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Time (Part 1): February, 2017
Interview by email

Li Xiaofeng (hereafter referred to as Li): Could you please intro-
duce your educational and professional background? What made 
you change from being a fine artist to a documentary film direc-
tor? What were the difficulties in the process? And what does 
this change mean to you?

Yu Guangyi (hereafter referred to as Yu): From the winter of 
2004 to 2016, I filmed four documentaries about my hometown, 
namely Timber Gang ( 木帮，2005), Survival Song ( 小李子，
2008) , Bachelor Mountain ( 光棍，2011), and Immortals in the 
Village ( 跳 大 神，2017). What I want to express is all in my 
documentaries. Here, I only start briefly with my life story. 

In 1961, I was born in a place called ‘the Eighteenth Station’ ( 十八站 ) in Daxing’anling ( 大兴安岭 ) near 
the Heilongjiang River ( 黑 龙 江 ). It was the eighteenth post station to the Sino-Russian border ( 中 俄 边
境 ) in the Qing Dynasty, from the middle of the seventeenth century. In 1958, my parents came to this, the 
coldest place in China, as pioneers to explore the Daxing’anling Mountains, and this post station was trans-
formed into the local Forestry Bureau ( 林业局 ). After the failure of the Great Leap Forward ( 大跃进 ) in 
the 1960s, my parents took the family back to our original home, Shanhetun Forestry Bureau in Wuchang 
County, Heilongjiang Province ( 黑龙江省五常县山河屯林业局 ).

I grew up on a small forest farm in the Changbai Mountains ( 长白山脉 ). The childhood memory that has 
been engraved in my mind is of the freezing winter and the smell of pine branches burning with wood chops. 
During the long winter, mountain villagers sat by the fire and tell stories. My parents liked to tell stories 
about their childhood, Japanese soldiers and peasants, bandits of the puppet Manchu State ( 满洲国 ), and the 
Chinese civil war and the land reform of the first half of the twentieth century. Those were bizarre stories of 
true and vivid characters. Inside the house I roasted pecans in the fire, orange flames bouncing in the stove 
and stormy wind blowing outside. I hurried to the pigsty to pee but only to find it had been occupied by our 
neighbour, Aunt Zhang ( 张婶 ). I turned around and ran away. Being shy and curious about sex, I couldn’t 
tell which part was from the story and which part was real-life experience.

It was in the time of the Cultural Revolution ( 文革 ) that I started primary school education. A lumberjack 
who spoke with a strong Shandong accent and had the education level of fifth grade of primary school be-
came our teacher in the local forest farm school. We had neither textbooks nor homework, and spent most of 
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our time after school in the lumberjacks’ dormitory. There, two big heatable brick beds were placed against 
two walls facing one another. All the lumberjacks slept on them. The lumberjacks, known as ‘running legs’ 
by the villagers, came to this remote mountain area at a young age, each having a legendary story of their 
own. Spending time in the lumberjack’s dormitory was my most favourite pastime after school, where I 
learned more than from school. 

I was so obsessed with painting as a teenager, but no one in the deep forest could teach me. The little train 
came every other day with the newspaper Reference News ( 参考消息 ) for my father. It was the only paper 
that published the true news at that time. Holding the paper in front of a world map on the wall, my father 
told me what had happened in the world in the past few days. Occasionally, a fat aeroplane flew in the sky, 
and I watched it rumbling over the mountain, wondering when it would fall down so that I could have a close 
look at it. At that time, I dreamed of going to the outside world and becoming an artist. 

In the winter of 1978, I joined the army in the hope of going to the city. Together with over a thousand young 
people, I got on a special train at the Wuchang County Railway Station ( 五常县火车站 ), which, after go-
ing a whole day and night, dropped us in a more isolated mountain area, an army station without electricity 
in the Daxinganling Mountains on the Sino-Mongolian border ( 中蒙边境 ). There we worked for two years 
as penal labourers, drilling mountain caves and digging trenches in the winter days at minus thirty thirty de-
grees celsius. In the summer of the third year, I got a chance to learn art in the Ulanhot Banner culture centre 
( 乌兰浩特旗文化馆 ). At the end of 1981, after being demobilized from the army and returning back to my 
hometown, I started to learn art in Harbin ( 哈尔滨 ) with the total support of my parents. In 1986, I went to 
work in the Daqing Oilfield ( 大庆油田 ), where the conditions were more favorable for learning art. After 
that, I continued on to study at the China Academy of Art ( 中国美术学院 ), and for many years made wood-
en prints. Recalling my past experience of learning art, I couldn’t help becoming very sentimental: as the lo-
cal saying of the Northeast China goes, ‘Heaven won’t starve a blind domestic bird’ (老天爷饿不死瞎家雀 ). 
I think coldness, isolation, and backwardness, from another perspective, were valuable forces in strengthen-
ing my will and promoting my development, teaching me things that I would otherwise never have known.

The stories about the mountain forests gradually loomed large in my mind, and those people I have encoun-
tered in the past are my life’s treasures. I couldn’t restrain my inner urge to tell stories about them, and thus 
it was inevitable for me to cross over from painting to film production. It has been over a century since the 
invention of the cinema. While other filmmakers study classic literary works and films, I, being in possession 
of no such resources, produce my own films referring to the childhood memories, stories in the remote moun-
tains, and my previous experience in art.

Li: I saw Shen Shaomin ( 沈少民 ) is a planning member of all your films.  Was he the director of the film I 
Am Chinese ( 我是中国人 , 2007)? What is his role in your film production?

Yu: Shen Shaomin is my old friend, the director of I Am Chinese. The year before I made Timber Gang, I 
told him stories of lumberjacks in the deep mountain forest and asked whether I should buy a camera and go 
into the mountain to film a documentary about them. He said that some other people in China had been doing 
the same thing for a couple of years. At that time, living in such a remote place like Daqing, I didn’t know 
anything about independent films. Shen Shaomin is a very thoughtful artist. I am very thankful to him as he 
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has been encouraging me, pushing me into the field of independent cinema, providing me an access to the 
outside world and helping with my daughter’s education and growth.

 

Still from Timber Gang

Li: What are the origins of Timber Gang? What were your expectations? How did you start? How many 
hours did you film and what is your logic of editing?

Yu: In early winter of 2004, knowing from my hometown villagers that China would launch a programme 
of natural forest protection, I felt the one-hundred-year history of logging in Helongjiang would end shortly. 
There would no longer be lumberjacks and many relevant customs would die away. It would be of great sig-
nificance to film the work and life of lumberjacks, though I had no idea what the film should really be like. 
After thinking on this for two days, I bought a Sony 190 camera from Zhongguancun ( 中 关 村 ) with the 
encouragement of my family and friends. Previously I only watched clips of two documentaries, namely Fla-
herty’s Nanook of the North (1922) and Bunuel’s Land Without Bread (1933). I like their manner of presen-
tation: the directors ventured into a closed tribe and filmed there. The venue of Timber Gang was the forest 
farm where my family lived. In the 1970s, a black bear, locally known as ‘Heixiazi’ (‘black blind-one’) ( 黑
瞎子 ) in northeast China, killed a man, and since then, the mountain has called been ‘Hexiazigou’ ( 黑瞎子
沟 ). I had to spend the night in a hut when I was filming there as it was more than ten kilometres away from 
the forest farm. A relative in the forest farm owned a guest house where I could sleep and charge my camera. 
My transportation vehicles were a horse sledge and a pedicab.

The life of the timber gangs. has remained the same for the past one hundred years. At the very beginning I 
was merely curious; but one week later, I was deeply drawn in, and by nearly halfway through filming I knew 
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clearly what kind of film it would be. The biggest challenge was the weather: I had to make a cotton padded 
cover for the lens to prevent it from freezing over in temperatures as low as minus thirty degrees celsius. I 
used up 120 DVCAM tapes with over sixty hours of material over a period of four months. Working on a 
film like this is arduous and demanding, and I was fully engaged both emotionally and physically. During the 
process of filming, I couldn’t help but constantly shed tears. For half a year after I returned to Daqing from 
the mountain, I still felt like I was with the lumberjacks. Every day I worked on the footage and burst into 
tears seeing the familiar characters in the snowy mountains. One day in June of 2015 when Daqing was hit 
by a magnitude five earthquake, I was alone at home editing videos while my daughter was studying art in 
Beijing accompanied by my wife.  In the midst of the earthquake, I rushed downstairs in my underwear with 
the big bag of Timber Gang tapes in my arms ...

The structure of the film follows the chronological order of shooting. With the strikingly harsh environment 
and true characters, the simplest style of narration was enough for the film. After completion, Timber Gang 
went to almost all the international film festivals that it could participate in.

Li: Timber Gang is a group portrait, while Survival Song and Bachelor Mountain are about individual pro-
tagonists. How did you change your concept of documentary?

Yu: Actually, I prefer to film characters as a group. In making Timber Gang, I filmed and walked freely 
through the crowd, taking several minute-long shots filled with emotions and information. The shots were 
pure, clean, and imposing, yet demanded much of the physical strength of the filmmaker. A subject like the 
lumberjack is contingent and situational. Every time I watched Timber Gang, I was deeply touched. As an 
anthropological documentary, I think it will stand the test of time.

Survival Song and Bachelor Mountain tell stories of individual protagonists. Because there are only a few 
characters in these two films, the key point is to present an attractive story and to explore the inner activities 
of the protagonist to the utmost. I like to try and make a documentary as appealing as a feature film. The pro-
cess of filming is a process of continuous learning, and I learn by watching good movies by other directors.

 

Still from Surviving Song
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Li: Why is sex a focus point of your films? What do you want to express with the close-up of a coquettish 
woman in the poster on the wall at the very beginning of Timber Gang, the sexual perversion of Xiaolizi 
( 小李子 ), and the bachelor’s hopeless crush? How do you address the ethical problems of film production, 
which, in Survival Song, is that Xiaolizi’s voyeurism is also the camera’s? Am I right to say that you inten-
tionally designed such a scene in the film: several men at the dinner table were trying to persuade Xiaolizi, 
the protagonist, that the person he had a crush on was homosexual?

Yu: Sex is a beautiful thing of life, and is common to human beings. I use this topic to make my characters 
accessible to a wider range of viewers in the world. The extreme cold does not impair people’s natural desire. 
The characters in the film remind me of the bachelors in the forest farm in my childhood. People desire things 
that are not in their possession, which is actually a very painful thing, and something I really understand. 

‘Documentary ethics’ is a very tricky question: should a documentary-maker observe ethics first and fore-
most, or should filming come first? There is no fixed answer to it. For me, to face my fellow people in my 
hometown and to record their history and present life for the future with utmost sincerity is of primary im-
portance.

There was a bit of a set-up to introduce the topic in that particular scene in Survival Song, of which Sanliang-
zi ( 三梁子 ) was not aware. 

 

Still from Survival Song

Li: Survival Song is the English title of the film, quite appropriate to the story, while the Chinese title, 
Xiaolizi ( 小李子 ), the nickname of the protagonist, sounds cordial. In general, how do you find a structural 
balance between the hunter’s struggle against demolition and Xiaolizi’s struggle for food and sex? What is 
the narrative function of the scenes of Xiaolizi singing pop songs?
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Yu: Food and sex are fundamental human needs, especially for the poor who have no other resources. The 
hunter Laohan ( 老韩 ) was stronger than Xiaolizi because he has food and a wife; he only needs to protect 
the right to reside in his own place. When Laohan cursed at midnight, lying in bed with his wife, Xiaolizi 
could only sing to himself.
 
In fact, Xiaolizi’s singing was not happy, instead it made me feel like crying when he sings in the sheepfold. 
The scenes of Xiaolizi singing and dancing are important to encourage emotion in the audience. I only felt by 
instinct that it was here that Xiaolizi should sing in order to create a better tempo for the whole. It does take 
some talent to produce artwork, which I believe I have. Sometimes when it became boring to film the three 
people in the deep mountain, I turned to shoot the cats and dogs.

Li: The bachelor Sanliangzi talks to himself every time he comes out of the woman’s home. Why do you use 
subtitles to explain that this is the result of him living alone for many years? Was the woman OK with this 
film? How do you sort this out?

Yu: Not many people have the habit of saying aloud what’s on their mind. Sanliangzi is too lonely, and he of-
ten talks to himself. That scene was at night, in the dark, and the audience would not know whom Sanliangzi 
was talking to without subtitles. Survival Song was produced in cooperation with an official media, and was 
later put on the internet, which did indeed put relevant people under pressure. Luckily, everything turned out 
smoothly in the end, because it was in my hometown and I get along very well with my fellow villagers.

Li: What is the relationship between Immortals in the Village and the scene of blind worship in Timber 
Gang? I think Survival Song, Timber Gang, and Bachelor Mountain are very substantial and appealing, yet 
Immortals in the Village seems a little weak. Will you work 
more on this last film?

Yu: The main characters in Immortals in the Village are 
also two of the characters in Timber Gang, namely Junior 
God Xu ( 胥二神 ) and Senior God Nie ( 聂大神 ). They 
lived in the village eight miles away from my home. This 
film, which took over five years, is about life of several 
farmer families in the cold mountain. They live as humble 
and fragile as weeds in desolate fields, with the sole com-
pany of a Sama Drum ( 萨满鼓 ). Only at the death of old 
people and the birth of children do local shamans dance 
while beating the drum to bring consolation to the villag-
ers. The first version was shown in Zhuji, Zhejing ( 浙 江
诸暨 ) in the summer of 2016. In the half year following, it 
was supplemented with a lot of new content, and the final 
version was completed in February 2017. Post-editing is 
crucial to a good documentary. 

Li: Does Immortals of the Village mean that you have com- Still from Immortals of the Village
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pleted your ‘Hometown Quartet’ ( 故乡四重奏 )? Will you continue to film your home land in the northeast, 
or will you film stories of some other places?

Yu: The first films of a director must be on the subjects that he most feels like to work. I produced Timber 
Gang, Survival Song, Bachelor Mountain and Immortals of the Village in twelve years. Now the time may 
have come that I should make stories about other subjects. I am interested in making feature films in the fu-
ture, but these would still be stories from the cold land of my hometown. 

Li: Over the years, what are your experiences and lessons of the concepts and techniques of documentary 
production? What do you think should be followed and what should be changed?

Yu: I am not a student of cinema, and I have been producing films following my inner heart and instincts. 
There must be many filmmaking techniques and concepts that I do not know of. I am only able to approach 
the life of the indigenous people in the most primitive manner, using the simplest visual language. In the fu-
ture, human beings throughout the world might wear the same kind of clothes, live in the same type of hous-
es, and speak a common language. Therefore, the mission of a documentary is to record something individual 
and special. My favourite subjects are emotions and life of the most ordinary people. I feel it’s my responsi-
bility to retrieve the disappearing folklore and culture, in which reside memories of my childhood and lega-
cies from our parents. I save the stories and characters in my films and pass them on to the future. 

Time (Part 2): February 24, 2022
Interview by email

Li: Looking back to your life of art, what do you think triggered your transformation from an artist to a film 
director? How does your foundation in art facilitate your film production?

Yu: Over the years, I have often dreamed of sitting in exams and not being able to answer a single question. 
I am so nervous and anxious in the dream that I almost wet the bed a couple of times. In the early 1980s, I 
studied art in Harbin, where I took classes at night in a cram school for the college entrance examination. 
Students filled even the windowsills and aisles of the classroom, where a retired teacher was lecturing on 
high school world history. It was the first time I became aware that the world had such good teachers: I was 
shocked at first, and then became angry. I was caught up in the Cultural Revolution at the best age for ed-
ucation, while in addition there was a huge gap between our small forest farm and the provincial capital. I 
believed that I had been a loser at the beginning of my young life. I started to teach myself with borrowed 
textbooks of Chinese, history, and geography. This hunger for learning has now been part of my life for over 
forty years. Having been engaged in printmaking for many years, I felt that I should seek out another medi-
um, because printmaking is a marginal art form and I did not need to prove that I was capable in this field for 
the rest of my life. By chance, I was determined to film a documentary about the small forest farm that gave 
birth to me and raised me. My relatives at that time were leaders in the place, which made the filming go 
smoothly. Again, as the saying goes, ‘Heaven would never starve a blind domestic bird’, and so the isolation 
and primitiveness of the forest farm become valuable assets for the documentary. Filming, just like painting, 
is another channel for me to express my inner feelings, with the premise that I had already been overwhelmed 
by the desire to express myself. In art, you have to undergo years of professional training before you are able 
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to create, while the field of filmmaking is more open and accessible; many writers and artists start to make 
films by taking advantages of their previous professions. The nourishment of painting is very beneficial to 
filmmaking, and not just in one’s control of image-making, but many other ways. Whether as an artist or a 
film director, it is your artistic talent that contributes to the creation of your art work. 

Li: Have you ever thought about the connection of your documentaries with visual anthropology?

Yu: I like history. Every time I go to a new place, I have to visit the local museum. Naturally I am concerned 
with visual anthropology with a camera in my hand. Changbaishan Mountain boasts a history of logging of 
more than a century, mainly relying on human and animal power. People are in awe of nature in the harsh 
environment, and their production methods and living customs evolve into a ‘culture’ of their own over time. 
I was born and raised in such a culture, and it is my born responsibility to record it. At the same time, an an-
thropological perspective will empower the documentary and make it enduring throughout history.

Li: You have not produced a new documentary since Immortals of the Village. You also have said that now 
has come the time to make a change. What new attempts have you made in your work?

Yu: Immortals of the Village is the fourth documentary about my hometown. When it was in the post-editing 
stage, Junior God Xu, one the major characters in the film, passed away. His physical body has left, but his 
spirit might still linger. I always think to myself that were Junior God Xu alive, he should have presented the 
film at the opening ceremony of international film festivals, where he could present the most awesome cul-
ture to the world, beating his donkey skin drum while singing the song of worship. Junior God Xu was the 
best singer in the local area with a radius of hundreds of miles. Yet the ancient customs have their own life 
path and gradually fade out of modern life. When our forest farm became accessible to tourists with the con-
struction of highways, it underwent tremendous changes. What can be expressed in documentaries is almost 
exhausted. I think it will be inevitable for me to try feature film as I think films of all kinds of types should 
reach more extensive audiences.

Li: You mentioned earlier that you like to put some dramatic film elements into a documentary. Do you think 
it will be difficult for you to make feature films? I remember you won something at Shanghai International 
Film Festival’s ( 上海国际电影节 ) ‘SIFF Project’ two years ago.1 What kind of a proposal was that? How is 
everything going with that project?

Yu: Sure, I will encounter some difficulties because documentaries and feature films are very different. Mak-
ing a documentary, you are engaged in constant creation and improvisation throughout the whole filming 
process, and the key point to the success of a documentary is editing. For feature film, the most important 
element is the creation of a story, which must be of a proper genre, with a proper rationale, and appealing 
to potential audiences. My experience with documentary might provide insights into the process of filming 
a feature film, but it is of little help at the stage of script writing. My story is about a humble man from the 
bottom of society, who kills someone in his struggle to make a living. It is a bit of a crime movie. Winning a 
SIFF Project Award for ‘Most Creative Project’ ( 最佳创意奖 ) at the twenty-second Shanghai Film Festival 
meant this story got some investment. Wong Kar-wai ( 王家卫 ) was the judge at that time, whom, I think, 
might have been persuaded by the original and wild ambience of my story. The award was a great encour-
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agement to me. Currently, it is still in revision, and I do not know when I will start to film it in this pandemic 
situation.

Li: You are comparatively senior in age to many other Chinese independent filmmakers. Another director, 
Lin Xin ( 林鑫 ), who is of your age, is very pessimistic about the future of independent film in China. He 
thinks that the golden era of Chinese independent film is gone forever. What is your opinion?

Yu: I started filming Timber Gang in the winter of 2004, and completed it in 2007. Then I sent it to various 
film festivals. That period was the real ‘golden age’ for independent films: with a 190-type camera in hand, I 
felt that I was filming properly professionally. It was during that period that film lovers frequently gathered 
together to drink and watch films. Independent films have influenced a large group of people, and have al-
ways been on their mind since then. Only in a free environment does culture thrive, yet such an environment 
is gradually disappearing. Even though there is still some leftover freedom, our motivation to create gets lost. 
That is why many filmmakers are trying to get the ‘dragon seal’ ( 龙标 ).2 Also, short videos taken by mobile 
phones have blurred the distinction between the director and the subject character. 

Li: Finally, please could you tell from your own experience the influence of film production on your life? Are 
there any more insights you would like to share? Thank you!

Yu: Making documentary brings me to the world of cinema. When I was young, a fortune teller said that I 
would be able to have ‘big career’ when I grew up. My mother always used that to encourage me. It was not 
until in my forties, when I went to international film festivals more than forty times, and stood on the podium 
to receive awards more than ten times, that I realized my ‘big career’ was in film. Sadly, my parents have 
passed way, but making documentary has positively impacted my daughter and my family. Artistic creation is 
my spiritual sustenance, though it can be tortuous. Producing films is the joy of my life, and my greatest wish 
for the future is to work further in this field.

Notes 
 
1 ‘SIFF Project’ ( 电影项目创投 ) is a financing platform at Shanghai International Film Festival where filmmakers 

pitch ideas for new projects to potential investors.

2 Receive censorship approval in preparation for an official domestic cinema release.


