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Question: Can you tell us briefly when and how you shot the film?

Answer: The film was filmed from the summer of 1998, and I actually came into contact with the 

[performing] tent a few years before. The earliest tent I saw was similar to this one. It was called a 

singing and dancing tent, and the way they performed it felt like the CCTV Spring Festival Gala, 

but they copied it. So I felt like watching a 'pigsty' version of the CCTV Spring Festival Gala, just 

for fun. Then I saw a friend’s work, a video art piece, in which he used some video footage of a tent. 

This work inspired me at the time. But in this video art-work, many details and procedures were 

omitted and his art was installed in his work. Looking back at the tent I had seen before, I wonder 

why I, like many city dwellers, thought that the art was vulgar, their performance was mediocre, and 

the [performing] environment was terrible, and I just laughed it off. Why did I disregard the tent as 

something irrelevant to my life from the beginning?

Then my assistant Xiao Su (小苏), the one with the camera, and I set out separately to find a tent 

that we wanted to film. It was in the summer of 1998, in July and August. We had some setbacks, as 

some tents didn’t want to be filmed. Then after some contact, we started to go in and then continued 

until .... Actually, we are still in touch with this tent. Last month, two of us went to their hometown 

in Henan. It’s a kind of feeling that you can never forget. Later on, during the [filming] process, it 

felt that documentary was not something specifically made for one purpose, and maybe there was 

something else that could be done in it. If we always look at thing from the vision of a documentary 

filmmaker, it’s hard to explain the process and the content of their lives in one documentary. We then 

prepared a text, recorded interviews with many people in the tent and filmed a lot of things, but we 

didn’t use the footage in the documentary (Jiang Hu) but in a book called Jianghu Report (江湖报
告), which was serialised in Hunan’s Furong (芙蓉) magazine from last year. I still have some of the 

materials for the next book, but I don’t know what to do with it yet, so that’s probably the process.

Question: Did your previous documentaries have something in the form of text? What kind of 
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relationship do you want to establish between the literary and visual texts?

Answer: After I finished Bumming in Beijing 流浪北京 (dir. Wu Wenguang, 1990), I also wrote 

a book called Bumming in Beijing. At that time, my simple wish was that visual image was a very 

limited practice, and I felt that there were more meaningful things hidden behind the image and the 

camera. And then later on when I felt that documentaries should highlight a kind of process and 

detail, then visual image became even more limited. That’s one of the reasons why it’s so difficult 

for me to make a documentary of less than two hours. So I hope that the text can be a kind of 

compensation.

Another important reason is that it’s very difficult for my films to have a proper channel to reach 

many viewers in China. The desire is very strong, but you can’t really change the status quo. It’s not 

that our system of film exhibition and management is not encouraging and promoting the discovery 

of new things. Even though our system was already very liberal, in fact, it’s still very difficult to find 

a channel anywhere in the world for a more personal and subjective, more serious documentary. It’s 

a barrier that we can’t all get past in the contemporary world. Perhaps another form of finding this is 

through reading.

Question: So the literary text is a way of expanding the path of communication.

Answer: I think so, but what is implied within the texts is perhaps even more powerful than the 

images.

Question: You said in Jianghu Report that you had the desire to do a kind of anthropological 

fieldwork. Do you think that a kind of cultural anthropological fieldwork is the ultimate goal or the 

ultimate meaning of your documentary?

Answer: I have had a concrete idea regarding a social reality that I have encountered as a kind of 

fieldwork since a year ago. Jiang Hu is a practice of this idea. It is not comparable to or a substi-

tute for a documentary. But it is true that in China there are too few ways to show the reality of 

our society at the grassroots level through other channels. There may be many reasons for this. But 

I think perhaps the most important one is that we Chinese people have a natural instinct to avoid 

facing the truth of certain realities.

When I was abroad, I visited some countries that have a very short history, for example, Singapore. 

Two years ago I collaborated on a theatre production with them, which was about rickshaw drivers 
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in Singapore. They took me to the National Archives and I could easily find some fundamental 

materials about how the rickshaw drivers came here half a century ago or even before the 1980s. 

Those materials were actually just some recordings, interviews, pictures, no moving images. When 

listening to the voice of a boy of seven or eight years old talking on a tape recorder, I didn’t understand 

Minnan [dialect], but I could feel a living person telling me the history through his voice on the tape. 

But can you find such archives in China now where you can see and hear the voices that existed 

half a century ago or in the 1960s or just twenty or thirty years ago? In such a large country, with a 

so-called long history, we cannot find such materials.

I have some sociologist friends, but I feel that they are always talking in grand terms in the academy 

or in the research institutes about what is going on, what is the way-out for China, where is China 

going, and what is the crisis in China. But it is difficult for us to access the basic data and conditions 

of the bottom of society [they discovered] in the field. Many anthropologists or sociologists abroad 

I know spent a lot of time in the field, at least when they were young, and did a lot of meaningful 

works. But in China, how many good books like these can we see now? Wang Mingming’s (王铭铭) 

investigation of rural tribes (Note: Wang Mingming, Five Essays on Three Villages in Fujian and 

Taiwan [闽台三村五论], Sanlian Press) is one, and Pan Suiming’s (潘绥铭) Existence and Absurdity 

(存在与荒谬) about the sex industry in China, which is a very good book. But how many of these 

kinds of books have you seen in China? This is a really strange thing. It’s not that there is a problem 

with our system, but that our so-called researcher’s eyes have a kind of ‘farsighted’ problem that 

makes us ignore the vast quotidian realities that exist around us.

Question: You enter their lives as an observer. You are an ‘other’ to them, so there is a question, 

how did you minimise the impact of you and your camera’s intervention on them, on the people and 

events you observed and recorded in the field.

Answer: When the two of us, Su (小苏) and I, approached them, they first wanted to find out if you 

were from the newspaper or if you were from the TV station. The way we did it was to drink together 

[with them]. In terms of our appearance, I looked like this, and Su’s hair was as short as mine. He had 

an earring in his left ear. So we definitely looked different from those state officials in their percep-

tion, and they felt that we were not hostile or harmful to them. This is the story of our initial contact. 

But it’s very difficult to eliminate the identity of the so-called ‘otherness’. You’re always an outsider. 

Even though you lived with them, ate with them, laughed and joked with them, and even help them 

solve some problems they had at the police station or whatever, but you always had to leave the tent. 

That’s something we can’t change.
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Question: Do you think there are some subtle differences between what is shown in your film and 

what you saw in the tent at the time?

Answer: It’s not subtle, but enormous. The richness and diversity of life and the kind of process are 

something that you can’t record with binoculars, with the widest lenses, with dozens of cameras. So 

in the end, we just used the footage we have actually filmed and then named it with the so-called 

‘jiang hu’, expressing the reality we felt in it.

I would like to add that today is a very happy occasion for me. Since we finished the film in September 

1998, there has not been a suitable channel or way for us to watch it in a public space, and by space, I 

don’t mean in my house or in a place where a few of my friends are gathered, but in a place where a 

lot of people I don’t know can look at it and communicate with each other through images. The only 

two times I showed it was once at an anthropology institute at Yunnan University with more than ten 

viewers, and the second time was last month at a seminar called ‘Towards Documentary’ in Beijing. 

But on those two occasions, the first time there were fewer people and the second time there were 

about a hundred, but they all watched it on the closed-circuit television of the hotel. So I didn’t watch 

it together with them from beginning to end like we did today. Today I felt very happy to watch my 

film together with the audience as if I was watching it for the first time. This feeling I could never 

find in film festivals in Berlin, Amsterdam or Japan. And from your reaction, I can tell that I didn’t 

make something bad, or something that I don’t like at all. I feel there is a certain resonance and 

connection with you. I can’t get this feeling of happiness at the most famous film festivals.

Question: Did you hide the camera during the shoot? Like when a kid tells you he only has one yuan 

and twenty cents in his pocket?

Answer: Do you see my camera (pointing to a digital video camera on the table)? Yes, it’s set up 

exactly like that. You didn’t actually have to hide it in that situation, there’s not much psychological 

burden for them to choose to say those things or to decide to do something. It’s very handy and I’ve 

actually kept it on until now. The other person knew I was holding the camera, but I was not carrying 

a huge one, which made you look very professional. Like I filmed my mum like that once, my mum 

was so scared she didn’t sleep for half the night. But when I do it like this, my mum thinks I’m just 

having fun. So people might think that I’m not serious, but in the process of not being serious, I think 

something might come out of it. Maybe we’d lose some of the stability of the quality of the images, or 

the beauty of the composition, or the correctness of the light ratio, but we get the most genuine things 

in the details of life, which was lost in the past, including in my own films.
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Question: How long did the post-production take?

Answer: It was quite a long time. From 1998, we started shooting and meanwhile sorting out the 

footage. At the same time, I set up a personal digital non-linear workstation and spent about 30,000 

yuan for a basic start, and then added (to) about 50,000 to 60,000 yuan. But what makes me feel 

happy the most is, when I wake up, I only need to walk five steps to get to my machine. I can get up 

in the middle of the night and look at it. I can look at it while I’m eating, and if I don’t want to look at 

it, I can just leave it there. It’s just a computer with a hard disk, a DV, and a hard drive or two.

Everything is not what I was concerned about before when I had to work for 300 to 400 yuan per 

hour, and there was an irrelevant person walking around and you couldn’t even smoke. It’s not really 

about smoking. It’s just a habit. When I’m making a film in an environment that I’m not familiar 

with, it feels like I’m in a prison cell. So I’m not very efficient. But now I can just work next to my 

pillow and it’s a really good feeling. Of course, it sounds very amateurish to some people.

So as we shot and arranged [the footage] throughout the process, I don’t know exactly how long it 

took. It was finally finished in September.

Question: It looks like the editing was not done in exact chronological order of filming...

Answer: Yeah, it’s not following the so-called procedure of life. It’s pretty much focused on what 

happens over three months, with some things changing before and after. And that change was first 

of all about their life itself, which was basically two days of playing, setting up and taking down 

the tent, then moving away. But there were some things that often happened in the process, such as 

dealing with the local authorities, then starting to prepare for the show, things that happened during 

the show, how to spend the days afterwards, how to pass the time, playing cards, humming some 

songs, and watching videos. As the editor was able to operate non-linearly editing freely, my percep-

tion of following the filming procedure was turned down. Among the vast similar footage, I found 

something meaningful inherent in it.

Question: There is a very interesting shot of a man whispering something to the author that he 

doesn’t want others to hear. At this time I clearly felt that the author had entered our... I’m very 

interested in this shot. Another issue is, I think the spirit of documentary is to try not to expose 

people’s privacy. There is a person in the film, that boss. When venting with people, chasing them to 

the train station, he says, the guy stole two motorbikes, I know what he has done before. I would love 

to hear what you think about things like this.
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Answer: They seem don’t care too much about this part of life. How can I explain? The perception 

of privacy is very different between urban people and rural people. For some people whose attrib-

utes are quite straightforward, I think their bottom line of private is something like sex. This is called 

privacy for them, which cannot be filmed. But they are not so shy about their interpersonal relation-

ship with each other. For example, he once talked about how he was a gangster at home and owed 

loan sharks a lot of money, and then the police arrested him. The loan shark betrayed him, which was 

very damaging to his self-esteem. So in turn when he talked about this person, he would say he has 

something in my hands or so.

Question: Actually, when it comes to privacy issues, it also deals with the ethics of documentary. 

What you have just said is from their point of view. From your own perspective, what do you think 

about the ethics of documentary? Is there a boundary? If so, where is the boundary?

Answer: In fact, documentary itself deals with pain and things that ultimately cause pain. If our film 

is not something that has nothing to do with pain and sorrow, we will be facing the most fundamental 

and darkest things in life. When facing these darkest things, we can’t avoid using some footage, some 

things in life to make a film. This is also a heated topic that is being debated a lot internationally. I 

think we are all working with the reflexivity of ourselves constantly, and the only way to avoid this 

[pain] is to do nothing. But when want to make something not simply about love and romance, not 

a feature film about a certain phenomenon in life, we have to face the cruellest side of life. Because 

the fact is that what you’re making is not going to change their life or help them in any way. So what 

is the benefit of it? I am still confused. After he filmed the cotton fluffers, Zhu Chuanming (朱传
明) also talked to me about his feelings. After the film was finished, the young guy from Hunan 

who fluffed cotton on the street left Beijing. Zhu tried to look for him many times, but he could not. 

He just disappeared into the big city. Then his film was shown and people discussed it, but it had 

nothing to do with the main character who was filmed. He also felt it was a double-edged sword. I 

still couldn’t figure it out clearly, but constantly keeping it on my mind.

Question: What do you feel about your role when you are on set? A documentarian? Or something 

else, an artist? A cultural anthropologist in a broad sense?

Answer: My identity is that of a man whose name is Wu Wenguang. I see a lot of things in my life 

and then I filmed something. That is who I am.

Question: So where does your greatest passion come from? What drives you into the field?
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Answer: I can’t get to live in a situation of hypocrisy or false reality. [The reality] of many things we 

see in our lives is veiled, and that’s what interests me about documentary.

Question: How much did the entire process of Jiang Hu cost approximately, from the prep to 

post-production?

Answer: I bought this camera, which cost me about 10,000 yuan or so, and then that camera (pointing 

to the camera Su Ming [苏明] holds) cost a little over 30,000 yuan. When we started shooting, we 

hadn’t bought these cameras yet. So we just rented or borrowed things from friends. For example, 

Tian Gebing (田戈兵), who I thanked at the beginning, had a Panasonic camera called... and we used 

it for free for a while. Usually we ate, drank and lived with the people in the tent, so you can antici-

pate the cost. A tape, 50 to 60 yuan, could last for an hour.

Question: And how much footage did you film?

Answer: We now have a total of 80 to 90 tapes.

Question: What was the threshold throughout the shoot that you felt was roughly enough to make 

something like this of two and a half hours? There’s a trade-off, what’s the principle of that trade-off?

Answer: One was after I had the title Jiang Hu in mind. Before that, we had been compiling and 

arranging the footage, and we didn’t know when we could finish the film. But when the word ‘jianghu’ 

came up, I felt the film was done. After the word ‘jianghu’ came up, I felt that it was not about a 

certain kind of people in a tent from Henan who had nothing to do with our lives, but our lives were 

in it too. And I even felt that I was filming my own autobiography, and my life was in it. Looking at 

some of their talks and conversations, I can feel that very similar scenes have occurred in my life too. 

I then felt very satisfied that it could constitute a film.

I can’t say that I didn’t have any spectators, viewers, or readers in my mind when I was shooting 

and editing, but what excited and thrilled me the most is when I was immersed in the footage in the 

darkness. So when I walked out of that darkness, I figured out that there were people like you in the 

darkness too, and it felt like there was a certain connection between us. I wish more people could see 

it and demonstrate their approval by applause and cheers. But it’s hard for me to guarantee that.

My camera is always on. I don’t know what kind of things it can form. But this is something that 

happened in a public space, in this bar at No. 50 Huang Tingzi on 23 April 2000. I don’t know 
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if it will form an unprecedentedly magnificent documentary or something insignificant, but I am 

recording it. This is probably one of the changes I have made in the last two or three years: I have 

found joy in filming through the elimination of the topic, the conception and the purpose.

Question: We just saw two of your things. The first one you used images to write a diary, is this 

purely a game?

Answer: That thing came to me on an occasion like today. With post-production, I was able to work 

freely, and I made it up in this way as I was putting the footage together. It’s certainly not something 

that can be measured by the standards of a so-called professional documentary. But it also has a very 

playful attribute.

Question: So it’s just a game to you apart from work?

Answer: I don’t think it’s a game. I’m very serious. So serious that some art festivals and fine art 

exhibitions will actually use this for their shows. So I’ve got my foot in the door of video art. I’ve 

done special exhibitions in Beijing, Hong Kong, Amsterdam, and this November in Chicago because 

I have countless diaries like this.

But I like the word ‘game’. We can understand it as a kind of game, very relaxed, not as something 

that is meant to be made significant carried with a kind of historical responsibility.

I think one basic thing remains the same. It is to see things through my eyes and it has the attribute 

of documentary in it.

Question: Why did you later change it to that form?

Answer: For fun.

Question: But my understanding is that you use this form to bring out the absurdity implicit in the 

event itself, and that’s what my question is about: it was exhibited as video art in various exhibitions 

abroad, so do you think there’s an ideological element in it?

Answer: We live in a time when ideology is as dense as air in our lives, and I cannot say that I have 

nothing to do with ideology or politics. It is part of our life. But it’s hard for me to say what I’m against 

or what I’m for. Maybe I witness something, I see something, and then I show what I see to others.
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Question: I read in a magazine that you said that there’s no documentary in China and that documen-

tary starts with you ...

Answer: I don’t think I wrote it.

Question: You didn’t write it. It quoted your words on it. Is that how you understand it?

Answer: I’m glad that this is not what I said. The words, starting with who or whatsoever, are not 

very meaningful. I think I was able to make something after taking in nutrition from predecessors and 

others. And my first instinct when hearing someone say they are making a documentary is to hug them. 

I think there are a lot of people like that in my life, who are either younger than me or about my age.

Question: What kind of foreign documentary form do you link?

Answer: Wiseman in the US is one of my most admired documentarians. He started making 

documentaries from ‘67 until now. 33 years, one documentary per year, 33 pieces in total. He has 

always insisted on filming in his own way, without interruption or intervention, just observing jobless 

people, or some scene that takes place inside a building, like a hospital, school, prison, government 

welfare office, or residential building. Just watching one or two films alone we may not feel the 

power of this man. But after thirty years, you find that this man is reflecting the history of the second 

half of the last century through his works. There’s a recent review about him in the New York Times 

titled 'Wiseman: Constructing an American History'. History is constructed through his images. His 

achievement is like those directors who pop up in our mind immediately like Tarantino. But after 

ten, twenty, or thirty years, someone like Wiseman is like a wine that improves with age, and we can 

taste many things. This is one of my favourite directors.

Question: And what you just said about no interruption or intervention, but observing or even 

immersed in the field for a prolonged time, can you guarantee its absolute objectivity?

Answer: Definitely not. Because none of us is God, none of us has an omniscient point of view of 

seeing things. But it represents what Wiseman sees, or you make one that represents what you see. 

What I see in it represents my point of view.

Question: So there’s actually a very strong authorial signature in this?

Answer: It’s not made by a machine but by a human being. The agency of the human being plays a 
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big part in it. My eyes are minus 600 degrees and I can see things normally with my glasses, but I 

still have my limitations. I am looking at you now, which means I can’t see others. But after looking 

at you intently for five minutes, I can see what is happening inside these five minutes.

Question: When watching it, I was constantly asking myself questions about my own state of being, 

like you said earlier, you were actually filming yourself. But because I’m a woman, I’m particularly 

concerned about the female characters in the film, those young girls, in their youth, dancing on stage 

in bikinis. I found that when you shot these scenes, you rarely gave reflective shots of the audience, 

whereas for the men they’re quite voluptuous. What the mindset of these girls is like is not very clear 

in your film. Is it because you are a male documenting their lives that you might have some regrets 

about building relationships with women? I mean, there are a lot of subjects that you shoot, but do 

you think you’d rather shoot men?

Answer: The same question was asked by an audience in the Berlinale in February. In the West, 

they really like asking such questions, especially women audience. The question was also concerned 

with this issue, which was similar to yours. My answer at the time was that I had actually shot these 

things. Our camera recorded the Chinese life we are familiar with that it’s very difficult for women 

to have a say or to dominate things. It’s a big tent, full of sweat, labour, and struggle, so women will 

never play a big role in it. Unless I’m filming in a house of prostitution. But in a tent like that, the 

men play a big role. They have to move and carry stuff, do as many performances as they can, and 

deal with a lot of stuff from the outside which can be sorted by those men. Women are hardly given 

many opportunities to have their voice in making decisions. But as you’re a female author, you can 

get in and shoot specifically for some of these women. I think that’s probably one of the differences 

between male and female authors. I can’t get as close to them as you do.

Question: So is it possible that you don’t really take this aspect very seriously but spend most of your 

time with men, so you ignored the stories around women and their emotions?

Answer: I’d love to tell you that one of the women in the tent fell in love with me, but I don’t think 

fictionalising such a story is meaningful, and besides, the fiction wouldn’t change the fact whether I 

could shoot more about women. I can’t deny that I am looking at things from a male perspective, which 

I think might distinguish me from women authors. Like in Yang Lina’s (杨丽娜) work Old Men 老头 

(1999), she filmed all the male elders. If I was to shoot it, I would never be able to shoot it like the way 

she did, which is full of... I can feel how her gentle gaze is reflected through the camera. It’s hard to 

explain in theory or in any other words.


