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Abstract

This article reviews the creative experiences of two profound figures in the history of documentary—Rob-
ert Flaherty and Jean Rouch. In light of my filmmaking experiences, I explore the idea of ‘documentaries 
about people’ and consider how I rediscover the original switch mechanism, which conveys responsibility 
for myself and history.
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It is impossible to talk about documentaries without 
mentioning anthropology. The first documentary in his-
tory is an anthropological documentary, Nanook of the 
North (1922), which is about the life of indigenous peo-
ple in the Arctic Circle, made by the American director 
Robert Flaherty a hundred years ago. The filmmaking 
process of this documentary was quite challenging. At 
the end of the first shoot, the director returned to the ed-
iting room, but he could not figure out how to deal with 
the footage which was shot according to his experiences 
in travel and adventure documentaries. A fire caused by 
a cigarette caught the film and himself in flames. How-
ever, Flaherty did not give up. After his recovery, he 
shifted from random sporadic shoots to long-term field-
work following an indigenous family and their daily life. 
It shows the dignity and wisdom of the family, which led 
to the classic documentary Nanook of the North.

In 1924, Flaherty published a book with the same title as the film, Nanook of the North, in which he de-
scribes the process: ‘When we went back north again to film a typical Eskimo family, what could be more 
meaningful than recording the characters’ everyday life? To film a race who live in a frozen, isolated area 
and who lack more resources than people in any other part of the world. The main part of their lives is to 
struggle against hunger and bad weather.’ Frances Hubbard, Flaherty’s wife, recalls in her book that one 
night, they returned from their hunt. It was the seal they always wanted to get, and it was a huge one with 
remarkable whiskers! They fed the dogs first, then they had a big feast and fell into a deep sleep. That 
night, the heat rose from the warm Nanooks’ bodies into water vapour, swirling in the cold air around 
them. The next day, they were rejuvenated and went on their way.

In his article ‘Cinema and Exploration’ (2004), André Bazin describes Nanook of the North as Robert 
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Flaherty’s 1922 masterpiece. Among the filmmakers of these films of exploration, Flaherty has estab-
lished his unique artistic expression and personal pursuit: the relationship between people and nature as 
a theme, always centring on people. In other words, the film became a pioneering documentary thanks to 
the profound images of Nanook and his family. This is a film about the indigenous people and their nature 
environment, as well as a private film about Nanook and his family. Hence, we can conclude that both 
documentaries in the general sense and anthropological documentaries should focus first and foremost on 
the person.

In its approach to filmmaking, Nanook of the North also provided a model for later documentary filmmak-
ing. Firstly, to gain the understanding and acceptance of the locals, Flaherty made an effort to learn some 
indigenous languages and respect their customs during the time he spent with them, all of which laid a 
solid foundation for his subsequent filming. It made us later realise the importance of maintaining good 
interpersonal relations with the subjects. During the filming process, Flaherty listened to the Nanook’s ad-
vice and often discussed the plan and content of the film with them. This practice of listening to our sub-
jects has taught later generations of filmmakers the importance of having humility in the process of docu-
mentary filmmaking. Their unpremeditated, improvised follow-up filming generated a realistic and vivid 
effect, which has also become a key approach for many young documentary filmmakers today. Moreover, 
to recreate the early indigenous way of life, Flaherty boldly adopted the method of ‘re-enactment’, which 
is essentially based on indigenous customs, a method seemingly borrowed from feature films, but which 
has opened the door of taboo for future generations. To bring the filmmaker and the subject closer to-
gether, Flaherty showed the filmed footage to the subject so that Nanook and others could understand the 
method and purpose of the filming as much as possible. This has made us aware of an interdependent and 
ambiguous relationship between the filmmaker and the subject, and gradually moved the documentary im-
age away from a simple reproduction.  In short, these methods of filmmaking pioneered by Flaherty have 
had a profound impact on both anthropological and humanistic documentary filmmaking, on the well-
known masters and the film students in the domestic and abroad.

However, even though Flaherty was so passionate about the people in front of his camera which allowed 
us to know about the lives of the unknowns, it is also for his personal reasons that the images of Nanook 
and his family were overly romanticised. This led to the fact that people miss the opportunity to under-
stand further about and reflect on their lives. Especially when the film was a hit in the Metropole in New 
York, the indigenous people living in the Arctic were not able to understand how their lives were being 
discussed and, to some extent, misunderstood (the family were actually asked to dress up in their tradi-
tional clothes and return to their old way of living). It sounds hard, but perhaps this is a problem that Fla-
herty has left for posterity. At least I am still unable to be entirely honest about this issue. Some call it the 
sin of the documentary and others say was the last straw that broke the documentary-maker’s back.

If Flaherty’s experiences of Arctic mineral exploration with his father led him to the field of film and cre-
ated the first documentary in human history, Jean Rouch, growing up in France, became another anthro-
pological documentary-maker. He went to Africa to build roads and bridges, and became fascinated by the 
indigenous cultures and anthropology.

In the 1940s, during the Second World War, Jean Rouch, an engineer studying bridge and road construc-
tion, was sent to the French colony of Niger. It is said that he had blown up many bridges to stop the Ger-
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man attack. An accident on site brought Jean Rouch into contact with the soul rituals of the local Dogon 
people. The mysterious rituals and unique religious beliefs immediately evoked his interest, and he was 
then drawn into anthropology. Studying under several French anthropologists, he systematically studied 
local customs and documented them in written and visual languages. After more than a decade of effort, 
he made a series of documentaries about the indigenous people of Africa, and eventually became a true 
pioneer in anthropology cinema.

It is worth noting that Jean Rouch was not only a significant descendant in the anthropological documen-
tary but also the founder of cinéma verité (or ‘truthful cinema’). The film Chronicle of a Summer (1961), 
made by him and the sociologist Edgar Morin and Marceline Loridan (who later became Joris Ivens’ 
wife), established him as a major figure of the French New Wave. However, Jean Rouch’s shift from an-
thropology to sociology was prompted by a documentary he had made on indigenous rituals in Africa. 
The climax of the film, a ritual in which a frenzied crowd eats an animal alive, drew the attention of aca-
demia and received fierce criticism from some of the African intellectuals in Paris at the time, and he was 
criticised as Eurocentric. For a change, [while living in Africa] in 1957, he began filming I, a Negro (1958), 
a documentary/feature film with black actors. He lived with these young Nigerien immigrants [in Abidjan, 
Côte d’Ivoire] for six months before filming and got to know them well enough to understand not only 
their daily lives but also their state of mind, which set the foundation for the film. The film has a unique 
film language—an improvisational approach that neither prescribes a storyline nor pre-written dialogue 
but allows the young Nigeriens to act out their own lives freely and naturally. The film also uses narration 
and monologue appropriately, allowing the film’s protagonist, Robinson, to give an account of his dreams, 
memories and visions. For example, he sometimes dreams of being a boxing champion, imagining himself 
as someone’s husband, and sometimes recalling the joys of his childhood. However, the reality is a trag-
edy. Some critics have called it the first-ever ‘improvised film’ or ‘semi-documentary film’, but it was the 
first cinéma verité he created. It won the Louis Delluc Prize in Paris in 1958.

Chronicle of a Summer from 1961 carried out the idea of improvisation further. The documentary begins 
with Marceline’s iconic question, ‘Are you happy?’, ultimately opening up a cinematic approach to engage 
with the lives and minds of the characters. Marceline is both the interviewer and the interviewee, acting 
as a clue that links the film together. In a way, it is a documentary about the documentary and also a doc-
umentary that explores what is real. Each character in the film seems improvised and real, and due to one 
improvisational shot, some become continuous subjects. As filming progressed, the mindset of the charac-
ters and the related problems of Parisian society was revealed, all in a casual and wholesome way, which 
justifies Jean Rouch’s efforts in intellectual exploration. But to some extent, this effort also does not seem 
to be in line with popular demand, which generates a narcissistic and self-indulgent sense of cinema and 
makes it hard to sustain from a creative point of view.

By extending the observation and documentation of African indigenous people to people around him, Jean 
Rouch expanded the traditional methods of anthropological film to a whole new realm, which was an im-
portant contribution to the development of contemporary anthropological films. Some have criticised Jean 
Rouch for not being able to escape from the so-called Eurocentrism and for possessing a privileged view-
point as a European intellectual. Perhaps it is a paradox. 

There are two reasons for addressing these two master predecessors in this article. First, both of them 
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were closely associated with the production of anthropological films. Second, as filmmakers, they were 
interested in their time’s people and filmmaking practices. Anthropology, first and foremost, focuses on 
studying human beings as a purpose. In the long human history, we need to understand not only the past, 
present, and future, but also the people of different regions, races, and cultures, especially those different 
from ourselves, in other words, others. Only by understanding others can we ultimately understand our-
selves. The efforts of both Robert Flaherty and Jean Rouch have given us a clear sense of the relationship 
between documentary and people, and the role that documentary can play in the relationship between peo-
ple, so that we can also be more careful about our films.

Going back to my filmmaking trajectory, a year before I graduated from university, I worked on a proj-
ect for the State Ethnic Affairs Commission ( 国家民委 ) to shoot an ethnographic documentary on the 
Miao ( 苗族 ), Yi ( 彝族 ), Dong ( 侗族 ), Shui ( 水族 ), Gelao ( 仡佬族 ), and other ethnic minorities in 
the southeast and south regions of Guizhou . At that time, I was only a photographer assistant, and I knew 
very little about the ethnic minorities, let alone being able to directly engage in the documentaries like the 
two predecessors mentioned above (although I had already started shooting documentaries at that time). 
However, the two-and-a-half-month-long production session gave me the first understanding of some of 
the basic filmmaking methods, principles, and objectives of anthropological documentaries, as well as the 
significance of anthropology and anthropological documentaries for studying human society. This was my 
closest engagement with anthropological film, which more or less affected my way of documentary mak-
ing. 

My first documentary was a forty-five-minute short film called Doudou ( 窦豆 , 1999), which was filmed 
in my third year of university in 1998. I followed and shot Doudou, a fellow student who came to study 
with me in Beijing. We spent almost every day in a basement in Beijing discussing art. A few years later, I 
went to the (Beijing) Film Academy ( 北京电影学院 ), and he continued to drift around, but never gave up 
on his artistic pursuits. Our life changed dramatically. After we reunited in 1998, his life appealed to me 
so much that I was tempted to film him. My life and his were like a highway. Once we parted ways at a 
certain road intersection, we would encounter different situations and see different landscapes. I also took 
my first steps into the documentary to research myself. At that time, the documentaries I watched in the 
film history class were limited. Apart from several documentaries by Flaherty, Vertov, Wim Wenders and 
Herzog, I had little knowledge about documentary-making methods. At that time, I started making films 
with a great passion and interest in my kind. As far as I know, many documentary filmmakers did not 
have a solid knowledge of filmmaking when they started their first work, and many of their debuts were 
big hits, like the documentary pioneer we mentioned earlier, Flaherty. Perhaps the threshold for documen-
taries was lower than for feature films. Especially the development of contemporary film technology gives 
those who love film the possibility to not only learn as they go but to shoot as they learn, sometimes even 
more than they learn in the classroom.

Looking back now, I have had a personal experience from my first documentary feature, Along the Rail-
way ( 铁路沿线 , 2001), all the way through to Stone Mountain ( 石山 , 2006): when I decided to make 
a documentary, I always had a feeling that I must do it. With this feeling, I would do it regardless of the 
cost. It was probably because of the person or the group of people in front of the camera drew my atten-
tion enough. In other words, he/she/they could stimulate me so much to press the button to switch on the 
camera and start a new filmmaking journey.
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In 2004, I was by chance involved in the production of a science-education documentary about AIDS 
and had the privilege of meeting a group of cross-dressing actors from Chengdu’s Bianzou Bar ( 变奏酒
吧 ) in Sichuan. I got to know their homosexual background. The mixture of social misunderstanding and 
discrimination and their resistance and giving up formed a unique phenomenon. I took a taxi to the air-
port towards the end of the film and chatted with the driver who was dropping me off. With the camera in 
hand, I asked him if he knew that many homosexual men in Chengdu were not living a good life. He nod-
ded and laughed, saying I do not know. After the film was made and screened in Paris, I was asked by the 
audience my objective in filming this group of people, and I remember my answer was that I wanted to get 
to know people who were different from me, or to understand myself.

The following year, I received a grant from the Busan Film Festival ( 釜山电影节 ) for this film Beautiful 
Men ( 人面桃花 , 2005). The first thing I remembered was the group of mountain miners I had met five 
years earlier while looking for large rocks for a mineral water commercial. They mined by hand on the 
Phoenix Mountain ( 凤凰岭 ) near Beijing. At that time, as I just finished shooting Along the Railway, I 
was very sensitive about being triggered by the switch mechanism. I was very clear that I wanted to shoot 
them. But due to transport limitations, I had to wait for five years to switch it on again. Fortunately, when 
I found the grant to buy the equipment and returned to them, they were still lying on the stone mountain 
mining the granite as they had been five years ago. I will never forget the excitement I felt when I saw 
them again. I lived with them on the stone mountain for several months, and even went to the North East 
with them during the Chinese New Year where I met their elderly parents and children who no longer 
recognised them. A year later, I finished the documentary Stone Mountain. This series of actions was due 
to the strong feeling I had inside me since I first met them, and the resulting question of where they had 
come from, where they were going back to, and why they had to endure the loneliness and spent so much 
time there. 

In 2007 I started working with a documentary organisation, and during this period, I produced three 
works, such as Umbrella ( 伞 , 2007). At this time, the switch mechanism that I mentioned earlier had 
made some changes. First, I did not rely on my feelings anymore but rather the subjective judgement of 
society that I had developed over a long period of documentary-making. I also concentrated on reading 
books on Chinese rural society, which deepened my understanding. And the CNEX approach to produc-
tion—proposed structure and proactive filming—was both unfamiliar and challenging for me. Very often, 
I had already set out to start filming without knowing where my subjects were and what their names were. 
Social issues became the explicit focus of my film, and a person/group of people became symbols. The 
proposed structure was also an approach of filmmaking that I’m more interested in. I realised that this 
change was related to my filmmaking stage and living environment at that time. I wanted to use the docu-
mentary to have a dialogue with this time, or at least a kind of individual rational reflection. 

My work, A Young Patriot ( 少 年 小 赵 , 2015), is still a robust debatable subject. But this work differs 
from the previous two works because the life of the main character, Xiao Zhao ( 小赵 ), suddenly became 
intense during the second half of shooting. The dramatic change of his life was contradictory to my pre-
conceived structure and ideas, and my camera had to adjust significantly around his life. I clearly felt that 
the preconceived seemed pretentious and dull in front of this vivid individual. During that time, I often 
recalled the feeling of vivid vitality that Nanook of the North had brought to me. It was Xiao Zhao that re-
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awakened a certain perception in me, giving me the opportunity to examine my initial filmmaking inten-
tions. In the post-editing stage, the editor and I decided to abandon the initial editing plan and reorganise 
our editing ideas based on the filmed footage. Only then did we make the documentary about Xiao Zhao’s 
personal growth. At first glance, it seems to return to the state of presenting one person in the filming of 
Doudou, but I know that this is not a simple overlap, or rather a new starting point that puts auteurs in the 
footage and regains freedom. In that editing stage, the internal switch mechanism in my heart from the 
beginning was re-activated, thus creating a more serene and complex reflection mechanism based on the 
footage. This is an interesting process of change.

I often ask myself: is the so-called switch mechanism, which can be only felt by myself when being trig-
gered by a certain force, really that important? And if it does matter, where does the force come from? 
How should human beings, as the main subject and object throughout anthropological films as well as 
films in general, express themselves or be seen by others? Do we have enough courage and wisdom? 

I remember a quote from Flaherty’s autobiography: ‘The drive to make Nanook of the North came from 
my special feelings and deep respect for them, and I wanted to tell their story to others, which is the whole 
reason I made the film.’ Then, what drives us today? 

Still from A Young Patriot


