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Abstract

The following article is a reflection and discussion on the practice of filming documentaries which 

salvage memories. It attempts to use documentaries, words, images, and film materials to build a city 

containing individual imaged-based memories and a database.

Memory traces back to a time that has already passed. Apart from the time that one experiences in 
the moment, all descriptions of events and expressions of feelings are reconstructions of time. These 
are shaped by the particular characteristics of memory. Memory does not preserve all the evidence 
of an event. It is impossible to create a one-hundred-percent accurate representation of time that 
has passed, because of the effects that filtering mechanisms and time have on memory. They erase 
countless disorderly and trivial bits of information and details. The individual memories that are 
ultimately capable of being preserved and said aloud are always key moments and turning points in 
our lives that we are unable to move on from. If we take different individual memories and save them 
in the form of documentaries, texts, film materials, and images, and if we compile, archive, share, 
and acknowledge them, we would ultimately be able to build a collective memory, a historical record, 
and an image database of a particular time. Countless memories will never be preserved—when the 
individual possessing them demises, those memories are submerged in the endless darkness of time 
and no longer exist. This also highlights the necessity, urgency, and significance of the personal, 
image-based recording of memories.

1. The violent cutting, obscuring, and salvaging of memories

Documentary film related to memory not only feels solid and real, but also enables creators to face 
ideological tensions and various obstacles in their continually deepening practice. The preserva-
tion of memories and the salvation of memories that are about to disappear are the temptations and 
challenges that documentary filmmakers need to face from time to time. As we film, we observe the 
active, violent cutting of memories and the passive process of memories being obscured; this always 
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exists as a part of memory. At certain points in history, due to political and ideological expectations, 
reality is often cut out and obscured by exaggerated grand narratives using public opinion guidance 
and other propaganda. The texts that remain are altered, distorted and inaccurate due to their histor-
ical limitations. Still, seen from another perspective, could this not be an alternative portrayal of the 
true situation of that time? It has been refracted through a prism and passed through both system 
filters and individual filters, but it is still a portrayal. Those who come later can trace, salvage, and 
revise the memories distorted by features of a time period and the passage of time by reconstructing 
different individual memories and collective memories, and using common sense. In this way, they 
can gradually restore part or more of the true colours and facts of an event. People say that history is 
a young lady that is dressed up by other people, but there is always a truth in history. Taking overlap-
ping individual memories, checking the witness statements and material evidence, and removing the 
layers of camouflage and masks that hide the truth to finally build a true history and the common 
memory of the people is a complicated and arduous task. In an era where the winner takes all and 
values are diverse, neither the logic of the winner nor the dichotomy of justice and injustice are 
able to clarify things. When independent filmmakers produce documentary images and texts, they 
attempt to preserve memory faithfully, without allowing capital or power to intrude on the process. 
The effectiveness of their attempts depends on whether they can break through the barriers caused 
by utilitarianism and ideology, transform life into moving images, and ensure the depth and accuracy 
of the documentary. The faithful presentation of facts and preservation of memory is not helped 
by market-oriented operations, consciously or subconsciously catering to ideological preferences, or 
stylistic trickery. Although it is often neglected, ‘simplicity’ is an effective and positive word in this 
context.

Every individual retains clear and fresh memories from certain periods when they were pushed 
by the times or their destinies. However, a greater portion of an individual’s lives and experiences 
are mediocre or even boring; due to the lack of impression-forming thorns, they disappear into the 
chaos of memory. Some individuals will face struggles, entering into a period of difficulty where 
there seems to be no light at the end of the tunnel. Those unbearable spiritual wounds are filtered 
and covered by time, then gradually buried in the individual’s subconscious. Those experiences are 
not forgotten, but they are not recalled and are unable to wake up again, like a silent and dormant 
volcano. Perhaps at a certain time and a certain place, the individual will encounter a trigger, like 
Marcel Proust did while eating madeleines. The action will activate a deep memory from their 
subconscious, and a series of connected memories will be dredged up as well. An event, a picture, a 
sentence, or even a smell, can cause a distant memory to be connected to the present reality, and the 
buried memory can erupt like a volcano. That not only causes the resurrection of a memory, but its 
treatment and release. Memory always exists and has different layers and dimensions. Memories that 
have been deliberately erased will leave infinitesimal scraps of information, declaring the past to us. 
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Memory is a storage device and forgetting is a filter as well as the opposite of memory. When an 
individual feels choked by the pressure in their real lives, they will instinctively decide to forget 
and ignore the existence of certain memories. People need to survive, so in this case, numbness is 
a positive, effective thing. They might argue, ‘Is the truth important? Knowing the truth, I increase 
my pain and I’m unable to change anything. I want to live; I don’t want to know about these things.’ 
When dealing with a frank, desperate and helpless person, I am unable to experience the weight or 
pain he feels. Still, I understand that my desperate efforts to record the truth are not as sad as being 
forced to turn one’s back on the truth and forget. That is a hopeless and dark mire, and due to my 
experience and circumstances, I am still unable deeply explore and sympathize with that. In terms 
of sympathy, one must have a high degree of overlap with one’s own life experience for one to feel 
emotional resonance, be spiritually touched. Only then can sympathy for someone else become part 
of the nutrients that promote one’s continual growth.

For more people, the preservation of memory provides the possibility of finding their predecessors 
and fellow travellers in different places and stages of life and being comforted and encouraged by 
them. This also shows the inevitability and serendipity that every reader has when struggling to find 
their own author. In the same way, every film strives to find its audience. Opportunity and the right 
encounter are not necessarily in sync. The wrong timing can cause an opportunity to not be identi-
fied, or to be permanently missed. Although they do not recognise each other, they both continue to 
exist. Different individuals make different choices and take different actions corresponding to their 
different types. Their loyalties and their reflective natures are also fiendishly difficult to decipher. It 
is only possible if one has a clear understanding and the willingness to self-examine; even then, the 
environment needs to help and allow things to happen. Silence, whether active or passive, is a choice 
that has to be made. Where there is no sound, every subtle change in expression in the faces that 
are observed is a silent narration, a growth ring of time and memory. Faces are mirrors of the soul. 
Clues pointing to complicated emotions can be captured by the changes in faces. When a memory 
is suppressed in the depths of the subconscious and cannot surface, it can also appear in a deformed 
way in dreams; this is the reflection and mirror image of reality.

Not every memory can be recorded and restored. Individuals may have trouble speaking or may 
silently endure things, so that some memories are hidden behind a suit of armour that prevents them 
from being touched. That is the weakest part of an individual’s heart. Others cannot approach it and 
it cannot be released. Perhaps, after a long time, the memory can gradually be dealt with. When these 
hidden memories are finally revealed, the narrator’s tension is relieved or healed to some extent. An 
important social function of the practice of turning memory into images is allowing it to link to and 
interact with the current reality. Still, some memories may never be able to be spoken or recorded—
they can only stay in the depths of memory. The bottom of memory is dark and complicated, and as 
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endless as life itself. All of the literature on memory has its limitations due to its circumstances—
any clear thinking conceals the complex chaos of memory and society itself. The coherent narration 
in history books is due to the refinement and sorting carried out by historians. Although this allows 
readers to get a clear historical picture, it also simplifies the complicated threads and multiple folds 
that cannot be sorted out in life. Memory works this way too.

Words provide important detail in the restoration and recording of memory. The choice of different 
words in a narration matches the narrator’s judgment and feelings towards the facts. In the documen-
tary Single Women 单身女人 (dir. Lin Xin, 2019), one of the women says, ‘I can live brilliantly 
without men and I should be able to live happily without love.’ In this sentence, ‘can’ is an expres-
sion of confirmation, while ‘should’ is an expression of hope without confirmation. People’s inner 
feelings are revealed through the gaps between words. The woman may not have deliberately thought 
about the differences between these words, but intuition makes these seemingly random, everyday 
words accurately express their social and emotional cognition. The different expressions of these 
details are her definitions and judgments of reality given to her by her life experience. The truth of 
memory is often hidden behind these words in a hazy place, which is the inner world that is vast and 
difficult to fully display. By paying attention to different words, the person recording can experience 
a deeper taste of life and reality that exists underneath memory. Even with some deviations in detail 
and intentional or unintentional cover-ups in a statement about memory, the state and feeling of that 
narrative remain true.

The memory of history is often expressed and transmitted through different media. For example, in 
the documentary Silent Landscape 沉默的风景 (dir. Lin Xin, 2020), a popular song from a certain 
time period was reused by the same generation of people but in a different time period. Thus, they 
counteracted the original political meaning and didactic nature of those songs. After being filtered 
through time, a song that was played as part of a collective sleepwalking action changes. Rather than 
representing discomfort with the present, it becomes a reflection on a lost era and youth. After the 
cruel realities of the past and present were painted in ideal and dreamlike colours, the generation was 
able to escape from its predicament. Their ability to judge reality is based on their own situation and 
cognition; it is also closely related to whether their experience and vision are closed off or not.

2. A case study of the typology of turning memory into images 

Forgetting is the opposite of memory. The passage of time and aging can both cause an individu-
al’s memory to become fuzzy. The details of time periods and events experienced by certain groups 
are inconsistent in the memories of individuals; this is due to the different filtering mechanisms 
and forgetfulness of those individuals. For example, in Sanlidong 三里洞 (dir. Lin Xin, 2007), 
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Screenshot from Sanlidong; Sui Shijun 
(罗世俊) is speaking

Screenshot from Sanlidong; Shen Longgen
(沈龙根) is speaking

Screenshot from documentary Sanlidong; 
Tong Guang (童侊) is speaking

Screenshot from Sanlidong; Ding Fuzhen 
(丁福珍) is speaking
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different people recall different dates and a different total number of young people who travelled 
from Shanghai to the mine in Tongchuan, Shaanxi province. By remembering the event as a group, 
a relatively accurate time and sequence of events can be determined. Unlike rational thought, 
memory is specific and alive. Both Sanlidong, the documentary, and Sanlidong: The Image History 
of Migrant Miners from Shanghai 三里洞：上海支边矿工的影像史 (2017), the book of several 
hundred thousand characters, salvage the history and memory of the miners in Sanlidong mine 
buried deep in the tunnels of time through film, image, and text. As these witnesses continue to pass 
away, their testimonies and images of the mine ruins become increasingly important and persua-
sive. As a testimony of the times, a single memory may only be an individual case—it is not enough 
to support the time and space of history. Going from individual memory to collective memory, it is 
necessary to confirm facts through the repeated verification of multiple memories of many people. 
The separate narratives with a shared path shared by different individuals at different times and 
places can ultimately preserve historical facts that are about to disappear. Memory can never be 
completely erased. No matter what method is used, it is not possible to wipe it away completely—
some faint piece of information will arrive from the other side and reintegrate to become a shared 
memory. Even if some of the links are missing, it will not affect people’s basic judgment of facts. 
Eras cannot be separated from individuals. Every individual is a hostage of the era in which they live 
and is genetically imprinted and encoded by that era. And everyone’s thinking and actions will, to a 
greater or lesser extent, assist an era to move forward or backward. Ordinary evil and inner goodness 
will always be both tangled and acting in opposition, making people numb or wide awake.

After filming Sanlidong, I made a documentary about the individual fates of a second generation of 
miners who worked during the reform and opening up from 1978 to 2008 in a film called Classmates 
同学 (dir. Lin Xin, 2009). Then I made a documentary about mining accidents called Gas 瓦斯 
(dir. Lin Xin, 2011), then I made a documentary about Christians called Preachers 传道人 (dir. Lin 
Xin, 2014) and a documentary about the history of the migration of a multi-generation family called 
Riverbed 河床 (dir. Lin Xin, 2017). All of them discuss the theme of the continual salvation and 
preservation of memory. After filming documentaries for nearly twenty years, I transitioned from 
the topography of a city, Silent Landscape 沉默的风景 (dir. Lin Xin, 2020), to typological images 
in Memory Landscape 记忆的风景 (dir. Lin Xin, 2021). These two films can be compared and 
contrasted. The theme of Silent Landscape is landforms and landscapes, while Memory Landscape 
consists entirely of oral history—the four mirror interludes are inserted to offer a breath of fresh air 
between the intense narrative. The focus of these two films is completely different, but composed of 
chapters to create a structure. Silent Landscape uses the four natural seasons and the four stages of 
life as chapters, while Memory Landscape uses film material accumulated over the years to show the 
different stages of life. These individual memories are told separately and have passed through the 
filter of time, so that all of the water has been drained out. The core of the memory is all that is left. 
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Poster for Gas documentary Poster for Riverbed documentary

Poster for Sanlidong documentary Poster for Classmates documentary
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Seemingly careless remarks show the combined power of word and image when they are extracted 
and reorganised. This is one way of building a collective memory from individual memories; it helps 
people to resist forgetting.

The markers in the film all represent the stages of life, and what they tell about the past includes our 
experiences. Even though the plot and the content might be different, the struggle for survival is the 
same. The different narrations from different characters in different time periods allows the themes 
of the chapters to have different levels of reflection and tension across time, across different perspec-
tives. Using an extremely simple method and focusing on key points in time, from survival until 
death, from the past to the present, an individual life is like a drifting boat bobbing up and down on 
the river of time.

An inexhaustive outline of the text associated with this memory turned into image text, which mainly 
consists of oral history, is as follows:

Chapter titles: Childhood, Going to School, Falling in Love, Making it, Sickness, Belief, Old Age, 
Death
Time period: 1940 to 2010s
Age of narrators: From 20 to over 80
Occupation of narrators: Teacher, office worker, government worker, preacher, author, artist, worker, 
farmer.
Relationship status: Unmarried, married, single, divorced, living alone.

Each chapter corresponds to a particular key word. For example, in the chapter ‘Death’, people of 
different identities and ages recall deaths due to accidents or diseases of their mother-in-law, grandfa-
ther, father, neighbour, son, or colleague, at different times and places. The relationship between the 
narrator and the deceased and the experience of the narrator directly influences the depth of involve-
ment. The film is about memory so there is no set. The camera always faces the speaker, recording 
their emotional fluctuations and their memory landscape. The emotional experience of death is 
different for different people. A loved one departing is heart-wrenching, however there are also 
supernatural events that cannot be judged rationally. Since they did not experience it directly, these 
spectators watch as things beyond their daily experience occur, and feel amazement or confusion. At 
this point they appreciate their insignificance in relation to the world.

The majority of the narrators are people from my previous works. The entire work was composed of 
film materials that were never used before because I wanted to show as many facets and perspectives 
of society as possible. The different life stories are not fully explained; they are only briefly touched 
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upon. Some people reappear, and this 
not only helps the story move along, 
but also strengthens the connec-
tion and continuation of the regional 
chronicle of images. The stories of 
people from different areas, different 
ages, and different backgrounds 
are juxtaposed in an attempt by 
the individual image writer to 
preserve the individual memories. 
The combination of documentary 
images, texts, and material archives 
will help the devastated memory 
riverbed go beyond the barriers of 
space, time, and ideology. It will 
become a regional image memory 
and a microcosm of the life of 
ordinary people in this small western 
Chinese city that spans more than 
half a century.

Lin Xin on the shooting of the documentary Sanlidong in 2005

Poster for documentary Silent Landscape


