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Abstract 

The author describes the profile of peasant Christian audiences in China through the screening of his 

own independent film Raised From Dust 举自尘土 (dir. Gan Xiao’er, 2007) in Henan province in 

2007, and also represents the discussions at the China Independent Film Festival (中国独立影像年度
展) (CIFF) in Nanjing in the same year. It is suggested that the concept of ‘independent film’ should be 

based on the true sense of the production mode, that is, the kind of production as an addition to those in 

the major state studios. ‘Chinese independent film’ is likely to become a historical term, referring to the 

production of independent films in China in the past thirty years, because the underground film model 

is unsustainable. However, what is really sad is not the banning of the independent film festivals, but 

the fact that no excellent independent films were produced in the past few years. The author also shares 

the frustrating situation of the production of his first licensed, ‘dragon seal’ film.

1. Eighty million vs. one 

In the summer of 2007, I, together with some students, 

showed my second feature film Raised From Dust 举自
尘土 (dir. Gan Xiao’er, 2007) in rural churches in Henan 

province. The first screening was in a church of Xinxiang, 

my hometown, and also the place where the film was shot.

Raised From Dust is about an overwhelming plight that a 

peasant Christian family encounters in their life: the village 

church choir member Xiaoli’s (小丽) husband was dying 

of silicosis in the hospital, and her daughter was dismissed 

from the school because the family could not afford the 

tuition fee. Xiaoli chose to give up treatment for her husband 

who died on the way out of the hospital. The introduction 
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to the film at the thirty third 

Hong Kong International Film 

Festival (香港国际电影节) 

(HKIFF) in 2007 said: ‘Giving 

up treatment means to kill the 

husband. Did Xiaoli violate the 

will of God, or should God be 

more forgiving?’

The local church elders presided 

over the film showing, and over 

thirty local church members 

watched the film. At the end, we 

received heated criticism which, 

while not without good intentions, was full of dissatisfaction. 

The film was considered by professionals and the film crew members as over-filled with religious 

elements, while peasant church members complained about the lack of religious power: 

People in the film don’t sing when they should 

sing, and don’t pray when they should pray… The 

protagonist died rather than being saved. Where 

did God’s salvation and power go?

My documentary Church Cinema 教堂电影院 (dir. 

Gan Xiao’er, 2008) was presented to the audience right 

after this film screening in Henan. 

When I wrote in my director’s notes of Raised From Dust, 

‘There are 80 million Christians in China, but where are they 

in Chinese films?’, I was expecting a very positive feedback 

from Christians to this film, but the result turned out to be 

totally the opposite. I had to weakly defend myself against 

the questions of dozens of peasant believers. Because they 

were used to three kinds of films (gospel propaganda films, 

Chinese TV series, and commercial films), they took it for 

A scene during the 2007 screening tour of Raised From Dust in Henan rural churches

Church Cinema is a 80-minute-long documentary by Gan 
Xiao’er of the 2007 screening tour of Raised From Dust in 
Henan rural churches. In 2008, it was first shown at New 
York University and Yale University, and then at the Taipei 
Film Festival together with Raised From Dust.



203

granted that my film would be another popular and good-looking gospel film praising the Grace of God, 

and thus politically correct in that sense. My film, as an independent one, was not ‘presenting the story as it 

should be presented’, and thus was not well accepted by the audience. But I stressed that I meant to bring my 

audience a different film.

Two things are certain: first, the fiction film series that my colleagues and I made, named the Seven Seals 七
封印 series, are not gospel films but films about the situation of Christianity in China. Second, Xiao Wu does 

not watch Xiao Wu 小武 (dir. Jia Zhangke 贾樟柯, 1997),1 which means that many independent films cannot 

reach the target that filmmakers are concerned about. Independent films are ridiculed by many audiences, 

and independent filmmakers self-depreciate themselves as those who write, direct, act, and finally watch 

their own films. And in the case of the screening tour of Raised From Dust, I went a step further, which was 

showing the film by myself. 

That filmmakers show their films to intended audience is very important, because independent films should 

not only be introduced to judges of film festivals, intellectual groups, and ‘high-level audiences’ of art films. 

After the screening of Raised From Dust in another church, a sister who had attended the first one came to 

me and said that she suddenly understood the film in watching it for the second time. The sister: ‘Even if your 

film had only one audience, God will know your hard work.’

What the sister said was, among all the questions and doubts, the greatest encouragement to me. If there is 

any expectation for the encounter between films and audiences, the sister’s words could comfort and gratify 

many independent filmmakers. It is that one audience, the imaginary audience in my heart who motivated my 

creation.

Elite cultures are not meant to target common audiences but a very selected group. However, their 

refined style and content and low profile in presentation will finally reach their true audience, even if 

there is only one. 

2. What, if not my films, is to be shown in film theatres?

Three months before the screening of Raised From Dust in the rural churches of Henan, the fourth CIFF was 

held in Nanjing in a private art museum, the main venue of the festival. At the same time, classrooms in some 

colleges and universities of Nanjing were used as supplementary venues for film screenings. This was the 

first time that CIFF officially invited all filmmakers, and later published the collected edition of papers and 

essays from the first three festivals. In front of the venue of the Nanjing University, an old professor passed 

by and asked why the film festival was entitled ‘China Independent’? ‘Isn’t China an independent country?’, 
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he asked. CIFF co-founder Cao Kai (曹恺) and volunteers had to explain constantly in reponse to similar 

questioning that it was not films of ‘Chinese independence’, but Chinese ‘independent films’. This became a 

sort of passive promotion. The film festival was not a gathering of elite filmmakers and producers, nor was it 

only a talk show. In that year, Chinese independent films made a big splash in Nanjing colleges and universi-

ties, and achieved unprecedented prosperity.

Since I ‘have no enemies’ and probably because I am easy going and always get along well with other people, 

the organising committee asked me and another director to co-host a seminar.

If there should be an annual topic for independent cinema in 2007, I think it was the debate over going 

public versus remaining underground, namely getting a dragon seal or remaining independent. At that time, 

several well-known independent filmmakers had produced officially approved works or were in the process of 

applying for the dragon seal. They were criticised by the media and the art film audience for being officially 

‘recruited’, and scoffed at by many other independent filmmakers. During the seminar, participants from 

Shanghai strongly disagreed with those from Beijing on whether the official license should be applied: 

Shanghai participants spoke for the acceptance of the dragon seal, while their Beijing counterparts strongly 

resisted it. The debates finally ended in quarrels, slapping the table, and almost physical conflicts

At the last minute, Zhang Xianmin (张献民), a professor at the Beijing Film Academy and chairman of the 

organising committee of the festival concluded: ‘Where there is a Golden Rooster, there is independence’. 

Everyone laughed and joined the gathering at Nanjing food stalls after the seminar. Later, Professor Zhang 

continued to put forward his opinion quoting ‘A hundred flowers bloom in one time’ by Chairman Mao 

Zedong, speaking for showing independent films in art film theatres on a nationwide level.2 Professor Zhang 

proposed that independent films and licensed films should not exclude each other and should be harmonious 

in co-existence. With his far-sightedness and efficient efforts, Professor Zhang was worthily dubbed chairman 

of ‘the Second Film Bureau of China’.

What is my opinion?

From my debut feature film The Only Sons 山清水秀 (dir. Gan Xiao’er, 2002), I realised that the conflict 

between independent films and licensed films very much resembles that between the Three-Self Patriotic 

Movement and the House Church, fundamentalism and postmodernism, the extreme left and the extreme 

right, and the dominant and the marginal. The conflict is full of mutual contempt, ridicule, personal attacks, 

and slander. Each so-called position will go to such extremes that it does not care about the true situation of 

your life but whether you are a member of the Three-Self Patriotic Movement or the House Church; neither 

does it care about the artistic achievement of your film, but whether or not it is licensed with a dragon seal. 
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At the Nanjing film festival, Cui Hong (崔红), a film 

producer and Wang Xiaolu (王小鲁), a film critic, 

interviewed me on this topic.

Me: What, if not my films, should be shown in film 

theatres? If currently film theatres are full of trash, 

why not replace them with our better independent 

films?

Having said that, I started work on my ‘third seal’ film 

Waiting for God, which was received by even fewer and 

more isolated audiences. Another ten years passed when my 

film Country Far Away 榫卯 (dir. Gan Xiao’er, 2017) got the 

dragon seal, the first of my works to be licensed. 

I insist that in the long run, independent films should be an 

important element in the overall film industry, resuming 

their mode of production with low budgets outside of major 

film studios. The immediate association of Chinese indepen-

dent films as being underground and resistant would become 

historical. Otherwise, if being independent means being underground, the new generation of filmmakers have 

to break the Film Industry Promotion Law (电影产业促进法) in order to produce independent films. 

Since 2008, the Nanjing film festival has set up a ‘dragon seal section’ to show licensed independent films, 

while the Beijing Independent Film Festival (北京独立影像展) has always adhered to the principle that being 

independent is being underground. In my opinion, what is sad was not the final ban of both festivals in 2015, 

but that no good drama films were found in the drama film contest section of either.

3. Independent filmmaking is my personal expenditure

In the winter of 2005, before the boot of Raised From Dust, my friend brother Hui asked what was the gap 

in total investment. Before that, he had been urging me to find possible investors. As a project supported by 

the Hubert Bals Fund of the International Film Festival Rotterdam and the Busan Promotion Plan fund of the 

Busan International Film Festival, Raised From Dust also received some friendly investment from brother 

Hui at the last minute.

Waiting for God 在期待之中 (dir. Gan Xiao’er, 2012): 
the diary of a Chinese female village priest. Maria Jiang 
Xiaoyang (玛利亚·蒋晓阳), the priest of a village church, 
was suffering pressure from members and other priests of 
her church and from her own faith because her husband 
refused to be converted to Christianity.



206

When the film was in post-production, brother Hui came to visit me, which made me feel huge pressure.

Brother Hui: Pressure? Who put pressure on you?

Me: You are my investor after all.

Brother Hui: Why don’t you understand, Gan Xiao’er? Do you think I would have given you the money 

if I saw the film as an investment?

My friend’s consolation did not relieve my feelings of guilt because I thought my film was too dull and 

mediocre to be worthy of my physicist friend’s investment. 

Every single expenditure in this world must be covered by someone, either you or me. In my case, the produc-

tion of independent films was my personal consumption, in the same sense that somebody else would buy 

cars and luxury items for themselves. When it comes to the production of a film, it might be acceptable to 

receive help from the like-minded with their time and talent, but it is definitely immoral to ask others to pay 

for your film that will definitely make no profit.

Three years later, I paid back brother Hui’s money. And the entire cost of my next film, Waiting for God, shot 

in 2010, was covered with my personal savings.

It is hard for independent films to continuously develop if they remain underground.

4. What is film to me when I started to produce a licensed film?

I will never forget the scene in Underground (dir. Emir Kusturica, 1995): the underground anti-fascist fighters 

slaughtered the temporary part-time actors playing fascist soldiers on the film set. What anti-fascist soldiers 

did was reasonable and satisfying to them, being true to and always mindful of their own mission, although 

the story was very absurd and surreal.

Then what about me? An independent filmmaker, who has long believed in the creed of being faithful to 

myself for ‘that one audience’ and embracing the dream that one day my film will enter cinemas, finally came 

above ground and began to be obsessed with such ideas such as: ‘I’m finally going to make a film for ordinary 

audiences!’; ‘This movie must survive censorship!’; and, ‘I should be responsible to my investor.’ ...

In an instant I fell in a trance in which all my values had been shaken and my previous understandings of film 

were being questioned. When I was filming, I didn’t know where I was, what my film was about and what 

should the film be like in its proper sense.
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I also don’t know if anyone has the same experience as me: I admire those colleagues who are able 

to maintain a certain degree of artistic quality when they come above ground, and I also envy those 

young filmmakers who started their career making licensed dragon seal films without the interfer-

ence of an initial experience of independent filmmaking.

Chen Kaige (陈凯歌) was asked in an interview: Which of your works do you think is the best?

Chen Kaige: All are good!

I have not fallen to the point where I dare not admit to failure. I am truer to myself than Chen Kaige. 

Of course, I, unlike him, do not suffer the huge pressure of tremendous investments. I do not know if 

that is good luck or a failure in my life.

I have been advocating for the concept of independent film as a production mode, and I stick to my 

pursuit of making independent films of my own, which, though, might mean the acceptance of a 

limited audience. In this case, I think Ingmar Bergman’s strategy could be a good reference in that 

he categorised some of his works as ‘gags’ (插科打诨), like A Lesson in Love (1954), The Devil’s 

Eye (1960), and All These Women (1964). These lesser-known films had very good box office, while 

at the same time, he made use of every opportunity to produce serious films that stood up to his own 

criteria. I think I myself will produce good independent films in the future, the ones that will reach 

my own expectations.

‘Even if your film has only one audience member’, if the filmmaker pursues and advertises this 

as the mission of their creation, he might have forgotten that it will be a disaster for investors and 

producers. I think those more considerate film producers will feel angry with and hopeless about the 

 At the scene of shooting his first licensed movie with the dragon seal, Gan Xiao’er was exhausted both physically and mentally.
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Notes

1  Xiao Wu, the protagonist of Jia Zhangke’s film of the same name, was the epitome of young men of very ordinary 
families of small towns in China. Xiao Wu likes to watch films such as A Better Tomorrow 英雄本色 (dir. John 
Whoo 吴宇森, 1986) and The Killer 喋血双雄 (dir. John Woo, 1989). The film Xiao Wu was widely acclaimed.

2  Golden Rooster Independence is a famous Chinese martial arts move. The martial arts master stands with one leg 
raised up like a rooster, and attacks the enemy with two hands and one leg. The top official award for Chinese films 
is called the Golden Rooster Award, so the golden rooster becomes the symbol of officially licensed films. The pos-
ture of standing with one leg raised up is called duli (独立) in Chinese, which could be understood as ‘independence’ 
in other contexts. ‘Let a hundred flowers bloom,’ meaning to pursue diversity, was the national policy advocated by 
Chairman Mao Zedong in the fields of literature and arts. Another top official awards for Chinese licensed films is 
the Hundred Flowers Award.

waywardness, carelessness, and coquetry of some independent filmmakers, which is also the stereo-

typed impression that independent filmmakers have given to other professionals ‘in the film industry’.

My new film will be completed the next year, twenty years after my debut feature film. I hope my 

future works are good ones.

A Screenshot of Gan Xiao’er’s debut feature film The Only Sons. The missionary has come to the protagonist’s village for the first time, and 
lectures that God gave his only son, Jesus, to help people not to perish but have eternal life.


