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‘Even in Documentaries, Creative Expression is Important’:
An Interview with XU Ruotao

Interviewer: J.P. SNIADECKI  Translator: Xiang FAN 樊响

Preface 

Though Xu Ruotao ( 徐若涛 ) is a well-known painter, I first got to know him through his work in moving 
images. During an independent film festival in Beijing, the festival organisers hosted a small gathering at the 
‘home’ of a local artist for drinks and conversation, and for the chance to show Xu’s short work, Temporary 
Shelter ( 北京昌平七里渠收容所，2008).1 Due to the film’s transfiguration of the experience of being con-
fined to a detention centre into subtle and sustained 3D animation, it was deemed too sensitive to publicly 
screen in the Fanhall cinema. Our next encounter was when Xu premiered his first feature film, Rumination 
（反刍，2009）at Fanhall Films（现象工作室）. For more reasons than I can go into there, it is one of the 
best films I’ve ever seen on the big screen. After the screening, Xu was struck by the fact that I recognised 
the scene that referenced the so-called ‘Tank Man’（坦克人）. We struck up a friendship after that. In 2010, 
I brought back to Beijing thirty-six one hundred-foot rolls of 16mm film and a Bolex camera. With this cel-
luloid prospect, I asked Xu if he wanted to make a film together. He immediately agreed, and ideas flowed. 
We invited Huang Xiang to join us, and the project took off. We met in Jiayuguan ( 嘉峪关 ) during Spring 
Festival 2010, and travelled together to Yumen ( 玉门 ), where we stayed for over two weeks. That wild and 
productive time together, with Chen Xuehua ( 陈雪华 ), Zhou Qian (周倩 ), Chen Qi (陈琪 ), Huang Xiang (黄
香 ), and Xu Rutao, culminated in the film Yumen ( 玉门，2012).

In the summer of 2022, I asked Xu Ruotao to discuss his ideas of filmmaking, and his development towards 
them.

JP: Can you tell us about your experiences growing up in the northeast and the impact of the Lu Xun Acad-
emy of Fine Arts (LAFA) ( 鲁迅美术学院 ) on you? Why did you decide to go there? What were the effects 
on you? And how did you decide to move to Beijing after university?

Xu Ruotao: I was born in 1968 in the suburbs of Shenyang ( 沈阳 ), a small place where coal miners and 
peasants lived together. Children grew up wild in those days. I still have a memory of Mao’s death in 1976, 
and this memory was later used in the first shot of Rumination, which presents a kind of shock to the children 
by the sudden dirge coming from a loudspeaker hung on a tree.

My father was born in 1927 in Yanbian, Jilin ( 吉林延边 ). He had a tough life as a young man. He worked 
as a grain depot clerk in his twenties, then a fire in the depot was blamed on him, and he spent several years 
in prison for this. When he was released from prison, he found that his wife had fallen ill and died, so he left 
this sad place to come to Shenyang and began to study oil painting rather than Chinese painting. According 
to him, he studied with an artisan and did not attend an art school, which shows how culturally developed the 
northeast was back then. All these things happened before the Communist Party came to power.
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In the 1980s, I attended the secondary school where my father taught as an art teacher and librarian. He kept 
a private collection of foreign Renaissance and Impressionist art, beautifully printed in black and white. Un-
expectedly I was impressed by a stamp-sized print of Claude Monet’s Haystack at the End of Summer in the 
art album, and I felt the sunlight in this black-and-white print. I talked about this in my solo exhibition ‘Nature’ 
in 2007. If Karen Smith hadn’t asked about the origins of the art at the time, I wouldn’t have remembered 
Monet’s inspiration for a young Chinese boy.

The 1980s were a period of literary, cinematic, and artistic enlightenment in China. At that time, an excessive 
number of translations were brought out by publishers, various magazines published young writers’ creations, 
and modern art emerged as a movement. As a secondary school student, I was already deeply inspired by this 
culture. In 1988 I entered the LAFA. After the 1989 student demonstration, in 1990, my friends and I held 
two underground exhibitions at the LAFA, a seemingly ‘avant-garde’ gesture that caused discontent from the 
university. In 1991, I dropped out. At the LAFA, I made a few lifelong friends and formed a small utopian 
circle. My good friend, Shi Xinning ( 石心宁 ), went on to paint with great success.

After leaving university in 1991, I went to paint murals in a place called Alihe ( 阿里河 ), in the Daxing’an-
ling ( 大兴安岭 ), where the temperatures are below minus thirty-five degrees during the day in winters. This 
is also the hometown of documentary filmmaker Gu Tao ( 顾桃 ). After that, I came to Beijing and moved to 
the village next to the Yuanmingyuan ( 圆明园 ), which at that time did not have the concept of the artists’ 
village. Here I met many friends and began one of my life’s most interesting, panicky, absurd, and sentimen-
tal periods.

JP: What was life like in the Yuanmingyuan artists’ village in Beijing in the 1990s? Was it pleasant or diffi-
cult?

Xu: It was more pleasant than difficult in Yuanmingyuan. We were young, and we did not have to take re-
sponsibility for anything. These young people were living a ‘free’ life that was not accepted by mainstream 
values. Looking back now, I was really lucky: I didn’t choose to continue with the depressing post-1989 uni-
versity, and I didn’t engage in pre-social competition. And even more, fortunately, I was soon able to sell my 
works for $100-$500 to support myself.

There was almost no intermediate period between leaving the university and coming to Yuanmingyuan, or 
rather I came here with no experience. I remember an old professor in the oil painting department chatted 
with me before I left the LAFA, ‘Don’t you just want to paint? Let me tell you. It’s impossible to keep paint-
ing outside the university, so why did you drop out?’ I started to paint passionately in Yuanmingyuan. There 
was equality in the artists’ village, which was rare in Chinese society, at least among painters. It was quite 
different from the higher education institution. But the greater inequality became even stronger as the paint-
ers got arrested and expelled from Yuanmingyuan in 1995. That was the second time I felt repression after 
1989. Only after many years, I realised that ‘they’ (the authority) were afraid of freedom, including the free-
dom to live, think, or simply aspire.

JP: When did you first encounter film? What was your understanding of film before you made it? How did 
your first film come about?
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Xu: I first came across films in film journals in the eighties when films by the Fifth Generation directors 
were available in cinemas. I didn’t see many in cinemas at that time as I couldn’t afford the tickets, so I read 
more texts (related to films), for example, Narrow Street ( 小街 ), Yellow Earth ( 黄土地 ), and Evening Rain 
( 巴山夜雨 ). I actually had no clear understanding of cinema, and even deep down in my consciousness, I 
thought that cinema was a relatively simple and popular art. For a year or two, I wrote film reviews for a liv-
ing, for example, Hymn to Poverty ( 蝼蚁赞美诗 ), which is about Fellini’s Roma (1972). In my early years, 
I was very fond of video artists like Bill Viola and Bruce Nauman and the experimental cinema that followed 
the German Dada art.

When I was at the Yuanmingyuan, one summer, I went back to the LAFA to see a friend, and a teacher who 
had returned from America was giving a talk there. When I went in, it was showing some clips from the Brit-
ish director Peter Greenaway’s The Cook, the Thief, His Wife and Her Lover (1998). Standing at the back of 
the crowd, I was shocked that I had never seen such powerful images before. This film had a huge impact on 
me. 

Another summer after that, I was at the Swedish Film Week in Beijing, and there was a film called Sunday’s 
Children (1992) written by Ingmar Bergman and directed by his son (Daniel Bergman). It is Bergman’s own 
memoir. Bergman’s father was a priest, and on Sundays, he took little Bergman on his bicycle to the village 
church to preach. Little Bergman and the village’s other priests’ children played mostly with coffins and other 
religious objects. At one point, little Bergman suddenly became silent in front of the camera. I suddenly felt 
something and turned my head to my friend whom we watched the film together and said, ‘Bergman doesn’t 
believe in God.’ At the same time, the little Bergman in the film said almost the same line. This incident had 
a great impact on me. I knew that Bergman’s search for faith was much more than that of ordinary people, 
and he had a lot of believers. At that moment, I resonated with him, which became my motivation for mak-
ing films. We observed the world and reflected on it without knowing how far we would go. Maybe what we 
made is just garbage, but they are still our actions. After all, we leave a mark for ourselves, or some detail or 
moment creates a spiritual connection with others. This is enough.

Rumination is my first film; before that my video works all contained some narrative elements. In the 1990s, 
some artist friends said I was more suited to making films than video art. The reverse-time structure of Ru-
mination was also an idea from the nineties. I felt that such a structure had to be stretched out over a longer 
time than just a ten-minute work. The length of time is perhaps the simplest benchmark of a film.

JP: You said you painted murals in the cold weather of Alihe in the Daxing’anling, which reminded me of 
the Chinese New Year in 2011 when you painted murals during the filming of Yumen. It also reminded me 
that whether you’re making a film or painting, you value, refer to, and explore your relationship with space. 
There is an important difference between mural and other painting: the original subject of a mural is space. 
From your earliest video works (in the late 1990s) to your latest work this year, could you please share your 
filmmaking trajectory? And how the films you have made so far have given you new insights and feelings 
about space and life?

Xu: I don’t know when my interest in space began, but I was not very clear about my feelings when I paint-
ed murals in Daxing’anling in the 1990s. In 2008, I asked technicians to produce Temporary Shelter. With 
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the intention to mobilise the spatial sensibilities of others, I asked friends who were imprisoned here in the 
1990s, because they were not from Beijing or because they were doing art activities (said to be hooliganism), 
to draw the layout (of the prison) on paper from their memories. The animation looks like the usual 3D ad-
vertisements for real estate, but this work fulfilled everything I was looking for in a spatial narrative.

1. The historical function of this space and the transformation of functions. The shelter was originally a 
welfare institution, housing the homeless and beggars. Later it turned out to be a disguised form of impris-
onment! The artists I interviewed were all sane and putting them in a shelter for one to three months was un-
constitutional. Besides, dozens of people I know had been arrested. It’s an illegal prison.

2. Space intervenes. I did not enter this space to film it but through the memories of others. The shelter only 
existed in history; its function has changed. During the time of making this animation, the custody system 
had been abolished successfully through the efforts of Xu Zhiyong ( 许志永 ) and other citizens and through 
a proposal by the National People’s Congress, which gave many people a very optimistic prognosis about the 
future. This is a rare success story in China’s institutional development. This building is currently a shelter 
for stray dogs, which is ironic for those who had lived in the shelter.

3. The 3D modelling corresponds to the uncertainty of the memories. I interviewed several artists who had 
lived in the shelter and received four of their hand-drawn floor plans. They provided roughly the same infor-
mation but with different details.

During the pre-production of Rumination, I discovered an arsenal in the mountains. After seeing this space, I 
finished the script for Rumination. Before that, the script had been in a very conceptual stage. I had no expe-
rience of filming at the time and wanted to have an expression of the spatial narrative, but there was no way 
to do so. I have always believed that Building Archaeology ( 建筑考 , 2011) is my most complete expression 
of spatial narrative: the camera and the recorder, the filmmaker and the subjects, the space dividing their 
functions and perspectives, and the important prop of the space being a transparent piece of glass on which 
the narrator leaves a floor plan on the glass that is reversed in the camera’s shot. This may be meaningless, 
but it is apt for me. I used a similar technique in one of my earlier video works, Notes en fumant ( 吸烟手记 , 
1999) (two deaf people in shadow form behind a curtain talking in sign language about their situation, smok-
ing, and leaving many holes in the curtain).

The short film Ink Cowboy ( 水墨牛仔 , 2022), produced this year, was a bit more light-hearted. During the 
editing, I discovered that it was the story of a Czech who paints Chinese ink paintings and, in snowy Beijing, 
tells the story of a Frenchman living in a small town in subtropical Guangxi ( 广西 ). It’s so interesting, the 
two shifts in space and the doubts about identity. The end of this short film deals with live streaming, which 
has proliferated in China, and the regulation of online speech. As the painter recounts his nightmare after be-
ing received by the leader, his wife was given a warning while live streaming videos online. This frightening 
moment suddenly returns to the ‘present’ from capturing memories, as the Czech painter went from being a 
dream-teller to living in the here and now, validated by various realities.

And the painting in space appears in almost every film of mine, which has to do with the fact that my main 
partners and I are all painters. In Expressionism ( 表 现 主 义 , 2013-2017), the madman is painting a very 
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large portrait, while Hua Chung ( 华涌 ) is behind him, painting this portrait on his clothes. I didn’t arrange 
this. It was their improvisation. After we got back to Beijing from Yumen, a painter friend said, ‘The mural 
you painted on the wall in Yumen is the best painting you’ve ever done.’ It was really embarrassing. I’ve nev-
er had such a relaxed expression on my own easels. It could only be done in Yumen, with low temperatures 
and tension, on a wall.

JP: You are very prolific in making new works. What’s your view on artistic productivity?

Xu: My works have not appeared in the art gallery or film festival system, which has given my work a more 
nihilistic hint and certainly not about productivity. I put myself in a strange situation, and I do derive a lot of 
pleasure, solace, and motivation from the works. I even accept repetitively using the same filming approach, 
which arose from the extremely difficult financial and external environment, including ultra-low cost, speed, 
and manageability in the face of variable scenes. I have recently started doing the editing myself so that I 
can access almost the whole process of making a film. For the editor, badly shot footage is not a problem, as 
they should be able to construct everything. Production rate would be a more industrial way of putting it. My 
way of working is very much like a workshop, and I’m becoming less and less attracted to large crews. Three 
crews are the perfect combination, as they could show up on set in various ways, finish the job and leave 
quickly.

JP: Many Chinese painters have also made films; some have even given up painting completely and become 
filmmakers. From your personal perspective, how do you understand the relationship between filmmaking 
and painting? As a painter and a filmmaker, what are the differences and similarities between these two ap-
proaches to creativity?

Xu: I make films with a painter’s methodology. At least for the previous twenty years, the way I saw the 
world was from a painter’s perspective. The impetus for Broken Line（折线 , 2019）was to pay tribute to 
the British painter David Hockney, especially the divided scene at the end. David Hockney is a painter with 
a very distinctive way of observing the world, whereas expressionist painters don’t touch the mind, or, they 
leave such a job to the writers, only portraying the world as it appears. Isn’t this job fascinating? 

My painting gets in the way of the narrative purpose, but narrative can sometimes be a really wild thing. 
In this way, film fulfils me. On the contrary, when I returned to painting after making films, the minimalist 
thinking became very beautiful, and my relationship with the world returned to simplicity and extremity. It is 
so lucky to be a painter.

I have lived in an artist community for many years, like a cement worker familiar with a construction site. 
So, most of my works are related to artists. I, collaborating with artist Wang Chuyu ( 王楚禹 ), filmed Ants 
Dynamics ( 蝼蚁动力学 ) in 2019, which is a throwback to the protest Wang Chuyu participated in 2018 to 
defend the rights of telecom workers. Performance artists used their concepts in the workers’ protest action, 
and it worked, so the film uses a lot of elements of performance art. It lacks the spatial narrative that I love, 
and I can’t be present at the protests in the street, but thankfully the faces of the older workers fulfilled my 
desire for films.
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At the start of the epidemic, I was stuck in Songzhuang ( 宋庄 ), an art village. I naturally started filming my 
current work, which is entirely about artists who are good at acting but have no audience, who are distant 
from reality but can’t get rid of it, who are considering making moves but are powerless. It is now beginning 
to enter post-production. The title of the film is appropriated from the title of Susan Sontag’s book Under the 
Aura of Saturn (originally published as Under the Sign of Saturn).

I still haven’t given up painting. The paradoxical relationship between film and painting is like that of free-
dom and responsibility. After the chaos of making films, I need a simple way of working, like painting, to 
restore myself. In my painting work, there is the characteristic of eliminating meaning, a reflection based on 
the logic of painting itself, which is all I can do at the moment. This mindset naturally carries over into my 
filmmaking. We Chinese of this generation have experienced several waves of ‘truth’, and after a certain age, 
we inevitably feel deceived, and therefore have developed a sceptical attitude towards all kinds of exact val-
ues. To be in awe of some things and to be sceptical of others is our only struggle in a materialistic world.

In documentary filmmaking, I am keen to interfere with my subjects and even to direct the course of events, 
perhaps out of disagreement with fundamentalist documentaries or with the reality of the events themselves. 
Despite this, I would still like to call my way of filming ‘documentary making’.

JP: Would you like to talk about the film?

Xu: Documentaries have always had the problem of being over-interpreted. In the post-screening discus-
sions, we’ve had faced a lot of questions that we didn’t want to answer. For example, the audience would 
ask you how much it cost and whether the people in the film were coerced into performing. Especially in the 
last two years, with the awakening of rights awareness on the Mainland, documentary filmmakers are often 
being attacked for being politically incorrect. I don’t think these have much to do with the films themselves. 
Of course, the composition of films is complex, and politics is only one of them in the weight of cinema. Al-
though every film I make deals with the subject of ‘politics’, I am personally very averse to it. At the same 
time, how to make a film ‘politically’ is an important prerequisite for filmmaking. It is easy to accept the real-
ity of a documentary, but I think that even in a documentary, creative expression is still necessary. 

Of course, do we need to talk about poetry in this age, and is much talk barbaric? We don’t know yet. Let’s 
talk about reality. That would enter another cycle of despair, and fortunately, I chose to shoot, and outside of 
that, it is better to say nothing. But here, I have already said so much!

Notes

1 The artist Ai Weiwei dug a cellar in the courtyard of his studio in Beijing, mimicking the one he lived in as a child in 
Xinjiang. Xu Ruotao once exhibited Temporary Shelter in this cellar. It was there that JP Sniadecki first saw Xu’s work. 


