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Some Notes on The Choice
Author: GU Xue 顾雪 Translator: HU Longbiao 胡龙彪

Abstract

At the beginning of August, the Chinese Indepen-
dent Cinema Observer asked me to write about my 
creative experience. I was a little diffident. I had 
just finished my first independent work, The Choice
（家 庭 会 议，2019）. In terms of cinematography, 
I am still at nursery school. However, two years 
after the shooting of the film, it has completed its 
own life cycle, from production to completion, and 
then to the audience. So I thought maybe I could 
take this opportunity to take stock.

Keywords: family meeting, single take, documen-
tary

The Choice: The Product of a Spur-of-the-Moment Decision

At the end of 2018, I was in Luoyang ( 洛阳 ) shooting a documentary called Under the Drum Tower ( 鼓
楼之下 ), which tells the story of three generations living in an old plaster shop. At that time, the filming 
had been going on for a year.  One evening, as we were getting ready to wrap up work, the protagonist, 
Brother Banban ( 版版哥 ), told me that his fifth aunt was in the ICU and the whole family were going to 
have a family meeting at 5:30pm to discuss what to do next.  My gut feeling was to go to the meeting and 
observe it.  

The room shone bright under the white energy-saving lamps. A kettle was whistling with the rising steam. A 
child aged five or six was leaning against the sofa, clutching a mobile phone, which rang with the noise of fight-
ing from a video game. Shi Hengbo ( 师恒博 ), the son of the fifth aunt, was holding a jewelry box and asked 
his cousin if it was worth anything. The second aunt was talking to the third aunt, who had just arrived. They 
wondered why the fifth aunt was taken ill so suddenly. People disagreed whether they should move her out of 
the ICU. Brother Banban was in control. They were waiting for the arrival of his youngest aunt.

Such family meetings were a familiar scene in my childhood memory. My mother has ten siblings, and all 
the important family affairs are decided through meetings. I loved those meetings because we were always 
treated with sweets. While the adults were having a meeting, my other cousins and I met and played with 
each other, occasionally attracted by the adults’ serious expressions or high-pitched voices, and sometimes 
irritated by their noisy arguments.

But it was two other things that came to my mind that clinched it for me: I wanted to record this scene. My 
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grandma was bedridden for more than ten years. As long as I could remember, she would groan every 
day. Towards the end, when the pain became unbearable, she asked my mother if she could die. Mother 
said: ‘God hasn’t decided to take you away yet. How can I let you die?’ Later, a friend of mine told me that 
his grandmother was in the ICU and that the doctor said she would be in a vegetative state at best. When 
no one in the family offered to take care of her, my friend made a decision to take off her life support. I 
was shocked when I heard this, because I knew how much he loved her.

Now, Brother Banban was beginning to ask everyone to quiet down. I knew that these people would also 
have to face such a choice. I stood behind the cameraman, A Xin（ 阿 信 ）, and whispered to him that I 
wanted to shoot the whole scene in a single take. There was no need to shift the lens to the person who was 
speaking—just follow the rhythm in our hearts and maintain coherence. A Xin used to work as a focus 
puller in a feature film crew. We had been working together for many years, so he agreed with me without 
hesitation. He did an excellent job recording the entire sixty-six minutes and I’m very grateful to him.

During the whole filming process, I only signaled to him three times. First, it was to focus on the scar-
faced cousin in the very beginning. He didn’t talk, but I needed to build up his presence from the very 
beginning. As expected, he did bring up the subject of ‘the length of stay in the ICU’ later on. The second 
time I signaled A Xin was to capture Shi Hengbo’s expression when he was listening to the discussion of 
his aunts and I was waiting for his response. The third time was the final pan shot, which eventually land-
ed on Shi Hengbo.

At the end of the meeting, I watched Shi Hengbo stand up from the sofa and walk out of the frame. I asked A 
Xin to film for another minute and then stop. I was excited, because I knew I was going to make a film out of it.

Sixty-Six Minutes: A Single-take Documentary

Before filming The Choice, there was a period when I often brought my DV to all sorts of parties. I just 
dropped it somewhere for a long period of time, and let it capture a moment in the future, in the hope that 
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it might record something unknown, unexpected and exciting.

Compared with a feature film, a documentary is more closely bound up with the transient nature of reali-
ty. They are like forces and reaction forces, so that filmmakers are often put in a more passive position, as 
if all they could do was to wait for a gift from God. Yet reality can be dramatic beyond our expectations, 
and there was a time when I really wanted to capture such dramatic moments.

Interestingly, flirtatious exchanges between a man and a woman can end up in a debate about two different 
values, or a birthday party can turn into a recollection and reflection of the past—although most of the times 
it might be nothing more than idle chat. Thus I recorded many experimental snippets. I had always been 
looking for a moment that could be magnified again and again so that we can examine it using a magnifier.

My waiting was rewarded with The Choice.

Why did it have to be shot in a single take? The Choice had two cameras on the scene. A Xin and I 
were filming from one angle, while the assistant cameraman and the producer were filming from anoth-
er. During editing, someone suggested that I edit the contents from both cameras to bring views into a 
sharper focus and to highlight tension. Some audiences also told me characters in the film were just too 
long-winded. Why not make the film a bit more concise, they asked.

Well, I can. But the thing is, in this family meeting, instead of presenting a clear narrative, I’m more in-
terested in presenting the repetitive monologue of the participants and their failure in communication. In 
a single shot of sixty-six minutes, the most trivial, meaningless, and ambiguous aspects of daily life are 
magnified to the extreme, and that will be mentally challenging for the audience as well. 

Moreover, because of the temporal nature of documentaries, it has long been my wish to make a docu-
mentary where time and space are undivided in every sense, where the time and space of the scene, of the 
shooting, and of the viewing are all unified. Such accurate duplication of the photographic eye borders on 
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the ultimate authenticity of documentaries.

‘Family’, the Richest Sample of Society

I was very fortunate to have received some very positive feedback after the completion of The Choice. Af-
ter I was shortlisted for the international competition unit of the Cinéma du Réel Film Festival, I won the 
Emerging Filmmaker Award at the Open City Documentary Festival. There was a news report on the film 
by YouTube’s Yitiao ( 一条 ) in China. Slowly, some cinemas began to invite me to screen my films.

The shooting of The Choice was a spur-of-the-moment decision. My understanding of it came more from 
the audience and media interviews. They kept asking me, over and again, ‘Why did you choose this and 
that? Did you mean this or that?’ Each time, their questions forced me to think hard myself. Their input 
has enriched the meaning of The Choice.

One interesting thing is, everywhere I go, there will always be audiences who share their stories of family 
meetings with me. So each audience interacts with the discourse of The Choice in their own way, thus en-
riching it. As a result, I become more and more interested in ‘family’ because of this plurality of discourses.

In fact, I have been photographing and filming my own family, but it has never been purposeful. After the 
completion of The Choice, the idea suddenly hit me that I wanted to take my family members as a sample 
of society, and I planned to shoot a family album about my mother’s family over ten years.
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During the New Year of 2020, I made my first attempt. The pandemic broke out around the time of the Lu-
nar New Year. Everyone was asked to self-isolate at home and was not allowed to visit friends or relatives. 
People had to learn what was going on outside through their mobile phones. My mom has ten siblings, so I 
asked each of the ten families to sit on their sofa and read a news story of their choice about the pandemic. 
Then I put the videos together and showed them to my parents, who shared their opinions on what news to 
spread during the pandemic and how to tell if it was fake news or not.

Originally, my plan was to do a documentary. However, after Ms Liao Wen ( 廖雯 ), a curator, had a look 
at my material, she suggested that it was more suitable for display in an exhibition in the form of photo-
graphs and videos. As a result, in 2021, my New Year 2020 ( 庚子新年 ) went on display in an exhibition 
themed Existence ( 存在 ) at the Wind H Art Center ( 中天艺术中心 ). It had ten screens and ten families 
interacting in a single space, whose sound and pictures offered a glimpse into how families coped during 
the pandemic.

During the 2021 lunar New Year, my parents arranged a blind date for me. That became the single most 
important project of the year in my extended family. They tried everything they could to advise me, to 
cajole me, to ‘carrot and stick’ me into accepting what they believed to be a ‘happy’ marriage for me. I 
took the opportunity to film this process of the blind date and asked my family members about their views 
of marriage and about their own marriages. I was surprised to discover many issues hidden behind the 
families, such as violence, infidelity, homosexuality, the trauma of children after divorce, and the running 
away from the family in an act of rebellion.

I suddenly realized that I didn’t really know about my extended family. I said hello to them every Chinese 
New Year, but I didn’t know if they were really fine. My camera seemed to offer a reason to come into 
their lives. At the same time, I also strongly feel that the ‘family’ is a rich mine. It is the richest sample of 
our society.

The year 2022 is just around the corner. I don’t know what’s going to happen this Lunar New Year. I don’t 
know what I’m going to record, either. But the unknown is exciting.
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