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From The Dictionary of the Soul to The Workshop
Author: Li Ning 李凝  Translator: Xiang FAN 樊响

Abstract

As the first part of the Industrial Trilogy ( 工业三部曲 ), The Dictionary of the Soul ( 灵魂辞典 ) is a 
theatre and body performance project that I started in 2015. Over the next six years, it evolved into a 
film, The Workshop（车间，2021）. The article addresses my reflections, life, and insights during the 
process.

2015

25 February: a dream

In a classroom, all the students are my friends, and together we expressed our dissatisfaction with the 
head teacher and planned a rebellion. It was triggered by the classroom study leader, a very pretty girl 
(I vaguely remember her having short hair, very fair). She had done nothing wrong, but now she had to 
take the blame.

The exam paper was sent down. I scored very 
poorly, only 60.4, with many X’s on the pa-
per. I just got a basic pass. The person next to 
me also disdainfully flipped the paper to see 
the score. I was a bit embarrassed.

The head teacher said, ‘XX (Study Leader), 
you have to take the main responsibility for 
the poor scores of the class!’ She (XX) cried 
into her hands. This provoked the classmates. 
I left my seat to go to the toilet. I met Jiang 
Feng ( 江 峰 ) in the bathroom, and he asked 
me: ‘Do you think such a teacher should be 
beaten up?’ I told him where my camera was 
and that it was fully charged, and then I went 
back to class.

Jiang Feng followed behind me filming with 
the camera, and on the way, I saw students in 
groups discussing something with indigna- Li Ning
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tion. The head teacher and another teacher were there—someone appeared at some point, and it seemed 
that people had turned their attention to him—because the Study Leader was crying that the teacher had 
been raping her for a long time. Everyone was shocked and outraged. The head teacher was defending 
the teacher and trying to absolve him (he seemed to be a P.E. teacher).

The head teacher said: ‘If we can’t get our academic performance up, then renting this place is unneces-
sary. Why don’t we disband this class?!?’ I was so happy to hear that: ‘Great, then ... I won’t have such 
a high rent anymore. Every year, I have to work hard to make money to fatten the landlord! From now 
on I’ll never have this burden again!’

Suddenly I woke up. I slumped over my desk. Oh, it was just a dream, and the grade still lies on my as-
signment: 60.4. Where was my camera? I got up and went to the other room to search, and, under some 
green plants, found the camera charging: ‘Oh, it’s been fully charged,’ I thought. And in the middle of 
the room, my troupe was moving around, ready to record. I set up the camera, and they started to dance 
and perform. From their body shape to their performance, it was so weak.

I dispatched them angrily and pointed out a few things that dissatisfied me.  There was something wrong 
with my camera movement, their costumes were inappropriate, and the colours were tacky. I couldn’t 
stand it any longer and got angry: ‘Our rehearsal is in such a state, I’ll just have to disband the team! I’m 
going to stop renting this place!’ My heart suddenly turned from anger to joy: ‘Great! Then I won’t have 
to pay such a high rent anymore! It’s such a heavy burden every year, damn it! I’m free!’

Suddenly I woke up. I was sitting in the middle of nowhere. This time, I was really in reality, and I 
touched the bed.

These dream scenarios and psychological activities demonstrate my subconscious, a perfect representation 
of the emotional repression I suffered during The Dictionary of the Soul rehearsal, which was absurd but 
extremely plausible; each of the characters in these scenarios shared a part of me. If literature and cine-
ma are forcibly divided into fiction and non-fiction, how can we understand a hyper-realistic description 
of dream situations and stories like 
mine? It’s like Dali’s（达利）use of 
classical realistic techniques to paint 
a surreal scene from a dream and 
present it in unbelievably realistic 
detail.

It is said that the essence of cinema 
is a dream. This dream inspired me 
to transform the physical spaces of 
the Industrial Trilogy, such as old 
factories and workshops, into spaces 
of dreams and consciousness. Three 
years later, in 2018, I started filming, The Dictionary of the Soul  (Photo by Li Yan 李晏 )
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using film language to transform The Dictionary of the Soul into The Workshop.

24 May: topic—extreme training (using safe methods to reach the limits of the body and 
mind)

Everyone’s body sweat like rain.  They experienced human nature at the limit, reconstructing reality 
with the body and emotions in an extreme situation to become surreal, turning the physical space into a 
situation. The so-called ‘situation’ was the space where the human psychological factor was synthesised. 
Some people spun around until they believed that they were stars/some people ran as fast as speeding 
car and couldn’t stop/some people shook their heads until they saw a saintess/some people followed 
the video until they saw only you/some people were so out of their minds that they couldn’t stop taking 
drugs.

The rehearsal hall was like a magical paradise. Today’s soul presence level: *****

Can the body offer more possibilities for the camera? Then this could be considered a concrete ap-
proach.

25 May: topic—body reconstruction training

We should treat our bodies as if we are magicians. Performance is the magic of using the body to change 
the visual norm of the spectator, to make a miracle happen in front of their eyes. Performance is not 
only a result but also a process of reconstructing the body and object. 

The magic of film is also in the replaying of a process: I wonder how many people can remember the 
excitement of seeing what they had just created on screen for the first time ... Its novelty may have been 
forgotten with the proliferation of mobile phones and screens today, and films have become a tool for 
storytelling, relegated to a secondary source, while its original value is annihilated. But for creators, it 
is precisely this original that is essential. We should keep returning to that first shock when we could ‘play 
back’ and ‘rewind’ time and remain sensitive and in awe, for it seems that only in this way can we truly 
experience the meaning of film’s ontology.

4 June: *soul and individual implementation* ( 灵魂与个体落实 )—training and discus-
sion

‘The soul is the lowest cost of a trade.’

‘The soul is screaming.’

‘The soul is a liquid in a cup.’

What is the soul that people keep discussing? Explicit, vague, powerful, weak.
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9 June: *soul-crafting* ( 魂器 )—training and discussion

‘But our noble souls (bodies) are used to carry it daily.’

‘Its spirit runs on the surface of the water.’

‘The soul is a bubble in a concrete square.’

‘The soul is ...’

‘Yes, in this age, the soul is indeed the lowest cost of a trade.’

‘I collected her smile for sixty yuan.’

‘The soul leaps on the board while the body is abandoned to the ground ...’

The Dictionary of the Soul (Photo by Li Yan)

10 June: *soul and survival* ( 灵魂与生存 )—subject training

‘If the whole of our (physical) life is being used to serve these bricks, then where is our soul?’

‘Behold! It’s not the foundations that hold up a skyscraper, but our bodies.’
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‘Can’t you see the bricks rising and falling on your chest?’

In the afternoon, we continued the discussion.

‘If the whole of our (physical) life is being used to serve these bricks, then where is our soul?’

‘The soul is the lowest cost of a trade.’

18 July: Sichuan Deyang Sanxingdui theatre season ( 四川德阳三星堆戏剧季 )—thoughts 
on Philippe Bizot’s ( 菲利浦・比佐 ) pantomime

1. Using the body as a vehicle, but pantomime is very different. The body in pantomime has a narrative 
attribute (expository sentences) in a linguistic aspect. Each action language is accompanied by a sublim-
inal line. The work Hunting for a Day uses narration to re-enact and explain each action so that ordinary 
audiences can immediately into the door of this art. Therefore, the pantomime is the performance, and 
the performance is to the best of one’s ability. Physical theatre, on the other hand, is material, and the 
body is the subject. It no longer uses the body to weave language but presents it directly through expres-
sive sentences.

The body is not alienated or hidden by language but, of course, on a higher level: the body itself is lan-
guage—the material is language. To use an analogy: pantomime is about cooking tomatoes into a dish, 
while physical theatre is about eating them raw. So, where did the ‘tomatoes’ as bodies in pantomime 
go?

2. I am more concerned with the message conveyed by the body language and how it ‘reached’ the 
audience. The distance between the viewer and the performer was more than ten metres, making this 
‘reaching’ very interesting. This dimension involved more than the mime play itself, beyond the body 
of Bizot. All art conveys a message; this space, this distance between the viewer and the performer, this 
live scene, is very much worth my thinking about. 

3. To enlighten the audience, the maestro lowered the quality of some works and set them to music, 
which made them lose their quality. With the ordinary singing and dancing, the audience was distracted, 
accompanied by the sound of mobile phones and other noises. When he presented his last work, a real 
pantomime, it was like a silent film with the soundtrack removed. Everyone held their breath and con-
centrated, not daring to make a fuss.

At that moment, art emerged, and that was the real aura. This reaffirms the significance of subtraction.

In summary, I still prefer physical theatre, which I have been engaged in for many years, to pantomime. 
Some of the (pantomime) productions seem to appeal to the audience. I somehow dislike this. I prefer 
an equal viewing relationship, like a reading relationship. Of course, the maestro held a session for 
questions from the audience, which let me see his irony and humorous form of resistance. Like the aura 
in Chaplin’s ( 卓别林 ) films and works, if the pantomime isn’t at this level, it is likely to fall into its in-



48

nate sin of consumerism. But no matter what form it takes, I accept and enjoy his feelings, as well as the 
appearances of human nature, and the depths of the soul that can be reached.

10 August 

In Qingdao ( 青 岛 ) and Sanyuan ( 三 元 ), Songsong ( 松 松 )and I performed the opening of the An-
other Horizon Contemporary Art Project ( 另视界当代艺术展 ), which also opened the second phase of 
The Dictionary of Soul. Suddenly I felt that I should leave behind the stereotypes of theatrical sequences 
and narrative traditions and that what we were doing was a kind of shamanic ritual, a modern shamanic 
ritual.

After a long period of repression in the first phase, body and voice both had an outburst. A sense of the-
atre is no longer necessary. It is not a dance. It doesn’t matter whether it is classified as a musical or a 
genre, or even if it is art.

Take these artificial trappings off! What remains is the naked, the raw, and the simple. That is the soul!

We are just primitive people in modern clothes. Maybe we don’t need any of those appearances. We are 
like a group of people still performing a ritual before the disaster and death: happiness, excitement, and 
harmony. The movement was actually inspired by the charred human body in the Tianjin port explosion 
( 天津港大爆炸 ).

Suddenly I realised that we had rehearsed over 100 passages in the last six months, and I only needed 
two of them to be juxtaposed. ‘The same body, but in different states and energies’, ‘what is the soul’—
the viewer knows it at a glance, and people share the space, which becomes an experiential theatre. It is 
the soul that the body feels, not the ‘soul’ that is defined by the thesaurus.

Certain moments, certain passages in our small performance in Qingdao, such as *‘stomp for the durm’, 
‘light/body’, etc., encouraged me to establish a structure. The structure itself says everything is already 
everything.

17 September: after the Beijing premiere

After showing people the video at its Beijing premiere: I found that the heart (body) and language 
(movement) are in a conflicting relationship. Very often, more movement does not express and present 
the heart, but rather the heart (body) is greater than the movement (language); the latter is in a weaker 
position to reveal a stronger inner spirit to the soul. It is often said that ‘technique should not overtake 
art,’ ‘it is okay to raise one’s eyes and have ambitions, but don’t reach your hands up with a downcast 
gaze,’ and ‘the mind should always take precedence over skill.’

I did not expect that, when all attentions were on us or when our body and soul were integrated at the 
apex of the pyramid (the extreme state), this relationship was zoomed in the extreme extent and that the 
slightest excess or incompatibility of body/mind, or more movement than heart, could make that mo-
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ment less pure. I understand ‘the high unity between content and form’ better this time: sometimes, the 
two are in a relationship of priority, strength and weakness.

18 September

To evaluate the quality of a play or performance, people could get the value of the director and the team 
from how they dealt with the relationship between the audience and the stage. This includes the follow-
ing:

1. How do you get the audience to wait and get through the time before the show starts?
2. The ability to treat the audience’s arrival and input as important parts of the whole production is 
crucial.
3. What kind of viewing relationship do you want to establish?
4. How do I switch to the so-called ‘show starting’ mode? To make it unnoticeable? Or a sense of 
shock or ritual? Or more possibilities?
5. How will your actors take to the stage? What follows is how those stage set-ups, lighting, sound, 
scheduling, space, atmosphere and scent will be arranged around the work.
6. and many more.

Unfortunately, too many theatre directors or performers ring the bell before the show starts. I didn’t 
study acting or theatre. I just make theatre according to the concept of fine art and plastic art (contempo-
rary art).
    
23 September: premiere of The Dictionary of the Soul, feedback 
Source: Douban ( 豆瓣 ) Author: Xiao Jie ( 筱桀 )

I reject all questions and answers to the plot. Art is an expression, whether verbal or physical. But art is 
a form of masturbation, and in the end, it is to please the expressionist themselves, which is more im-
portant than making it accessible to others. The spectator is not important, but the highest achievement 
is to have expressed oneself in a painful way.

Body language existed before written language. From the birth of primitive humans, humans evolved to 
articulate themselves more clearly and created language and words to reduce misunderstandings. Real-
ity requires clarity of expression, especially in the workplace. But in art, the speculation and misunder-
standings arising from incomplete expression make art so valuable.

Watching The Dictionary of the Soul, I reject all questions and answers to the plot. I don’t understand 
all the symbols, and I have a lot of conjectures about the appearance of many symbols, but I don’t need 
the answers either. I will reserve my space for misunderstanding and speculating. Nor do I need to be 
reminded of those details in the plot. What I see, I see; what I don’t see, I don’t see. I believe that if you 
want to understand the soul, how can you understand it simply by watching the performance of The Dic-
tionary of the Soul? And with our different experiences, how can I guarantee that I will be able to fully 
understand the souls they encounter.
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Due to censorship concerns, The Dictionary of the Soul was renamed PS: Montage for a time when it 
was performed abroad.

There was a lot of audience feedback, which was very polarising. But I think that’s normal for a work 
that aims to reach the extreme, like Sichuan cuisine, which is so spicy that only those who love it would 
praise it from the bottom of their hearts, while those who don’t like it would avoid it. The Dictionary of 
Soul was born in this circumstance. 

10 October

There were a lot of problems with editing the live footage of The Dictionary of the Soul: I was very un-
professional in terms of pacing, mannerisms, transition, movement, etc. Maybe looking at single-camera 
footage of a live performance from a film-editing perspective, too many problems appear. But in any 
case, we need to improve a lot: the subsequent performance has to follow the rhythm and transition of a 
film, and if we can do that, then at least the audience won’t get bored.

Of course, film language and live performance have different approaches. For example, the rhythm of a 
hard cut is almost impossible to achieve in a live performance. Performance is a real action process, and 
the time it takes is real. However, is what I cut out also visually redundant information in the scene?

Film is about montage, while theatre performance is more like a long shot that doesn’t stop from the 
moment the camera is on. From the moment the audience enters the theatre, their eyes are like a long 
shot that doesn’t stop, with changes of scenery that are adjusted by the viewer’s own eyes and mind. In 
terms of whether film has influenced contemporary theatre, I will explore later. But the great director of 
contemporary theatre, Castellucci, is a master of time management and cinematic editing in the theatre.

31 November

There is a lot of emphasis on physicality in the art world. Does ‘physicality’ mean it’s all about getting 
out of the way? This is a superficial understanding, because there is no construction in it.

1. The body has to be developed and constructed in an artistic language. It has to be born out of the indi-
vidual, reconstructed from their elemental level, rediscovering their own cell, and then using it to grow 
a personal branch (limb) system, like the initial ABCD alphabet or the hieroglyphic strokes of Chinese 
characters. Still, all this has been rarely constructed and cultivated, while we often use our own body 
that has been alienated and othered. Even for Mandarin, the texture of the language is othered.

In terms of performance and dance, many performers’ bodies are currently ‘speaking’ Mandarin (the 
so-called Chinese classical dance), English (the so-called modern dance), Japanese (butoh 舞踏 ), or la-
belled dialects, for example, the dialect sketches (folk dance) in the Spring Festival Gala. But where is 
the own language of our bodies? (This point has nothing to do with nationalism)

Although people’s physicality and rhythm in contemporary China have become mostly featureless and 
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homogenised, the bodies of the times have barely been seen, expressed and presented. A lot of perfor-
mance art or bodywork employs the form of modern or contemporary dance. Many young performance 
artists are now drawing on theatre or dance in their performances, seeing this as progress or develop-
ment. Theatre and dance both belong to the aesthetic category of classical art, which is largely dead and 
becoming a ‘style’ or label. They can be no longer considered on the level of language, and are mean-
ingless in terms of construction.

This is like a theorist in the contemporary art world using a submachine gun as a machete, who does not 
read art history, does not understand the development of art, and does not understand the process.

2. Chinese performance art should say goodbye to the time that only conceived of thought but not the 
body. After the ‘85 New Wave’（85 新潮）, there was still no body element in the construction. Immersed 
in confrontation and metaphor, the body seems to appear frequently but is in fact absent. 

15 December

‘The master is always adept in transitions.’ Whether it’s video editing or choreography in the theatre, the 
quality of the work is often reflected here. Like painting, the facial features are easy to shape (as is the use 
of movement), but the transitional areas between the facial features are the most nuanced and hard to handle, 
demonstrating the painter’s ability to shape and observe. The same applies to choreography, sequence transi-
tion, and film editing. And ‘editing’ itself is the art of transition, which is worth studying.

2016

5 January 

A suggestion for a dancer’s dance video: the idea is good, but the integration between the camera move-
ment and the space is still weak, as you are only using it as a background for the stage. Are there more 
effective ways to integrate/deconstruct/reconstruct/combine/graft your body in it?

There are things already existing in the space. Don’t think about adding anything to it because it’s al-
ready very rich in itself, but use and explore what already exists first, and then add to it if you really 
need to.

The so-called dance video is just an abuse of camera language + a showing-off of superficial visual 
effects. Generally speaking, it is a kind of vulgar propaganda film. Many photographers do not know 
anything about dance, let alone the body. Dance video is not only about recording the process of danc-
ing with the camera but also editing and special effects. You could look at DV8 in the UK, the sense of 
integration from the body to the camera.

In fact, I am still not satisfied with them (DV8) either. The independent value of the camera and the 
body, and the possibility for them to be combined, are not enough, which is still inclined toward film 
language. Film language exploits the value of the body. The body is subordinated to the former and be-
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comes the Second Sex ( 第二性 ). And I think there is always a form that has never existed before, in 
which there is no need to distinguish between the two. I often use this analogy: the creation of a new 
life—camera and movement, image and dance, picture and body, just as man and woman create a new 
life together. 

Can I find and achieve that ‘new life form’ ( 新的生命体 ) I’ve been talking about? I’m always looking 
for possibilities, but it’s not a cool dance video paradigm. It’s unpredictable. It’s just a matter of creation 
and practice. 

10 January

During editing, I realised the point at which movement and sound align is particularly important. This 
directly affects scenes that have been rehearsed before (including from which movements and sounds 
cut to medium shots or close-ups). In this way, we will need to anticipate the details as far as possible, 
including drawing up subplots and musical rhythms and the way of transition. It’s too difficult and rigid 
to do this in advance. As the imaginative drawing and design of the subplot are based on past experi-
ence, the space and the characters on set can be constrained, which leads the actors to become the in-
struments of the camera and the subplot.

I can think of how to spend time rehearsing and cooperating with the cinematographer and the editor 
and adjusting it along the process. From my understanding, this is how the cinematographer and other 
Bela Tarr ( 贝拉塔尔 ) crew rehearsed with the actors and directors all year round. I know that, in order 
to preserve the vividness of their works, some directors shoot more footage in pre-production to experi-
ment with editing in postproduction. I understand this even better today. Because ultimately, the film is 
finished on the editing table.

After I finished The Workshop, I suddenly realised that if the director knew his actors very well and the 
actors knew each other well, it was possible to go very deep into the predetermined subplots. As I had 
spent a lot of time with Sanyuan ( 三元 ), Uncle Wang ( 王叔 ), Qiangwei ( 蔷薇 ), and Xiong Meng-
meng（ 熊 萌 萌 ）, I understood their moves and appearances so well that I could close my eyes and 
imagine how they would look when they performed. When we filmed it, it turned out to be exactly the 
same as it was in my mind.

The exception was Qingbin ( 庆斌 ), the owner of the old factory that I found while searching for a lo-
cation for The Workshop. I persuaded him to join the shoot; he had only been on the set for a few days. 
But I was able to reach such a level of familiarity with him, and he was superb, with a great talent for 
improvisation and execution (and he was, in fact, a sculptor). I wonder if this is because we both come 
from sculpture backgrounds and have a common understanding of art and film? It really is a kind of 
feeling that, as soon as we met, we activated some stored memories.

1 February

I returned to my childhood village to write the script for a film, Nian Hou（年后）, which I had always 
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wanted to make.

Plot Summary:
After the New Year, Jianjun ( 建军 ), a city dweller in his forties, returns to his hometown after a long 
absence to attend the funeral of an elder in his family. He meets up with his childhood friends and 
brothers at the village funeral. Everyone has grown into a different life. They are silent with no common 
language.  Nobody cares about the past and their childhood friendships anymore.

When Jianjun walks through the fields and villages of his childhood, all he sees is rubbish and withered 
scenes. His hometown has always been the home of his dreams and a beautiful clean slate in his mind. 
He stands in the collapsed courtyard of his grandmother’s house and recalls many warm stories and be-
loved families. A lot of stuff still remains there after so many years. He takes a piece of a mirror back to 
the city, but after he returns home, it causes his mother intense discomfort. Because of this object, she 
talks about the Third Grandmother ( 三姥姥 ), leading to the protagonist’s marriage problem (addressed 
in the film).

His mother’s memories break his nostalgia: the hometown of her memory is full of hunger and ugliness. 
The story she tells indicates the cruelty of the land’s past. It is then that he learns the family origins of 
his childhood friends and more family secrets.

The Third Grandmother was deceived and abandoned by a southern cadre. She took the children and got 
married again in the village to my current third grandfather. Perhaps she had some mental health issues, 
and she was very cruel to her children. The man that Jianjun calls Third Uncle ( 三舅 , Jianjun’s child-
hood friend) is her son. When the Third Uncle was seven, she died of a terminal disease. That piece of 
mirror is a relic of her. Jianjun’s mother had been chased and beaten by the Third Grandmother for tak-
ing it as a child. So Jianjun suddenly understood Third Uncle’s state at the funeral.

Half a month later, Jianjun also returns to his hometown to escape from the world due to his mental is-
sues. When he steps onto the white land, he no longer sees the beautiful and sentimental landscape he 
had seen before. The path leads him to the village, where he sees the graveyard of many generations. 
The post-seventies generation yearns for the countryside because it was their childhood, where they 
were poor but had enough to eat, where people had love and affection, while the post-fifties generation 
fled the countryside and loathed it because their childhood was all about hunger, political movements, 
and rivalries.

I raised online crowdfunding many times. Sometimes I could get some funding, but I still had to sell my 
paintings to cover it. I didn’t want the contributors to only have a name at the end of the film. I wanted 
them to get something in return, so I didn’t feel guilty. Having made documentaries and experimental 
films for many years, I have never been worried about funding. I can always find a way of doing it, 
whether with more money or less money. I have the passion and the ideas. But with feature films, I don’t 
feel I have the strength to even just realise a little bit of what’s in the script.

The crew consisted of only four people: me, the director and cinematographer; San Yuan, who did all 
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the work except for me; Tao’er（涛儿）, who was pulled in as a temporary sound recordist, learning 
on the spot; and an actor, Lao Lu ( 老陆 ), an old local literati who spoke Weifang dialect and was un-
employed in the city. We lived in my uncle’s old house. They had already settled in Hefei ( 合肥 )  and 
hadn’t lived here for a long time. The house was freezing, but fortunately, there was still gas for simple 
cooking. Sanyuan was responsible for this task.

None of these matters were important. We just shot regardless of the conditions. We borrowed along 
various paths, such as the Ant Group, to have the cinematography equipment. It felt like we would need 
to pay off the debt for the rest of our lives. We made it up the old way: mobilising folks to contribute 
whatever they could. I even had a subconscious thought: spend all the money first. I don’t know why 
I had the impulse to shoot this impossible film script like a moth to a flame, but I had to film it. Even 
knowing it was risky, I did it according to the plan.

That evening, when walking along the path I used to take in my childhood with my camera, I connected 
with my subjective vision of walking here forty years ago. The objective image in the camera in front of 
me and the stored realm (mirror) in my mind merged into one, and it was very comfortable to unite the 
inside and outside with the present and the past. I seemed to have found my deep memories and present-
ed them in images.

At that moment, I suddenly understood that it was not important to make this film. What I needed was 
a kind of satisfaction, retrospection, and an establishment of my past life. In addition, I also felt a 
deep-seated desire: the urge to set up a film for this village, for this land where I was born and raised—
looking at the old houses that were gradually collapsing, the carriers of my memories were fading away. 
That’s why I was so desperate to get into this. What is important is that through continuous filming and 
archiving, my anxiety disappears, and I return to the original point of my life through filming rather than 
trying to achieve a work.

Therefore, in the form of a non-artwork, After the Year exists in my creative genealogy as a process 
of living + thinking, + working in the village, but will it just be left there with a ‘bad end’? I never 
stop halfway. I don’t know if it’s possible to continue in the future. But I’m at peace with it, and that’s 
enough. I think this is many filmmakers’ deeper purpose in making films in their hometowns.

2017

23 March

With regard to Papyioannou, I believe that three things about him are most worthy of study by domestic 
choreographers.

1. The ultimate physical landscape—the great thing is that he does not use extraneous objects or tech-
niques such as sound and light but simply relies on the body. All spectacle is achieved through physical 
abilities. Yes, in the most ancient and minimalist way, he practices and works with it. Looking at his 
works, you can tell his endeavours of training body techniques behind the performance.
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2. His use of materials (objects) is exhaustive, respectful and integrative. It operates in a rustic and min-
imalist way, but is surprisingly effective. These are not ends but processes. What he wants is the unifica-
tion of the triangulated parts, the object, the body, and the sound. What happens when they are united? 
Everything is ready. Viewers can choose, observe, and appreciate whatever according to their desire. It 
is like the shape of water, the RAW metadata, depending on which parts you need to reveal. It is your 
mirror. You see what you want to see.

3. Space. He names the attribute of his work ‘site-specific performance’. The specificity of space is vi-
suality. He graduated from art school, so all his works serve the eyes and cameras. Site-specific work, 
translated in Chinese as ‘performance for specific scenario’ ( 特定场景的表演 ), has been localised in 
China. It developed in China’s cultural soil and bears the fruits of this environment.  We call it the ‘body 
world’ ( 身界 ) (I am grateful for the contribution of Shi Ke ( 石可 ) for this term).

2018

18 March

I’ve been thinking about the philosophy of editing: 1+1 is greater than 3. If you already have one mirror 
and add a second mirror, then the result is not simply an addition, but an ascension, a chemical reaction, 
a child born from the integration of a man and a woman, a new life form. So what if you add another 
mirror after that? What if we continue the ascension and the chemical reaction and reach that point?

9 July

How you perform is important; how you produce (make) a performance is even more important.

12 July

There is no need to struggle with what to connect or how to create the next paragraph. Everything is al-
ready contained in the idea that pops out of your mind at the beginning, which is perhaps analogous to 
what the Taoists ( 道家 ) call ‘primordial (chaos)’ ( 原初 [ 混沌 ]). When you find a hair, you don’t need 
to find another million hairs and a head, hands, limbs, or legs ... to assemble a body. Now, you can just 
extract the genes from the hair and develop a body. This is analogous to the creation of new works: take 
what you have already got intuitively, analyse it thoroughly and extract it, then grow it, clone it, carry 
it on in flesh and blood, then generate a further chapter. This pile of waste in front of us is the ‘hair’ we 
have found in the remains.

How works that do not depend on the plot are created and developed is really not in that established 
system of narrative art. For me, the narrative is also one of the vehicles and means for constructing a 
symbolic system, not the endpoint and supreme commander. There are many possibilities and criteria 
for creation. The key lies in the different engines.

The above was inspired by the feeling of inability to present transitions in a rehearsal, which also ap-
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plies to films that are fostered by editing.

15 December: The Workshop finally opens

The workshop for the soul, a seventy-year-old factory, was found in Sishui, Shandong Province ( 山东
泗水 ). It is said to have been a parts production workshop for an arsenal. And I persuaded the owner of 
the venue, Qingbin, a sculptor who rents the place, to become an actor in the shoot. He impressed every-
one at the first audition. Behind the camera, I felt that we had been working together for twenty years, 
and his every move and verbal improvisation manifested what I had in mind.

We then used the internet to recruit more camera assistants, loggers, and sound recordists. The Lingyun 
Flame Theatre Company ( 凌 云 焰 剧 团 ) was transformed into a film crew. Everything was being put 
together in a tense but orderly manner. Funds were very scarce, and I managed to scrape them togeth-
er with a surprising amount of borrowed money from Ant Cash Now ( 蚂 蚁 借 ) and Huabei ( 花 呗 ). 
No cinematographer, I can do it myself. Although I am exhausted with poor eyesight, I could also save 
some costs and time this way. It seems that all the images have been birthed in the past three years since 
2015, just waiting for me to present them. I often feel like I’m using the camera to find the images in my 
mind. They already exist, and are just waiting for me.

And my teammates and actors are so familiar with, and in tune with, what they want to say and what 
will happen. Their expressions and physicality seem to be all there, and I just need to wait for it to hap-
pen and press the record button. I didn’t write dialogue in the script because they would come from their 
minds or from the scenes they play together – the state is their own, and the reactions between them are 
natural.

Still from The Workshop 
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20 December

I cut as I go (filming); I write the script as I go, which is not really a ‘script’ but a ‘text’. While shooting 
additional shots for The Workshop, I filmed and analysed the dream of the actors: every morning, I asked 
one of the actors to describe his dream from last night and record it, which may eventually be added to 
the film; the narration requires fluency, recollection of as many details as possible, no adjectives and no 
‘I dreamt ...’. In this way, their body and facial expression are presented in the most practical sense. We 
use a real body and language to describe the surreal aspects of the dream. However, behind the camera, 
I disappear. I didn’t want to be there.

‘Languages are for dreaming, not telling’—a line from a film review by Zhang Xianmin ( 张献民 ) is 
most appropriate for us.

Wei Jie ( 薇姐 ) narrated: 

In a white space, families continued to enter as she greeted everyone and explained the room 
to them. The atmosphere became more intense until her father, who had been dead for many 
years, suddenly entered. He still wore the same hospital gown he had worn during his years 
of convalescence. He walked straight over to his brother to greet him with a smile. Wei was 
not sure if this was her father or her second uncle who resembled him so much? She hesi-
tantly looked around at her family, who also seemed unable to tell, and looked at each other 
as she hesitantly approached him. But he seemed lost in his own space, not responding to his 
surroundings. Until she saw his eyes catch sight of her with a light, and that familiar smile 
and voice calling out to her, ‘child ...’ With the hug (the hug towards the subjective view of 
the camera), she finally broke down and hugged him tightly, letting out a loud cry ... She then 
woke up from the dream. She was lying in a white bed in an hotel outside of town. The duvet 
was on the floor. She was in a hugging position, breathing heavily, with tears streaming down 
her face. The pillow was wet, and her abdomen was very sore.

Analysis: The previous introduction and explanation of the arrivals have set the mood, which already 
evoked the emotional progress step by step. When a person who is one of the most important but long 
missing in her life appeared, does the whole thing take a sharp turn for the worse, and the joy became 
sadness, but was it really sad?

Back to the filming scenario during the day:
When a guide led Wei on a tour of space under construction, she saw a dead tree and said, ‘This is very 
sad.’ This was the first time that a moment in time was presented, and a point of awareness was estab-
lished. ‘Sad’, this prompted Wei. As they continued to walk around, they saw the large trees in the street 
had been destroyed by the typhoon. The guide said, ‘I feel sorry for all these trees, sheltering people 
from the wind and rain and sucking up car exhaust.’ Wei also added, ‘They weren’t here originally; they 
were moved from somewhere else.’ 

‘It is sad,’ the guide said for the second time.
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This entered Wei’s subconscious mind and became a seed (why did the guide say that?). In fact, back to 
the first tree, it was Wei who saw it first and said, ‘this one is lonely, being left behind’ (why did she say 
that?). She explained to the guide the meaning of her words: ‘Everyone has died, except for it.’ This was 
an analogy for herself.

The demands on the narrators will lead them to present a unique performance in terms of body, expres-
sion, and voice. Our training course ‘Reflective Viewing’ ( 反观 ) again creates a temporal reconstruc-
tion, a physical state, and a sense of performing in-camera. Is it fiction or non-fiction? It is quite vague. 
A dream is being recorded, but does a dream demonstrate what is happening in real life?

The ‘film’ is a dream that people see when awake. Another interesting thing: when the father embraces 
Wei, she takes on the appearance of a child (in the objective shot).

Explanation: In fact, the pain in my abdomen caused my emotions toward my father, which were re-
leased in my dreams (Wei is also me). All human dreams are connected. That is part of our subcon-
scious. When I started recording dreams, I became a film director or a cinematographer.

2019

13 May 

The fifth month of the rough cut of The Workshop: editing is not cutting but a way of establishing struc-
ture, smoothing out logic, of finding the time. Contemporary editing has moved from linear to multidi-
mensional editing. The shift from videotape to disc to hard disk data storage manifests the changes of 
our understanding of time.

Still from The Workshop 
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17 September

With all the filming and editing and script planning, I am finally done with the synopsis of The Work-
shop today. For a long time, I have been reluctant to write a synopsis for my work, either scribbling it 
down or writing ‘what you see is what you get.’ The author has already elaborated on the artwork; can 
it be presented in a few simple words? Then read a novel, why watch a film? I still remember when 
Ying Liang ( 应亮 ) submitted his work to a film festival many years ago: ‘There is no synopsis for this 
work.’ That is so true. Words and text can only decompress part of the work. But the rules of the game 
are, that if you want to submit your work to a certain platform, you have to write about the story of your 
film. The world is still ruled by text.

I should produce the perfect content between this fucked up request and my expression, between narra-
tive and abstract art, so that I can present something simultaneously nonsensical and arresting. I wrote 
the following:

With the sound of snoring, Song Song (played by Yang Ke) falls into the ruins of a workshop in 
the great industrial age, seeing people working, eating and sleeping under surveillance. Their bod-
ies are alienated and harmed by the mechanical assembly line week after week. San’er (played 
by Yan Sanyuan) often sees his former workmate Song Song as he works. It is hard to distinguish 
what is real. He also seems to have an inexplicable connection with workshop leader Wei (played 
by Liu Wei) and female worker Qing (played by Xiong Mingming), imprisoned here because of 
their past. As the production competition and conflict between San’er and Wang Bin (played by 
Qing Bin) intensifies, a riot is being planned in the shadows. Eventually, this space becomes in-
creasingly dynamic, with people constructing a psychological workshop with their pain and sub-
conscious. When the group’s riot finally erupts, it has a surprising ending.

Almost parallel to the time mentioned above, in another time and space, they are also experiencing a 
very different kind of life, switching between identities and times. People, events and objects in the old 
workshop are reconstructed into another narrative, audio-visual symbols are changed and reappear, and 
more points in time appear. There is not only one story. There is, in fact, another film hidden in those 
noises.

30 December: Qingdao Independent Film Festival ( 青岛独立电影影展 ), the screening of 
The Workshop v1.0

The director, Wang Chao ( 王 超 ), was very optimistic about the film and described it as ‘half of it is 
a masterpiece, an allegorical work rare in Chinese cinema in recent years.’ He thought that the second 
part after the workshop was unnecessary, that my talent had been inhibited by theatre and drama, and 
that I had been distracted too much for ten years. He believes that in the future, I should devote myself 
to filmmaking.

These days, several participants of the independent film festival have been immersed in cinematic and 
academic discussion in a delightful atmosphere. My mobile phone broke down at the right time. I seem 
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to be out of the world, without any distractions. These days, perhaps, will influence the focus and direc-
tion of my future work.

Wang Chao and Li Wake ( 李娃克 ) watched some of my previous films for a few nights, praising them 
but shaking their heads frequently at the same time. They felt regret that I inhibited myself simply as a 
theatre/body performance artist, which was a waste of talent in a way, that I isolated myself without any 
promotional strategies. Wang Chao said that it is very irresponsible for Chinese cinema audiences if you 
keep doing that. He said this in response to my statement that my works are very private and unsuitable 
for public dissemination, such as the Self-Portrait trilogy (《自画像》三部曲 ). He tried to persuade 
me to re-edit the films to make them suitable for public dissemination so that people could see that there 
are such unique films in the country.

I accept some of the above, but some of it I do not. In fact, I am a creator, just picking up different tools 
and forms of language to write, express, and present. Physical theatre and performance are the areas I 
have been devoted to for ten years. They see me manifesting this identity the most and say I am inhib-
ited. It is my fault that I emphasised this identity and profession when presenting myself to the public 
repeatedly.

I think that, as an artist, my foundation can be broad, and my roots and knowledge can be comprehen-
sive, but there must be a speciality, which is where my energy can only be focused on. Other knowledge 
can give me a different perspective and ability from the professionals in the industry, which might also 
evoke a revolution and impact on the established paradigm. Otherwise, it would be too sporadic. How-
ever, once established over time, we should not remain satisfied. Things should be adjusted at the right 
time. Otherwise, we will indeed be restrained, losing the sharpness of exploration.

The way I make a film is to treat it as a work of art or as a written expression, which is in line with the 
original manifesto of the so-called ‘auteur films’ ( 作者电影 ). I am not in a hurry to deal with ‘dissem-
ination anxiety’ ( 传播焦虑 ). I have always believed that good work will survive the erosion of time, 
and that if my work didn’t have that energy and quality, then maybe I wouldn’t have done it. But, taking 
their advice, I can shift my energy to ‘film writing’ ( 电影书写 ) in the future. Besides, I am always like 
a student, absorbing and learning (knowledge). I want to take advantage of all kinds of opportunities to 
work on films in the future, even commercial or genre films. In this field, I am far from being as com-
fortable and confident as I am in theatre and physical performance.

But, relying on my art and visual thinking since childhood, and the techniques and skills I have acquired 
so far, it should not be a problem for me over time. Referring to theatre productions, I should pay atten-
tion and establish my own unique language and approach. I am still developing myself in this respect. I 
should not use the film language everyone uses, such as lighting and camera movement. Referring to the 
field of theatre, I have already developed my linguistic traits. In fact, what exactly are linguistic traits? 
The only thing that I can do is  show extreme respect to the subject in front of me and to think about 
how to use all the approaches to present the attributes of the other (him, her, it): my attribute is mani-
fested in the process of presenting their attributes, and there is no value in writing independently of this.

It is a long way to go, and I enjoy it.
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2020

15 January

I have been working on the film The Workshop for the past few years. Since I returned to Jinan ( 济南 ) 
at the end of November last year, I have been working from 6.00 am (even 3.30 am sometimes) until 
I went to bed at 12.00 pm, making adjustments every day. I have been studying and thinking hard and 
gained a lot. For example: 

1. Test. If the data is not recorded precisely with a stopwatch, we continued to estimate it vaguely in an 
‘artist’s’ way. This kind of test is meaningless. 

2. Reflection! With inspiration, I often don’t follow through to the end, which means the problem that 
everyone makes—being ‘not extreme’, or not decisively following through at the time. There is no anal-
ysis, from an emotional grasp to a rational one, so it is easily lost. In this respect, what you lost is not 
only some nuanced element but perhaps the whole body of the work. It does not so much affect the con-
struction of the structure, but it can make it unconvincing and less animated.

‘Inspiration’ is, in fact, a vague thing that we, as ordinary people, are prone to label, which vulgarises 
it to be something taken for granted. So, I still need to bring out the spirit of denial to reach something 
more precise but perhaps hard to describe, deviating from the language. This requires a specific analy-
sis.

See it, catch it, remember it, implement it. But, it is more important to analyse repeatedly, figure out, 
interrogate and implement in detail regarding what it contains? What properties does it have to repli-
cate the whole work? The truth is that every inspiration is present in its ‘meta-body’. When inspiration 
comes, we must not be distracted by passion. We must quietly pursue it and taste it repeatedly, from 
emotional feeling to rational analysis.

For example, I instinctively continued the two-part structure for The Workshop, although the content of 
the two parts is entirely different. This ‘juxtaposition’ is actually inherited from the ‘father’, The Dictio-
nary of the Soul, and it works very well. When I started working on The Workshop, I didn’t look into my 
subconscious and inertia and analyse them—the same should be applied for inspiration. I have to under-
stand myself thoroughly so that my work can flow smoothly.

Why did I set up the structure in the first place? To have the same actors from the first section change 
their costumes and roles and continue acting for another part? But I couldn’t go deeper than that because 
of financial, temporal, and personnel constraints. Today, after re-organising the script and re-editing, I 
realised the problem with the second part, which was shot in such a hurry: it did not go down to the de-
tails, to the sounds and images (scenes) and the bodies (performances). More concretely, these details 
are like the sound of the mountain blowing up is frequent in the first part—why not have it reappear in 
the second? And let it be visualised.
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I was inspired to edit it and make it appear again, and it led to a plot and new lines. When Qingbin guid-
ed Sanyuan for the inspection, it was: ‘Yes, Mr Yan, this land and this lake are all allocated to us,’ and 
now I added a line, ‘now we are opening up the mountain to build a road’, when the sound of the moun-
tain blasting roars ... They continue the tour as they sit alongside the lake and point out the mountains 
to the other side, plus the mountain blasting. In this way, the shots and the performance become very 
specific, and then the spectacular sight of the blasted mountain and the earth and rocks flying has the 
following effect:

1. It can compensate for the frequent, vaguely bombastic sounds in the first section of the film and add a 
sense of suspense.

2. It improves the previous weak performance when they pretend to have an inspection (as they had no 
experience, they could play workers fine but not the boss), pointing out the mountains, with a grand fake 
empty music, which is commonly seen in domestic corporate videos. Everyone would see it as an irony 
and parody.

3. Blowing up mountains—the destruction of nature and the arrogance of human beings also stimulate 
the audience visually.

4. The first part and the second part become reciprocal dreams for each other. What a bang!

It is like a ‘needle’ that penetrates the two separated sections and sews all the symbolic elements togeth-
er, despite them being in a different time and space. I have tried to use rocks, worker’s uniforms, and 
angle iron as this ‘needle’, but now it seems that none of them is as powerful as this one. This bomb 
allows everything to make sense. The sense of form created by our ‘repetition’ does not convey nothing 
but connects to the content. I often use my instincts and subconscious to edit the film, but when I anal-
yse and go into detail, I realise that the system of symbols can be transformed and continue to appear in 
different passages.

As I have said before, ‘To learn, you must first learn from yourself, to understand yourself’. Untitled-3 
( 无 题 三 号 ), which I made twenty years ago inspired me to analyse myself in different dimensions. 
Learning is not about learning from others but also about self-learning. The self can be the greatest 
teacher.

20 January

I watched David Lynch’s Lost Highway again, and I still don’t think it’s as good as Mulholland Drive. 
A good work should not provide too much confusion for the viewer but focus more on serving the pur-
pose of deeper expression. Mulholland Drive does it, whereas Lost Highway is just a bit show-off in its 
audio-visual language, similar to our theatre company’s problem this year—using the method as a pur-
pose. The method is chosen and built up for the sake of expression. It has no independent value in itself. 
If it becomes independent, it will result in a work that seems to be missing its engine, without a soul, 
without enough dynamic.
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Also, at the heart of Mulholland Drive is a great criticism of the Hollywood dream and its vanity, with 
Lynch drawing on the analysis of dreams. People praise Lynch’s study and presentation of dreams and 
how he finds a structure that fits them. Lynch’s two-part structure is also what I employed for The Work-
shop, so I like to examine it again and again.

Behind all these brilliant techniques and skills of Lynch, there is something more profound and expres-
sive about him. If we leave this basis, we are only talking about dreams—because analysing and explor-
ing dreams is one of the approaches, a superficial issue, not the fundamental, the core, or the apex of the 
hierarchy. My problem is the same: I have nothing to express in recent years, and the desire to express 
has become a desire to learn to practice. But a practice is just a practice. As you can see, Lost Highway 
is a practice for Mulholland Drive.

Since Tape ( 胶带 ) 2010 and The Return of the Body ( 身体的归途 ) 2013 (the last part of the Self-Por-
trait Trilogy), I haven’t had much expressive desire in my filmmaking. And my theatre production 
reached its peak in The Dictionary of the Soul, then Inch of Land ( 方寸 ), and the later CS-03 is just a 
mixed textbook for body theatre. 

1 February

The virus and illness are spreading throughout the Chinese New Year. COVID is terrifying, but even 
more terrifying is that people rely heavily on all kinds of disaster information. They are excited and 
scared, which seems to satisfy their inner desire for destruction, hoping that disaster would be the per-
fect excuse for their inaction and powerlessness. And the state apparatus has cleverly used the horror of 
the epidemic to consolidate and reinforce its authoritarian mechanism.

When we talk about the virus, what are we talking about?

25 June

What happens when the interchange of subjective and objective shots fails to produce a stitching 
effect? It thus opens the function of the interface. Kieslowski is the master of making the viewer 
perceive the dimension of the interface in ordinary scenes—a part of boring reality suddenly be-
comes a ‘gateway to perception’, and another dimension of pure illusion becomes perceptible on 
this screen. Kieslowski’s unique feature is that in his films, the appearance of such magical mo-
ments of the interface need not require conventional gothic elements (manifested in fog or magic 
mirrors) but become part of ordinary everyday reality. (Žižek 2018)

Technically, it’s all about ‘hard effects’ ( 硬特效 ), where everything is presented in the form of objects 
and installations without a sense of modern technology, but it feels like they are happening on location 
rather than in post-production with effects filters or 3D.

29 June
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We have been invited to the WIP section (Work-in-Progress 单 元 ) of the Pingyao International Film 
Festival ( 平遥电影节 ), but we have to get a production permit from the Film Bureau ( 国家广电总
局 ) to make the film. We have experienced too much in the past few years of doing The Workshop. In 
addition to the production of the film and other related works, we also had to prepare and submit several 
fake scripts and texts in order to get a permit for the film, which is very much like a parallel universe: a 
group of people play different roles in different time and space.

The submitted version conveyed many positive vibes, which are in line with core socialist values. I 
wrote about how a group of young people, including Sanyuan, built a village factory through hard work 
and led the villagers to get rich together in the workshop. So, the actual artwork of the parallel universe 
is not The Workshop made by me, but the regulations and system of the Film Bureau, which allows the 
creative team and the actors (characters) to live in a different time and space. This is the inspiration for 
The Workshop and the magical reality in which it is set.

If I had the opportunity to do an exhibition or make a more significant film in the future, I would take 
the various versions of a film made for the Film Bureau’s permit and edit them together into one piece. 
So magical.

30 June

A sudden thought: in the future, will all a film’s information, such as metadata, edit points, compositing, 
special effects, and timelines, become accessible and delivered to the viewer? With the prevalence of 
technology, the audience’s ability to edit has become stronger. Future films will no longer be a finished 
illusion and something to trick the audience into believing, and such holographic works will still be bet-
ter works.

25 July

I found that symbolic images or objects had to appear three or four times for the audience to remember 
and have an impression, digest, think, and retrace. So, now it feels like the set pieces don’t correspond 
as well as they should. Should they be louder or what?

26 August

I suddenly feel that I have never seen photography as an art. It used to be just a temporary technique 
that everyone was adept at, but today, by photographing the branches, vines and leaves of plants, I sud-
denly feel that it is a language that can go as deep as physical training and works, and that I can estab-
lish my breakthrough by forming my own visual language. And it involves thinking mathematically: 
one or two faces cannot form a body or a block, but three faces can. In our three-dimensional world, the 
number three has a mantra code-like function. The leaf veins, the number of petals, the ripening time, 
and other number systems are, in turn, the language of the universe.

27 August
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Nowadays, everyone is a photographer because of the prevalence of mobile phones. Everyone can be a 
member of the media, a poet, and an editor. In the future, is it possible to make a photographic exhibi-
tion of the images a person makes after they die? With countless images within their mobile phone, can 
we put aside aesthetics and present them from a sociological, ethical and psychological aspect?

24 October

In the later stage of mimicry and sound design for The Workshop, it echoes the plot and action design 
for the theatre performance of The Dictionary of Soul: for example, when Jiawei is working on the 
shelves lifting stones with his back, Han Ruida ( 韩睿达 ) gave it the mechanical sound of Iron Man’s ( 钢
铁侠 ) transformation to match the action, making the body alienate itself into a machine worker, mak-
ing that scene and atmosphere the ultimate. However, as a director, it seems the arrangement of the body 
and movements did not go well.

Our plot and action sequences should go down to the level of sound! It should get into the theme and 
plot of the body being mechanically alienated. It is even more critical to have passages in people’s fears 
where they do not want to be mechanically alienated. The sound production at a later stage has led to 
a further refinement of the work. It has solved the long-standing problem of the lack of fundamental 
change at the ten-minute mark of the opening of The Dictionary of Soul: only addition, repetition of the 
same level, and a lack of distillation. It turns out that the intervention of sound is still missing!

12 December

‘It’s actually a scriptwriter’s job to make the machines work together and collaborate rhythmically to 
serve the narrative.’ Over the past two months, I’ve realised that I didn’t go deep enough into the sym-
bolic character of the workshop space when I first shot it. I treated the spaces the same way as the script 
supremacists, using them to foreground the narrative. These two months of reflection and re-shooting 
have really allowed the images, sounds and bodies to get into the objects and materials in detail.

Now I think an excellent narrative highlights and respects all aspects, and that’s probably what film 
narratives have to deal with. There is no aspect more important than the other, but rather the work they 
combine to produce is what is important. As in the case of the ‘wave-particle duality’ ( 波粒二象性 ) 
debate, it is, in fact, similar to the debate between sound and image (audiovisual) language or between 
script and the ontology of image. Nowadays, as I see it, nothing serves one another. It does not matter 
which is more primary. What is important is the integration, their genetic amalgamation, and the film-
life-work that they form together. This is a real entry into the depths and details.

Starting in 2015, from doing The Dictionary of the Soul to The Workshop, it’s only this year that we really 
got into what I always call the genetic level. To be honest, sometimes, the problem of artists is that they 
focus too much on conceptual and symbolic representations. I guess the growth of our work can be seen in 
this thick script of additional shooting. In the past four years, it has been like attending a university called 
The Workshop to learn how to develop a deep intersection with text, image, body and material.
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2021 

21 January

Sometimes when I pack up equipment in the basement, I can see the property company’s security cam-
eras. I gradually have a film script inspired by this:

The property company’s surveillance camera has found that late every night, a mysterious 
figure always appeared in the basement of Building 3, in a large trench coat with his head 
covered, waiting at a doorway, seemingly not waiting for anything. He sometimes stands, 
and sometimes after standing at the door for a long time, he pulls out the key to open the 
storage room and doesn’t come out for a long time after entering. Later, he rushes decisively 
out of the room and disappears in a bizarrely quick manner in the lift. According to another 
surveillance camera, the man is one of the property owners on the block. But he doesn’t go 
out during the day, and nobody sees him, except every night, when this person appears in the 
basement... This situation makes the guards very alarmed and confused, and no one wants to 
find out what is happening. On this day, they encouraged a new young security guard, Wang, 
to investigate. After various unbelievable processes (omitted here until there is time to fill in), 
the answer finally comes: the man suffers from constipation, and he finds that the basement 
smell makes his bowels move. Sometimes that doesn’t work either, so he will take it a step 
further and open his own storage room where the smell will make him feel better. Once he 
feels it, he will rush back to the toilet. Otherwise, he will lose the urge to excrete again.

To extend the point about horror films: don’t set up or film ‘ghosts’ in your script or film. Identifying 
something as a ‘ghost’ in a film is very cliched in further developing the plot. In terms of ways of ex-
pression, chaos should be chaotic and trying to define it could be quite … For example, The Workshop 
presents multiple spaces and identities and how they coexist and juxtapose together, but it is not about 
‘ghosts’. Once you define it all, it is very much out of style.

In fact, our world is a multiplicity of parallel spaces, where you can’t see multiple energies coexisting 
(yes, not ‘ghosts’, but different energies), to be built in ‘Mix’. There is no need for explanation, let 
alone the definition. This world itself is multidimensional. Chaos is chaos. It is good to present it, but it 
is not art’s responsibility to elaborate, explain, and define it in a simplistic way. So, there is a theoretical 
justification for the Film Bureau’s rule: there should be no monsters after 1949!
    
The funny thing is: when we describe and construct ‘ghosts’ according to the vision of a human, every-
thing starts to fall into the fallacy of vulgarity, into all sorts of narrative clichés: ‘People don’t want the 
truth, they just want stories’. There is a cliché that says: ‘To tell a ghost story is to tell the same things 
about human nature.’ As long as one is in the art of narrative, there is no escaping certain rules. But how 
can one not narrate? Even presenting material is ultimately a kind of narrative language.

17 March



67

In order to develop one’s own unique style (whether for theatre or film or anything else), one must pay 
extreme respect to, and explore, the space, materials and people which already exist. ‘The body in front 
of us’, ‘the ground under our feet’, ‘the subject as material’, and so on should be foregrounded. They 
should not be alienated to be tools or characters to serve the plot. My view is that human scripting will 
never transcend nature and life.

I will never forget a confrontation with a professional cinematographer: we entered an old house in 
which all the tables and chairs were covered by thick dust. It must have taken at least a decade to devel-
op such excessive dust, and just as I was feeling the scene, immersed in the unique presence, he began 
to wipe all the dust away brutally. ‘For the purpose of filming’, ‘Does this work?’ ...

I was heartbroken: do you know what I felt because of this dust? I knew at that moment that there are 
so many different attitudes in the world regarding film and art, nature and work: to respect or to disre-
gard? Does nature come first, or humans come first? Does one present or exploit? Is it the main subject 
material or is it just a prop? I believe that the artist’s individuality or personal style should come second 
because in the process of respect and exploration, the individual must produce their work with their own 
talent, personality, and approaches. It is as if every artist shares the same soil, but each is different, and 
so like different plants, they bloom and bear fruit in different ways. Like medieval mystics said, ‘It is 
not that I am great in myself; I only embody the power of God’.

20 March

For a sudden inspiration in the film The Workshop, I wanted to add a key technique of Wei（ 薇 姐） 
(mother) to the sequence where Sanyuan is snooping around the computer room so that she suddenly 
flashes up and stares at Sanyuan, causing him to retreat. The key to this was that the sequence was de-
livered by a shaky handheld shot, and she had to perform in front of a green screen, and then I would 
add her to the film in post-production, which was very problematic.

So I started working on the detailed plan and additional shots. I spent so much money on it. We finished 
the shooting within one day and travelled back to edit it overnight. After reviewing it many times, I 
have now decided to give up, not because I did not do an excellent job with the special effects, nor be-
cause Wei acted badly, but because now everything is too specific, and the atmosphere created before is 
destroyed by the prominence of the characters’ relationships. And any unimaginative work could do this 
kind of so-called dramatic conflict and relationship. It does not have to be The Workshop.

Once again, it proves that what cannot be seen and imagined will always be better than what can be 
seen. The image and the body will always be more imaginative than words. And the art of sound (sound 
effects, not dialogue) will always be better in cultivating atmosphere than the other two.

I am such a maniac that I had to spend all the money, exhaust all the people, and try everything before I 
became frustrated and completely convinced to stop fussing. But there is nothing to lose; at least the les-
sons are learned. And more effective editing and elements have been added to the original film through 
additional filming and special effects. Even this little tweak allowed me to develop a clearer and deeper 
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understanding of one thing.

Wei does not show up in person, but her voice appears as the camera’s red dot flashes: ‘San’er, this is 
not the place for you to be. Go back.’ Then, it reinforces one thing: the mother (Wei) is the camera, su-
pervising Sanyuan and all the children all the time.

The finalisation of this piece ended up on the sound design studio’s synthesis desk, which is a complete-
ly unpredictable development from what I’d written before! I was talking to Ruida, and he said, ‘Repeti-
tion is an important feature in your work, Ning’. This pre-work discussion led me to the solution for this 
difficult issue! We inspired each other and magically took the film to an unprecedented level of sound 
art. The previous sound design served as a narrative function: ‘San’er,’ ‘This is not the place for you to 
be,’ and ‘Go back.’ Now it is changed to ‘San’er,’ ‘Go back,’ ‘Ah (sense of care). These three words are 
then played out from the security camera (recorded with broadcast quality sound). When the viewer first 
hears it, they think it’s Wei giving advice, only to hear it again and realise it’s a recorded loop, like the 
loudspeaker that keeps playing over and over again in the food market.

This sense of form and the imagery refers to: ‘It is not the rejection of life that breaks him, but the rep-
etition and immutability of life that makes him despair.’ This is exactly the kind of helplessness and 
incomprehension people often feel in their dreams, and this is when the absurdity is created. This is 
far more effective than the previous interpretation of the relationship between San’er and the computer 
room. This progression is a step up from the primary message already contained there.

Wei’s voice is repeatedly broadcast as the red dot of the camera flashes, a kind of animated GIF of 
sound, and Sanyuan stops entering the room—the hopelessness of life itself repels him, not Wei’s moth-
erhood. This subtle application can only be testified in practice.

To describe the situation in words would be very vague: in fact, when it comes to the specific works 
such as sound design and adding or subtracting some shots/elements, for example, should there be a 
puff of smoke to shock Sanyuan before the appearance of Wei’s voice? Each repetition is interspersed 
with the noisy keystrokes of the sound quality from the monitor’s small speakers, a sound texture that 
embodies the symbolic power. At the level of the vocal performance, Wei’s voice contains a complex 
connotation, a mixture of authority, command, care and a little worry, all of which requires our judge-
ment. Words can be written rationally, but judgement, however, has to return to sensibility.

To this day, I keep trying to go back to the situation that inspired me to work on this section so that I can 
find some sort of pattern of inspiration to keep me going. We then developed this further by applying 
‘repetition’ (changing the sound) to the second half of this section. In the end, the sound and appearance 
of this section became surprisingly similar to the hypnotic and psychedelic sound of Pink Floyd’s The 
Wall with the sense of empty space. Oh! The great works, so it goes!

Ruida also likes the way that The Workshop was done because their sound work has always been about 
execution and modification in order to serve the image, whereas now we are creating sound as art. It 
is a living, dynamic work. I cannot predict how to create ‘inspiration’, and I cannot find a pattern. The 
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next outburst (of inspiration) will probably be achieved by the daily exercise of body and soul and more 
communication with the right people in the right place at the right time. We will have to wait for the 
next one.

25 March

‘A painter’, said Cézanne, ‘must never think like a writer.’ By this, he meant that a painter should never 
make a painting form narrative or embody a position, but rather allow the pure feeling to intervene in 
a painting, including a portrait. It is perhaps for this reason that writers who also believe, as they often 
do, that ‘writers must not think like writers’ have always been deeply interested in Cézanne. Cézanne’s 
legendary life and works, as vividly presented by his personality, have thus endured.

Old Li’s comment: Cézanne was right, but the filmmaker bridges the two types of thinking. And not 
all writers are narrative-oriented thinkers. For example, many Zero Degree writers, such as Alain Rob-
be-Grillet, precisely describe images, landscapes, consciousness, etc. So, filmmakers also have these 
distinctions.

1 April

Sound editing has inspired me: maybe in the future, I could make a film that is constructed by all the 
characters telling the story? But without actually filming it, just saying that the images and plot are con-
structed by what people say. Maybe this film could be called The Imagination Film? This would natu-
rally enter into the realm of language, which we are not very good at. The language in this film is very 
functional, like in The Workshop, where the people share their dreams, and express and articulate them. 
It brings the audience into the film they are talking about, a ‘film within a film’, but the film is told by 
the people, without any images.

Perhaps this approach could be used in my film Tales of the ‘Well’ Move ( 搬井记 ), which I have been 
documenting for ten years but have never finished? In the village, the farmers don’t grow land and ‘grow’ 
houses to get compensation for demolition. The village has now disappeared from the map and is cov-
ered by a large overpass. I have recorded and performed over ten terabytes of material on and off, but I 
could not find any way to proceed with it. I have written a large number of so-called scripts in the vil-
lage, which I have not been able to implement, so perhaps these words can be translated into this form?

30 April

Art is magical; it doesn’t develop according to common sense. Today’s editing has once again shown 
me that art cannot be practised in a theoretically correct way. Sometimes we sit down and discuss and 
come to the proper conclusion, but in practice, it just does not make any sense, and everything has to be 
adjusted according to the actual situation on site. Maybe it’s not just art, but everything in the world is 
like that.

It is not the fault of reason, but thought and action must be experienced in the process of doing, with 
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the body and senses gradually forming the body programme to do so. It is like swimming, which no one 
can master by reading the theory of swimming. One must get in the water and perhaps choke on the wa-
ter for months before one can swim. And this activates the body programme you already have stored in 
your body and your consciousness. As for people on shore, they can read and talk and comment, but not 
everyone can swim.

I remember editing The Workshop while travelling to some cities for various occasions.

* In March 2019, in Copenhagen, Denmark, I was jet-lagged and unable to sleep until early morning. So 
I talked to myself and explored the editing of The Workshop.

* In June 2019, in Hong Kong, after seeing Papaioannou’s show, I had no place to stay, so I slept for 
half a night and then did the editing, cutting all night long in a McDonald’s restaurant in Hong Kong. 
Sanyuan and some homeless people laid on the tables next to me. They covered themselves in newspa-
pers while sleeping very soundly.

*On 31 December 2019, after seeing a version with director Wang Chao, he gave feedback and com-
ments, and I immediately tried to make changes at a coffee bar by the sea in Qingdao. Wang Chao said 
to his wife: ‘Look, it’s now so easy to make films.’

*In July 2020, in the village of Shizikou Village ( 石子口村 ) in Jinan, I wanted to screen The Work-
shop for the students who came to study field creation. As I couldn’t go home to get the new version, I 
temporarily used the old version on my laptop and edited it as close to the latest version as I could from 
memory. I stayed up for several nights in the village. Why did I put so much effort into a not very im-
portant screening? Because I’m showing it to myself first. Why is it always being revised? This work is 
like a living organism that keeps growing. I can’t control it. I can only grow with it.

30 July

The Workshop’s sound work: listening and watching together is not the same as in fragments. The reali-
sation of a narrative needs to be closely linked to volume, reverberation, texture, atmosphere, and so on. 
Furthermore, the ears have to adapt to seeing and hearing together, which leads them to make a judge-
ment based on not only a clip.

7 November

I did a small screening of The Workshop in Jinan. Every once in a while, I screen the latest version of 
the film, just to get myself out of the way, to look at it again with the audience, to find the original feel-
ing. After the screening, an audience member asked, ‘May I ask if your actors are professional or am-
ateur?’ I answered: ‘They are a people of character.’ Jumping outside of binary thinking, even calling 
up established concepts, can lead us to discussions. And what I want to do is to have the ability and the 
means to let them express themselves fully.
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There is also a debate surrounding The Workshop since the beginning: some viewers felt that the two-
part structure of the film was unsuccessful and made it feel very fragmented—the fractured juxtaposi-
tion comes from the original The Dictionary of the Soul.

The following excerpts are from the discussion:

Mr Wang: I suggest cutting the second section, just leaving the workshop space from the first section, 
plus the poetry music video at the end! This is a compelling and thoughtful piece! The logic and con-
struction of the first section are already very rigorous and powerful. There is nothing extra, and the 
aesthetic is also great, which is well operated within a closed space. In contrast, the modern drama in 
the second part seems quite loose, with too many imitations of other dramas. I cannot accept these aes-
thetically. Profound work does not have to be complicated. On the contrary, minimalism and refinement 
might make the work more thoughtful.

Li Ning: I understand my dear friend’s feelings, but I have lost my dedication to making a film that car-
ries profound meaning and becomes a classic masterpiece. Even ideas have become a material to pres-
ent the ‘form’ of my work, and whether it is ‘profound’ or not is only a weight to make my form more 
acceptable to the ‘profound audience’. Nowadays, I prefer to construct symbolic systems in my works 
so that they form an independent entity. It is said that art (work) is a means of reflecting thoughts and 
representing reality. It is just one (of art’s properties), not the destination or the ultimate definition.

Since around 2013, I’ve stayed away from performance art because I think if a creator removes the po-
litical element from his work, then is the work no longer art? The creator is not an artist. Nowadays, I 
probably do not want art to be a vehicle for ideas but to be more independent. As Deleuze says: ‘Art 
does not contain any information ...’ I understand it as such.

So, I need to know what I want. On that basis, I will listen to other people’s perceptions and sugges-
tions.

1 December

In the epidemic, many things have gone the other way: what we once thought was right is now disinte-
grating, and what we once thought was wrong is now gaining legitimacy, confusing other people and us. 
Our generation of creators, who once sought freedom, openness, the global village, and reconciliation 
(peace), aspire to a globalised artistic context and are wary of and say ‘no’ to authoritarian regimes. But 
during the epidemic, amid a chaotic pool of information that we cannot judge, we start to accept that the 
only effective way to combat the virus is through the Chinese style of isolation and strong authoritarian 
management.

With the deepening of the epidemic for two years, we are being trapped every day. This state apparatus, 
which we once opposed for our whole lives, has achieved unquestionable legitimacy by virtue of the ep-
idemic because, quite simply, China seems to be the most successful and safest in fighting the epidemic 
and protecting its citizens. Has it really protected us?
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This premise is, of course, due to the asymmetry of information, the fact that people do not know exact-
ly what the situation is like abroad, and the fact that CCTV and the mouthpieces constantly exaggerate 
the situation, which makes people even like me doubt our judgement, let alone other people without in-
dependent judgement? The fact that those who work in stable jobs have medical security has reinforced 
people’s desire for a stable source of livelihood. With each wave of the epidemic and each year going 
by, more people yearn for such a stable income. So many people take the civil service examinations and 
sell themselves to a huge institution to live and work for the rest of their lives, which gradually replaces 
independence and freedom as the goal of life. This is what I hope for the future of my son, Qingfeng ( 青
锋 ), who is 17 years old. He is facing the question of what university and what major to choose.

I even want to return to the university I had quit years ago. I cannot help it: I live like a wild animal, 
trying to make a living, but the epidemic has led to the collapse of the performance and theatre indus-
try both at home and abroad; there are hardly any festivals for me to curate and participate in; theatres 
are closing down, and my annual income is almost zero. With such a precarious life, I feel sorry for my 
family, which undermines and shocks me further. But even so, I must continue with the postproduction 
work on The Workshop. My family has taken on too much, making me even more sorry for them.

There are also the struggles of my troupe members. Sanyuan even worked as a delivery driver, but after 
a few months, he still submitted his CV to more than 300 film production companies in China to seek 
opportunities to become a film actor without giving up his artistic pursuits. Sanyuan used to be a senior 
technician in a state-owned enterprise in Tiexi District, Shenyang ( 沈阳铁西区国企 ). He quit his job 
in 2014 to join a local theatre company to pursue his love for theatre performances. He saw our perfor-
mance at the Wuzhen Theatre Festival ( 乌镇戏剧节 ) in 2015 and has since joined The Physical Guer-
rillas ( 凌云焰肢体游击队 ) as part of the core team. I wonder if he has any regrets about being in such 
a difficult position during the epidemic?

I had to help myself by selling all my cameras, lenses, and stabilisers on Xianyu ( 闲鱼 ), except for the 
RED Gemini, which was used to make The Workshop. I then used the money for sound post-production, 
3D animation, and so on. If the money is insufficient, I keep borrowing it from Alibaba ( 蚂蚁花呗 ). 
Before the epidemic, we were so proud and confident that the future was bright, that there was always a 
market waiting for us, and that the money we owed to make films and create would be paid off sooner or 
later. Now all that confidence is gone. The government has banned all live performances and festivals. 
Because of the epidemic, all contracts and agreements that were once on the table are unpredictable, in-
cluding my promises becoming unreliable.

What I once despised is now the best option and the best place to be. What is right about freedom, about 
institutions, about values? And what is wrong? In the age of the epidemic, everything has been rewrit-
ten.

‘The soul is the lowest cost of a trade ...’—The Dictionary of the Soul

Yes, it is a text from a work I have made. Now it has been perfectly returned to me and provided me 
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with a deeper experience of my own. ‘Because of the epidemic’ can be a prefix phrase for everything 
people say today. I think that even if the epidemic eased, the state apparatus has realised its full poten-
tial in the process and become even more reluctant to let people go free. Besides, people have long been 
used to being dependent and attached to it, which is exactly what it wants.

It is a privilege to experience such an upheaval of thoughts and global catastrophe in our lifetime. This is 
history, which may be a prelude to some significant change in future history books. Our generation, which 
did not experience major wars, went from poverty to affluence. Most of us eat well and watch beautiful 
women on TikTok（抖音）, immersing ourselves in lust and pleasures. From the 1980s to 2010, we were 
in it, struggling, wandering, screaming, fighting, being poor, swearing about the times, and thinking it was 
a terrible time. But now, in retrospect, it was the best of times, a golden age for independent cinema and 
contemporary art.

Today, what else is there? The struggles and actions of the past have become artworks, evidencing the 
artist’s identity, adding to and showing off one’s credentials, and nothing more. Where is the spirit of 
my youth? What generations of people have not fought for is still the freedom of creation. We are still 
facing the same thing: censorship.

I will stop talking so big.  I have the strength to do it on my own.
1. Long-term action: insistence on independent expression, pure creation and no self-censorship.
2. Short-term outbursts of action: protest in the form of performance art at appropriate opportunities.
3. Strive for it legally through the so-called relevant provisions of the Constitution ( 宪法 ).

The above is what I declare to the world in the name of Ling Yunyan  ( 凌云焰 ) (The Physical Guerril-
las)

8 December

The Workshop is to be entered into a number of international film festivals, and I have refined the direc-
tor’s statement:

A work of art is already the author’s entire statement, and language and words can only de-
compress a part of it. This psychedelic film, constructed by audio-visual language, needs 
more interpretation and experience. From one person’s dream to the dreams of others, lan-
guage is for dreaming rather than telling.

An eternal question: do we dream of skeletons, or are we living in the dream of skeletons?

An eternal dilemma: the pressure of survival is the story’s engine. The fractured structure of 
the film corresponds to the sense of fragmentation given to people by the times.

Life springs from sorrow and calamity; death comes from ease and pleasure.
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 —This film is dedicated to China’s post-seventies generation. 

17 March 2022, Jinnan, Shangdong
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