreign investor in relation to the huge Chinese studio 

system during the 1990s was minimal when compared to the political freedom artists were granted outside of this na-

tional system (Tamsma 2020).

Beijing Bastards serves as a rep-

resentative example of Chinese 

independent films that have re-

ceived support from the Dutch 

HBF financially but also through 

the additional political freedom 

granted by overseas post-produc-

tion facilities. Zhang’s following 

films East Palace West Palace (

东宫西宫, 1996) and Sons (儿

子, 1996) would also receive 

support from the HBF in 1994 

and 1996 respectively, and they 

were screened at Rotterdam to-
Zhang Yuan, Wouter Barendrecht, and Cui Jian (left to right) at IFFR (1993) 
© Pieter Vandermeer / Nederlands Fotomuseum
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gether with Zhang’s first documentary The Square (广场, 1994) in the period from 1994 to 1998. The world premiere 

of East Palace West Palace, however, did not occur at Rotterdam (as had happened with the other two films) but at the 

Argentinian Mar del Plata International Film Festival in 1996, followed by a European premiere at the French Cannes 

Film Festival in 1997 and its Dutch premiere in 1998 at Rotterdam. Zhang’s international successes had allowed him to 

‘outgrow’ the ‘supportive festival’ and to move on to the Big Three of Berlin, Cannes, and Venice, while, as Tamsma ex-

plained during our interview (2020), other filmmakers decided to stay inside the niche cinema of which IFFR was fond. 

Still, Zhang would receive a Tiger Award (Rotterdam’s most important award for the first or second feature of an up-

coming director) and a FIPRESCI Award for his film Sons that year. This docufiction used the life stories and members 

of a Chinese family, drifting apart due to alcoholism, to play themselves in this film, adhering to the experimental and 

adventurous kind of cinema IFFR would like to see made. 

Zhang Yuan’s interactions with IFFR and the HBF exemplified the position IFFR wanted to take inside the careers of 

promising, young directors. Functioning as their steppingstone to the international film festival network, new directors 

could gain exposure to the industry and hopefully more opportunities to produce films. Especially for Chinese indepen-

dent filmmakers with minimal exposure domestically and few funding opportunities, the financial and political freedom 

afforded by IFFR and the HBF made the festival a welcome platform for emerging filmmakers such as Zhang Yuan, 

Wang Xiaoshuai, He Jianjun (何建军) and others (see Appendix 3 for a list of HBF-supported films by these directors). 

On the other side of the table, it could be argued from the perspective of Falicov (2010, 2016) that the co-production of 

these underground films aided the profiling of IFFR as a controversial and daring film festival that pushed the limits of 

what cinema is and could be. 

But, as festival director Simon Field explained during a personal interview, festival funding serves more purposes than 

the benefits of the two involved parties:

I certainly don’t think that funds dictate. And I personally don’t think filmmakers make films bearing in mind 

what sort of films get supported by those funds... It’s also the case that certain types of independent, radical 

cinema, like Wang Bing, Apichatpong Weerasethakul, and numerous others, depend to some extent on pub-

lic funds to support their work… And, often, those films are made by people who are taking cinema in a new 

direction. Therefore, they are finding it more difficult to get funding, so they really need these funds. (Field 

2020)

Festival funds, such as the HBF, the World Cinema Fund in Berlin, and the Fonds Sud in France, enabled filmmakers to 

express themselves artistically, but also to innovate international cinema as an art form on the festival circuit without the 

requirement to be commercial appealing. The fact that film festivals have their own interests in generating and show-

casing such typical festival films is undeniable. But, as the advancement of Zhang Yuan’s career through the support of 

IFFR and the HBF has exemplified, the early institutional support of a young and promising film director can help set 

the fundaments of far larger film movements that have the potential to change entire national film industries. And, as the 

next section shows, the defence of the right of artistic expression for filmmakers still stands at the core of IFFR’s moral 

vision. 
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Activism at the Festival

Over the course of the 1990s, IFFR organised multiple events concerning political awareness and the protection of film-

makers in the face of the restriction of their artistic freedom. Emile Fallaux, the most politically-engaged festival direc-

tor to date, was personally convinced of an international right to freedom of expression through cinema, which echoed 

the initial wishes of Huub to provide a platform for cinema that otherwise would not find places to be exhibited. As 

current managing director of IFFR and previous sales manager of Fortissimo Films Marjan van der Haar explained in a 

personal interview (Van der Haar, 2020), such a conviction about the universality of the freedom of expression is wide-

spread in the Dutch public consciousness, which can also be found in the moral vision of the International Documentary 

Film Festival Amsterdam (IDFA). In 2020, IFFR even joined forces with IDFA and the European Film Academy (EFA) 

in establishing the International Coalition for Filmmakers at Risk (ICFR), in defence of filmmakers in danger of being 

silenced, harassed, imprisoned, or even killed worldwide. Below, I expand upon several activist events at the festival in 

the 1990s and explore how they are connected to Chinese independent cinema and the career paths of two of its direc-

tors: Wang Xiaoshuai and He Jianjun.

The political commitment of Fallaux was immediately demonstrated during his first year, in 1992, through the organi-

sation of the conference Limits of Liberty to discuss the political climate for cinema around the world, and to showcase 

seven films that were censored in their countries of origin, including Zhang Yuan’s Mama as the first Chinese indepen-

dent film to be screened at the festival. The urgency for structural change felt during the conference manifested itself 

in the founding of the internationally-oriented human rights organisation FilmFree, which was to develop over the fol-

lowing years as an integral part of the festival, addressing issues of censorship and/or violation of the human rights of 

filmmakers. While the HBF had already responded to the financial restrictions of filmmakers, the festival organisation 

attempted to implement instruments that also responded to political restrictions and offered means to realise films from 

regions experiencing censorship (IFFR 1992).

This attention to politics at IFFR and other European festivals in the case of Chinese cinemas did not go unnoticed by 

Chinese critics. For example, Chinese film scholar Dai Jinhua criticised the reception of Sixth Generation films at in-

ternational festivals as primarily focused on their political gestures that distinguished them from mainstream ideology, 

while the films merely reflected an ‘imaginary China’ that did not interest audiences within the country (2002, p. 90). 

This accusation of a selective over-politicisation of Chinese cinema has also been made against IFFR. Chinese film 

scholars Mo Chen and Xiao Zhiwei (2006, p. 150) reflect on the 1993 planned visit of Fifth Generation director Huang 

Jianxin (黄建新) to Rotterdam, which was obstructed by the Chinese government at the last moment. For Huang, noth-

ing official was organised by the festival organization to condemn the decision by the Chinese government to obstruct 

the attendance of the director, while such protests had been organised in the past by the festival organization for explic-

itly political filmmakers. Mo and Xiao criticise the festival leadership for being selective with their activist concerns in 

the light of their high sensitivity to governmental acts of oppression, while they still welcomed and actively promoted 

films and filmmakers with a political edge that year, such as Wu Ziniu’s (吴子牛) The Big Mill (大磨坊, 1992) and the 

rough cut of Beijing Bastards. 

The domestic discontent with the role of Western film festivals in the PRC itself did not hinder the growth of indepen-
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dent cinema and its exhibition abroad. In fact, IFFR heightened its focus on the political aspects of Chinese cinema in 

the 1994 edition by enhancing the position of FilmFree as another instrument to aid the production of global arthouse 

cinema; that year, it fully replaced Limits of Liberty (IFFR 1994). A total of thirty-two Chinese-language films were 

shown in two sections: arthouse films in ‘Films from China, Hong Kong and Taiwan’ (including the screening of the 

final version of Beijing Bastards) and popular blockbusters in ‘Hong Kong Box Office’, which led to rooms full of lo-

cal Chinese people and a pleasant sense of ‘being in a Hong Kong cinema’ as Keijser described during our interview 

(2020). The festival has a long history of showing Hong Kong popular cinema and Fifth Generation films, but their se-

lection of independent films that year seemed to have the primary function of making a political statement. 

These films were presented in a FilmFree program and spearheaded by Ning Dai’s (宁岱) Discussions Caused by a 

Film’s Filming Being Stopped (关于一部被禁电影的讨论, 1994), a film about the cancellation of the production of 

Zhang Yuan’s film Chicken Feathers on the Ground (一地鸡毛, 1993) by the Chinese authorities. After the festival 

opening, the festival organisation sent a fax to Beijing to inform them of the complete IFFR line-up of Chinese films, to 

prove the artistic worth of independent films amongst other forms of Chinese cinema. The fax resulted in the prohibi-

tion of the exhibition of six Chinese independent films at the festival, which arrived too late in Rotterdam to be actually 

executed. Zhang Zhen notes that amidst the ongoing friction between the independents and the status quo in 1993 and in 

1994, several independent filmmakers had regularly screened their films abroad without approval, in, for example, Rot-

terdam and Tokyo (2007, p.11). This would ultimately lead that year to the Chinese government blacklisting six film-

makers, of whom several had had their films exhibited at that year’s IFFR. These filmmakers were: Wang Xiaoshuai, He 

Jianjun, Zhang Yuan, Ning Dai, Wu Wenguang (吴文光) and Tian Zhuangzhuang (amongst whom He Jianjun, for The 

Postman [邮差, 1995], and Zhang Yuan, for East Palace, West Palace, still received HBF support that year). This offi-

cial prohibition of filmmaking, however, did not halt the interactions between the festival and these filmmakers. In the 

following years, they would find inventive ways to continue their collaborations with the help of the HBF. 

In 1997, the festival took a less political 

orientation following the appointment in 

1996 of Simon Field as the successor to 

Emile Fallaux Field steered the festival 

more towards the explorations of the bor-

ders between cinematic art and different 

art forms. Still, the mysterious Wu Ming (

无名: literally translated as ‘No Name’) 

entered the Chinese feature Frozen (极度

寒冷, 1997) into the festival that year and 

was selected for the Tiger Award Compe-

tition. Ultimately, the mystery guest did 

not win the Tiger Award but could go back 

home to China with the FIPRESCI Award 

for his low-budget film about the last per-

formance act of a desperate performance 
Portrait of Wang Xiaoshuai (1995) 
© Pieter Vandermeer / Nederlands Fotomuseum
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artist. Struggling with his life in a circle of performance artists in Beijing, the depressed protagonist decides to freeze 

himself to death as a work of art, inviting allegorical readings of the film in the light of oppression. The film had been 

shot in Beijing and had finished its post-production in the Netherlands with the help of the HBF and the Dutch produc-

tion company Moskito Film. In my interview with Moskito Film-founders Victor Nieuwenhuijs and Maartje Seyferth 

(2020), they emphasised the main reason for their selections of films as post-production managers their own background 

as independent filmmakers and the importance they personally attached to cinema as an art form. Wang Xiaoshuai, who 

was actually the director of Frozen, was forced to direct his second film under this pseudonym following his blacklist-

ing in 1994, and he finalised its editing, sound design, and colour correction in the Netherlands with the help of Moskito 

Film. Wang’s debut film The Days (冬春的日子, 1993) had been shown in 1994 at Rotterdam and had in all probability 

facilitated the contact between the filmmaker and the fund, allowing the realisation of Frozen in defiance of Wang’s 

professional restriction. The director remained a regular guest at the festival in later years as well, even serving as jury 

member for the Tiger Awards in 2001. 

This strategy of granting post-production facilities through the HBF and under a pseudonym was repeated again in the 

following years in the case of Zhao Jisong, the alter ego of film director He Jianjun. Before he was blacklisted in 1994 

and had to go ‘under the radar’ to make a film with the support of the HBF, he already gained name at the 1994 edition 

of IFFR with his short Self Portrait (自画像, 1994) and first feature Red Beads (红豆, 1994), for which he received the 

FIPRESCI Award under his first pseudonym, He Yi. One year later, his second feature, Postman, was received very well 

at Rotterdam and even got him the first Tiger Award that the festival had ever granted. Future collaboration between the 

festival and He Jianjun became concrete and led to his third feature, Scenery (风景, 1999), with the support of the HBF, 

additional funding from the Göteborg Film Festival Fund and, again, Moskito Film as co-producer. The screenings of 

both films led to ‘a good deal of nervousness about people of the Chinese embassy being in the audience’ as Field said 

during our interview (2020), but the relatively small-scale distribution of the films ultimately did not lead to any retribu-

tions for either the festival or the filmmakers. 

Through the organisation of Limits of 

Liberty and FilmFree, IFFR has attempt-

ed to actively address the limitations 

of the artistic freedom of filmmakers 

worldwide, of which the support of the 

Chinese independent cinema has formed 

a significant part. Aside for bringing 

their problems to light for an internation-

al audience, they have also aided these 

filmmakers through pseudonymous sup-

port of the HBF. In that sense, the clan-

destine activities of Chinese indepen-

dent filmmakers were actively promoted 

by the festival organisation and also 

led to longer collaborations between Portrait of He Jianjun (1995) © Pieter Vandermeer / Nederlands Fotomuseum
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the filmmakers and the festival, even when they were prohibited from filmmaking by their own governments. Some of 

these collaborations lasted for a long time, of which He Jianjun is a shining example. After Scenery, he remained in the 

circles of IFFR, with three further films finding funding through the HBF and co-production partners through CineMart: 

Pirated Copy (蔓延, 2004), River People (水上人家, 2008), and The Harvest (which has not yet been realised despite 

the script development support of the HBF). These longer forms of professional engagement between film directors and 

industry professionals in Rotterdam’s festival spaces indicate the prospering international community which the festival 

actively tried to promote and to participate in. In the following section, I reflect upon the strategies of the festival to es-

tablish sustained connections between the festival and the independent Chinese filmmakers it supported. 

Promoting the Formation of an International Community

Until now, I have primarily described the interactions between Chinese independent filmmakers and IFFR as a festival 

organisation as motivated by economic and/or political interests. In the light of the limited exposure and financial reve-

nue of their collaboratively produced films, the liaisons to collaboratively produce films between independent filmmak-

ers and festivals remain difficult to explain merely in these terms. In this section, I will approach their interactions as 

grounded inside the same community, driven by or in agreement with the independent spirit. This community-approach 

shifts attention from the films alone to the broader impact a community, such as the Chinese independent film circle, 

can have through the totality of the actions of the affiliated parties. I provide some clarifying suggestions on how to un-

derstand the formation of an international community around the Chinese independent cinema through, first, mediator 

figures inside the community and, second, the professional growth of several directors through the benefits of the com-

munity and through co-production market CineMart. Lastly, I discuss the example of the career of director Wang Bing 

as an established presence in the circles of IFFR. 

In the light of the relatively small individual benefits many members of this community receive in economic or politi-

cal terms, I argue that it would be more fruitful to conceptualise their motivation through a collective desire to develop 

a Chinese independent cinema with its own aesthetics, ideology and affective value. This shared drive to make films 

manifests itself profoundly inside the festival space as a social space, where unique social encounters may occur. A key 

figure in the initial phases of connecting separated communities of film professionals, and later on, connecting people 

inside communities themselves, is the film scout as cultural intermediary. Before the integration of non-Western cine-

mas with the Eurocentric film festival network, film scouts wielded enormous power over what kind of films would be 

selected to reach film festivals from respectively unknown film territories at that moment as innovative, ‘new’ forms of 

cinema (Nornes 2014, p. 249). In the case of the international advent of Chinese cinemas, people such as Tony Rayns 

and Marco Müller might come to mind as important bridges between Chinese and European film industries, but the 

most remarkable figure for specifically (but not exclusively) Rotterdam was the Asian cinema expert, Head of Cin-

eMart, and co-founder of film sales company Fortissimo Films, Wouter Barendrecht (1965-2009).

Barendrecht stands out as a prominent figure in establishing connections between Chinese cinemas and Rotterdam, 

primarily through his unique position of being the first to solidify this kind of contact through the business model of 

the sales agent in the case of Asian art cinema (Van der Haar 2020). While Barendrecht was already involved with the 

festival in Rotterdam early on, in 1991 he took the step with Helene Loveridge to start film sales company Fortissimo 
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Films, to connect the Asian and European film industries. In the following years, Fortissimo Films would establish a 

large network in Hong Kong and the PRC, aided by Hong Kong independent film producer and oftentimes collaborator 

Shu Kei, as Van der Haar elaborated upon in our interview (2020). Barendrecht and Van der Haar, who was still working 

at IFFR until her transfer to Fortissimo Films in 1995, channelled many of Asia’s first art films to IFFR until their grow-

ing visibility as sales agent led them to send films to other prominent festivals as well. Soon, they would be distributing 

films from famous art film directors, such as Wong Kar-Wai and Apichatpong Weerasethakul, and would take a central 

position in the international distribution of Asian cinemas. But, before this breakthrough, various Chinese films were 

brought to the HBF and/or to the screens of IFFR through personal connections Barendrecht had in Asian film networks. 

In Appendix 3, the continuity between distribution through Fortissimo Films, support by the HBF and participation at 

CineMart for several Chinese independent filmmakers is sketched, indicating the intertwining of many of these factors. 

As can be read from Appendix 3, the filmmakers discussed earlier and several others have followed a similar trajectory 

in the 1990s during their interactions with actors affiliated with the festival in Rotterdam. After their introduction to the 

festival, often through the exhibition of their films or through their distribution by Fortissimo Films, they applied for 

the HBF and were granted financial aid to produce their second or third feature film. Through their familiarity with the 

festival and with Barendrecht as the Head of CineMart in the 1990s, participation in the co-production market became 

possible. As Falicov has noted about the correlation between the HBF and CineMart: ‘… at Rotterdam, the hope is that 

filmmakers can evolve from Hubert Bals to bigger-budget co-produced films through CineMart.’ (2010 p. 16) The often 

simultaneous involvements of these Chinese filmmakers with other industry professionals at festival spaces created a 

vibrant and dynamic community during a 

time when some of the most daring Chinese 

independent films were made (Zhang 2007, 

p. 11). 

As mentioned before, many directors out-

grew the ‘supportive’ festival and advanced 

their careers beyond a festival that mainly 

targets promising directors and experimental 

cinema. Some, such as He Jianjun, decided 

to dwell longer among the people and facili-

ties available at Rotterdam. Den Hamer says 

in my interview with her about this period:

The world opened up… Since 2000, it was much easier to travel and to send films around the world with vid-

eotapes, and, later on, through the Internet. In China, there were fewer problems involving censorship; it was 

still there but in a different way than before. And Chinese films were also shown at Cannes, Venice and Berlin. 

While [Chinese films] were still a unicorn in the 80s, they had lost that special status already for some time in 

the 2000s… (2020, translation by author)

After the 1990s, these films still found proactive support at IFFR, of which Wang Bing (王兵) is a paradigmatic exam-

Wouter Barendrecht, Emile Fallaux, Zhang Yimou, Zhang Yuan, and Shu Kei at 
IFFR (1993) © Pieter Vandermeer / Nederlands Fotomuseum
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ple. In 2002, post-production funding was awarded to Tie Xi Qu; West of the Tracks Part 1: Rust (铁西区：第一部 工

厂, 2003), which would be screened at the festival in 2003 and would make Wang’s contemplative and hours-long films 

world-famous in international art cinema circles. This application would be the first of many, granting the slow cinema 

filmmaker repeat funding to complete his projects in 2003 for The Ditch (夹边沟, 2010), in 2007 for Crude Oil (采油

日记, 2008), both in 2014 and 2019 for Shanghai Youth (上海青年,2019), and in 2018 for his upcoming Border Bride. 

This position of Wang Bing inside funding models, such as the HBF, differs radically from preceding recipients such as 

Jia Zhangke (贾樟柯) and Wang Xiaoshuai. While Jia and Wang benefited in the early stages of their careers from the 

fund, which allowed them to grow professionally in the field, Wang Bing decided to stay inside these funding models, 

without the ambitions for wider distribution, reflecting the non-commercial appeal of his extraordinarily long films, 

which mainly find their audiences at film festivals and at special screenings.

As Keijser alluded to during our interview (2020), the community, realising the transnational production of Chinese 

independent films, started with bonds of trust between Chinese filmmakers and Western programmers. Over the years, 

this community has grown significantly and has produced countless Chinese independent films, for which IFFR offered 

screens to watch them and spaces to discuss them outside of the PRC. In these festival spaces, key figures such as Bar-

endrecht with large professional networks encourage a constant flow of new films, filmmakers, filmmaking communi-

ties, and other industry professionals to meet, intermingle and advance their aspirations in the film festival network. As 

such, not only the films but also the diverse, international community of Chinese independent cinema was and is still 

being supported at Rotterdam in its mobilisation of filmmakers, scouts, programmers, critics and the like, to physically 

meet and to affirm their communal goals. 

Conclusion

Looking back from 2021 at a turbulent piece of film history, we are left with sparsely documented and nearly forgotten 

stories and memories about a corpus of films that were realised under nearly impossible circumstances. These traces of 

personal interactions and collaborations from thirty years ago can still offer us the means to recreate the origin of these 

cinematic works, which have come into being through the collective efforts of diverse national actors. The reconceptual-

isation of these production histories in terms of economic or political benefits seems to overlook a major human aspect 

that was so dominant during Rotterdam’s festival screenings and events. The shared devotion for cinema, which is so 

distinctive of IFFR, was strongly emphasised by Den Hamer during our interview: 

You really position yourself as a festival that can mean something more to [film]makers. And that’s also how you 

could get certain makers to come to Rotterdam who otherwise would not attend… It sounds more opportunistic than 

it is, it was not like we bought their films. We wanted to be a partner for filmmakers, but this partnership sprung from 

a passion for cinema and from a political conviction that these films should be made. (2020, translation by author)

If the assemblage of people from different regions of the globe in the festival spaces of Rotterdam is seen as a collec-

tive, bound by a passion for a certain kind of cinema, and as a community with a shared independent spirit, then the 

strategies I have described at IFFR result in something far larger than just the promotion of one’s own festival through 

its supported films. 
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Through the strategies of financial support, unregulated facilitation of post-production facilities and activist events, 

the people aligned with the festival in Rotterdam have actively supported and participated in the gradual formation of 

a network of like-minded professionals and, I would argue, the enhancement of a community of people with shared 

ideals. Made possible by the efforts of many persons from various corners of the global film industry, this international 

community of Chinese independent cinema thrived in the 1990s through the growing number of films produced, inter-

national exposure, and affiliated members. IFFR has attempted to facilitate and promote this growth in its festival spac-

es, partly made possible by the efforts of key figures such as Barendrecht and Fallaux, but mostly by the collaborative 

effort of many involved actors. These can range from the conventional creative professionals to affiliated film critics, 

all with a particular passion for Chinese independent cinema. While keeping the economic interests of all involved par-

ties in mind, I would suggest that the affective binding of all these nationally diverse actors to the same shared vision 

of Chinese independent cinema is exactly what is nearly impossible to write down in film history. Still, it remains an 

essential motivation why this improbable form of cinema has miraculously come into being. Thirty years later, we are 

left with the offspring of their labour in the form of cinematic works to get a glimpse of what drove the people to realise 

them and how that impulse translated itself onto the silver screen. 

At present, Chinese independent films still find a welcome space at IFFR, demonstrated by the three-year streak of win-

ning the Tiger Award with The Widowed Witch (小寡妇成仙记)  by Cai Chengjie (蔡成杰) in 2018, Present. Perfect (

完美现在时) by Zhu Shengze (朱声仄) in 2019, and The Cloud in her Room (她房间里的云) by Zheng Lu Xinyuan (

郑陆心源) in 2020. The same mechanism of the festival as ‘site of passage’ is in place, and, hopefully, the winning of 

the Tiger Award will give similar impulses to these filmmakers’ careers as the festival has done for the careers of old 

acquaintances such as Chen Kaige, He Jianyu, Wang Bing, and Wang Xiaoshuai. The latter has even received €200,000 

support from the Dutch Film Fund in 2020 for his upcoming co-production Above the Dust (剧情 NL Film Fonds 2020). 

The connections established in the 1980s and 1990s still allow for similar transnational collaborations between the 

Netherlands and Chinese-speaking territories after two decades of change inside both their respective film industries, 

and inside the film festival network, with a growing number of Asian film festivals. Although the two regions may seem 

far apart, artistic networks and varied communities continue to bind them together in a shared passion for cinema. In 

that aspect, not much has changed since the breakfast meeting at Cannes. If such meetings would still exclusively hap-

pen at European festivals, that would be another issue. 
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Notes
1 This epigraph is from den Hamer (2020), translation by the author.
2 ‘Actor’ here refers to an actor (or actant) in the sense of an acting entity in a given environment, not in 
the sense of a performing subject on a film set or at a theatre play.
3 For more information on the CineMart and the Hubert Bals Fund, see their respective webpages on the 
website of IFFR.
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Year Number 
of Chinese 

films

Number 
of total 
films

Percen-tage 
of Chinese 

films

Origins of (Co-)Productions 
(PRC: People’s Republic of China; 

HK: Hong Kong; T: Taiwan)

Chinese films granted 
HBF support

1986 7 109 6,4% 4 PRC, 2 HK, 1 T

Selection: The Girl of a Good Family (Huang Jianzhong), Shanghai Blues (Tsui 
Hark), A Summer at Grandpa’s (Hou Hsiao-hsien)

1987 17 107 15,9% 9 PRC, 8 HK

Selection: The Horse Thief (Tian Zhuangzhuang), The Candidate (Wu Ziniu), 
Three Hairs, The Little Vagabond (Zhao Ming)

1988 8 111 7,2% 3 PRC, 5 HK Life on a String (Chen 
Kaige)

Selection: One and Eight (Zhang Junzhao), Old Well (Wu Tianming), Inspector 
Chocolate (Philip Chan)

1989 2 116 1,7% 2 PRC

Selection: Red Sorghum (Zhang Yimou), King of the Children (Chen Kaige)

1990 5 305 1,6% 1 PRC, 3 HK, 1 T The King of the Singers 
(Zhang Zeming), Lyaan 

(Allen Fong)Selection: A City of Sadness (Hou Hsiao-hsien), Swan Swong (Zhang Zeming), 
Dancing Bull (Allen Fong)

1991 9 358 2,5% 2 PRC, 6 HK, 1 T

Selection: Black Snow (Xie Fei), Song of Exile (Ann Hui), Swordsman (King Hu)

1992 11 372 3,0% 7 PRC, 1 HK, 3 T Beijing Bastards (Zhang 
Yuan)

Selection: Days of Being Wild (Wong Kar-Wai),  
Life on a String (Chen Kaige), Mama (Zhang Yuan)

1993 9 315 2,9% 3 PRC, 4 HK, 2 T On the Beat (Ning Ying)

Selection: Hard Boiled (John Woo), Taipei Story (Edward Yang), Autumn Moon 
(Clara Law)

1994 33 392 8,4% 11 PRC, 8 HK, 8 T, 4 PRC/HK, 2 
PRC/HK

Postman (He Jianjun), 
Beijing Bastards (Zhang 
Yuan), East Palace West 

Palace (Zhang Yuan), Selection: 1966, My Time in the Red Guards (Wu Wenguang), The Days (Wang 
Xiaoshuai),  
Rebels of the Neon God (Tsai Ming-Liang)

1995 32 320 10% 4 PRC, 20 HK, 8 T On the Beat (Ning Ying)

Selection: Soul (Shu Kei), Chungking Express (Wong Kar-Wai), The Square 
(Zhang Yuan & Duan Jinchuan)

1996 10 479 2,1% 3 PRC, 3 HK, 3 T, 1 T/Japanese Scenery (He Jianjun), 
Sons (Zhang Yuan), 

Selection: Sons (Zhang Yuan), Shanghai Triad (Zhang Yimou), Fallen Angels 
(Wong Kar-Wai)

1997 28 475 5,9% 2 PRC, 20 HK, 5 T, 5 PRC/T Scenery (He Jianjun), 
Frozen (Wang 

Xiaoshuai) Selection: Rainclouds over Wushan (Zhang Ming), A Queer Story (Shu Kei), 
Buddha Bless America (Wu Nien-Jen)

Appendix 1: list of exhibited Chinese films at IFFR (1986-2000) per year
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1998 14 690 2,0% 2 PRC, 7 HK, 5 T Platform (Jia Zhangke), 
Scenery (He Jianjun), 

Suzhou River (Lou Ye), 
Viva, Viva (Wang 

Xiaoshuai)

Selection: Made in Hong Kong (Fruit Chan), The River (Tsai Ming-liang), Keep 
Cool (Zhang Yimou)

1999 10 491 2,0% 2 PRC, 2 HK, 3 T, 2 PRC/HK, 1 T/
Japanese

City Paradise (Tang 
Danian), Model Work 

(Wang Guangli), Purple 
Butterfly (Lou Ye), 

Paper (Ding Jiancheng)
Selection: Pickpocket (Jia Zhangke), Flowers of Shanghai (Hou Hsiao-hsien), 
Maiden Work (Wang Guangli)

2000 13 662 2,0% 7 PRC, 4 HK, 2 T

Selection: Away with Words (Christopher Doyle), Paper (Ding Jiancheng), The 
Personals (Chen Kuo-fu)

Years Festival director

1972 – 1988 Hubert (Huub) Bals

1989 Anne Head

1990 – 1991 Marco Müller

1992 – 1996 Emile Fallaux

1996 – 2004 Simon Field

2000 – 2007 Sandra den Hamer

Film director HBF 
(year of support granted)

Cinemart 
(year of participation)

Fortissimo Films 
(year of distribution)

Zhang Yuan Mama (1992)

Beijing Bastards (1992/1994) Beijing Bastards (1994)

East Palace, West Palace 
(1994)

East Palace, West Palace (1998)

Sons (1996)

Executioner Garden (2009)

Ning Ying For Fun (1994)

On the Beat (1993/1995)

Appendix 2: overview of festival directors of IFFR from 1972 to 2007

Appendix 3: overview of continuity in interactions between Chinese independent film 
directors and actors, related with IFFR outside exhibition, in predominantly the 1990s

Note: feature films, short films and midlength-features are all categorised under the same nominator of ‘film’ despite 
their length

Wang 
Xiaoshuai

The Days (1993) 

Frozen (1997)

Viva, Viva (1998)

So Close to Paradise (2000)

He Jianjun Red Beads (1994)

Postman (1995)

Scenery (1996/1997/1998) Scenery (1996)

Pirated Copy (2003)

The Harvest (2005) The Harvest (2006)

River People (2007)

Jia Zhangke
Platform (1998)

Still Life (2005)

Lou Ye Suzhou River (1998) Suzhou River (1999)

Purple Butterfly (1999)



149

Wang 
Xiaoshuai

The Days (1993) 

Frozen (1997)

Viva, Viva (1998)

So Close to Paradise (2000)

He Jianjun Red Beads (1994)

Postman (1995)

Scenery (1996/1997/1998) Scenery (1996)

Pirated Copy (2003)

The Harvest (2005) The Harvest (2006)

River People (2007)

Jia Zhangke
Platform (1998)

Still Life (2005)

Lou Ye Suzhou River (1998) Suzhou River (1999)

Purple Butterfly (1999)


