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Keyword: Workshop
‘Feelings guide the way, rational thought lights the way’: 

My Workshop notes

Author: ZHANG Mengqi 章梦奇   Translator: Michelle DEETER

Abstract

I learned how to create things, live, communicate, and collaborate at workshops. I used this opportu-

nity to go through my notes from the workshops and reflect on the following questions: what is a 

workshop? Why do we need workshops? What else can they do?

This is the eleventh year that I have made films. It was only after Flora (Lichaa) asked me to write an 

article that I realized I had graduated from stumbling through projects to being a part of the Chinese 

independent cinema scene.

I didn’t start out in film studies, and I never studied film in a formal setting. Everything I have 

learned is from the workshops I have done. When I went to university, the word ‘workshop’ was 

strange and unfamiliar to me. It was a rich source of knowledge and it became both my film school 

and my art school. Participating in different workshops helped me see and reflect. Why did we need 

to express ourselves, how could we express ourselves and how could we transition from being an 

individual author to inspiring creativity with multiple authors?

Flora provided a list of words related to independent film, but the word ‘workshop’ did not appear. 

I took this opportunity to go through the film workshops I have participated in and the workshops I 

participated in and organized at the Caochangdi Workstation (草场地工作站). This is an opportu-

nity to ask the following questions: what is a workshop? Why do we need workshops? What else can 

they do?

With these questions in my mind as I engage in my creative work, I cast my memory back thirteen 

years.
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1. The field hospital

When I graduated from university in 2008, participating in workshops was a way to dip my toe into 

the real world. At that time, I had only participated in workshops related to dance. One day in April, 

after attending a Japanese dance workshop at the Chaoyang 9 Theatre, I followed a Chinese theatre 

company and two Japanese theatre companies to the Caochangdi Workstation, which was located by 

the road that went to the airport. It was dark outside and the place looked strange, like a warehouse. 

But it wasn’t a warehouse—it had a stage, a cinema, a canteen inside. ‘If it’s called a workstation, 

then it will definitely have a workshop,’ I remember telling myself.

Workshops were first held at Caochangdi Workstation in 2005.1 The key period for workshops were 

during the May Art Festival (五月艺术节) and the October Crossing Art Festival (交叉艺术节). 

Apart from the national and international film screenings and theatrical performances on various 

themes, the stage and screening rooms on either side of the black curtain on the ground floor were 

packed with the theatre and documentary workshops. I went barefoot to a body workshop, and then 

I put on my shoes and went to a documentary workshop. The workshop was free and open to the 

public. As I repeatedly took off and put on my shoes, I discovered a new world.

I was more curious about the documentary workshops because it was the first time I had heard of 

that type of film. Entering the dark screening room, I would experience the world of the silver screen. 

When the lights were turned back on, I saw a room full of odd faces, all gazing upward. The room 

was 120 square metres and it was rammed with people whenever there was a screening. The most 

vivid description I can give is that when it was really crowded, we wished that we could have people 

watching while hanging from the ceiling lights. Apparently in May 2008, Wu Wenguang (吴文光) 

and Frank Scheffer (the Dutch documentary filmmaker) hosted a workshop and over eighty people 

attended.2 I later learned that these people came from all different backgrounds—students, farmers, 

journalists, designers, people who moved to Beijing for work, teachers, and old guys from neighbour-

hood communities. The workshop turned into a marathon that started at sunrise and went until sunset 

and then sunrise again. Those who attended until late in the night forgot to eat, had dark circles 

under their eyes, blubbered as they cried, rolled on the floor laughing, shouldered heavy computer 

bags, and even brought suitcases to the workshop. But everyone ate well, because from the very 

beginning, Caochangdi Workstation offered a cheap buffet (the original price of ten yuan per person 

never changed). Everyone spoke loudly about the world of the silver screen, until one reality replaced 

another. It was more like fantasy than fiction. 

Each one-week art festival felt like an era. Later I read an article where the host of the documentary 
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workshop Wu Wenguang said:

I hope to provide filmmakers of personal films and documentaries a place where they can get 

together, a place where they can communicate and discuss.

I heard Tian Gebing (田戈兵), a stage director and good friend of Wu Wenguang who frequently 

attended the workshops, describe it as ‘the largest field hospital for art in the country’.

2. The searchlight

In May 2009, at Caochangdi Workstation, Swiss documentary director Edna Politi’s workshop lasted 

until two in the morning. The atmosphere was heavy. Her film, Anou Banou or the Daughters of 

Utopia (1983), was about Zionist Jewish women who work on a kibbutz to achieve their dream of 

building a new nation. It stimulated a discussion on historical awareness and historical reflection. One 

of the participants of the Village Documentary Project (村民影像计划), 58-year-old Jia Zhitan (贾之
坦), sat in the front row as he described his memories of the people’s communes and of famine. He 

was usually fast asleep at this hour. The story about hunger reminded the audience of their hunger for 

understanding their history. People began to discuss their hometowns, the countryside, their elders 

whose full names they did not know, and not knowing what their own grandparents had experienced 

in their lives. That night’s workshop became a searchlight that shone a light on a return to history 

and to the villages. Wu Wenguang later recalled that Jia Zhitan’s speech was what motivated him to 

propose the Folk Memory Project (民间记忆计划).3

The participants of more than ten workshops returned to Shandong, Hunan, Yunnan, Hubei, Hebei, 

and Henan, each participant visiting a village that they had a relationship with. Some went to the 

village where they were born, the village where their grandfather lived, or the village where they had 

been an educated youth zhiqing (知青) during the Cultural Revolution.

The Folk Memory Project started in the summer of 2010. I returned to my grandfather’s village, 

Diaoyutai village in Yindian township in Suizhou city in Hubei province.

In September, the participants brought back to Caochangdi Workstation the materials they had 

filmed of old people describing the Great Famine. A series of workshops focusing on ‘returning to 

memory’ was held. Originally, the festival workshops were designed for general documentary lovers, 

but gradually this shifted to regular workshops focusing on memory and returning to the village to 

create.
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Some of these workshops included an interviewing workshop, an oral history compilation workshop, 

a first-cut editing workshop, a body and memory workshop, a paper-based editing workshop, a 

workshop on preparing supplementary materials, a workshop on preparing to go to a village, and a 

workshop on small-talk in villages.

These workshops were not only an opportunity for people from different backgrounds with similar 

interests to get together, but also a chance for people to work side by side and make things. These 

workshops produced a series of films and plays for the Folk Memory Project. My own work came 

out of the workshops from this period. I changed from someone who used dance to express other 

people’s ideas to someone who used film to express my own ideas. 

3. The boat to 2020

At the start of 2020, everyone was stuck in lockdown. Previously we might have faced abstract limits 

but now we had real limits that restricted us to our living rooms. Everyone had a direct experience 

of losing their freedom. Whatever we were working on had to be put on hold, and any activities that 

involved going outside were cancelled. My plan to continue filming in my grandfather’s village was 

delayed indefinitely. But a rule of survival for independent creators is to never sit still. Thanks to 

modern technology, we do not have to be limited by time or distance—I’m not sure if that’s a good 

thing or a bad thing. But perhaps if we use the tools available to us that’s a good thing.

At the end of January, the Caochangdi mailing list, which had been our normal form of communi-

cation for the Folk Memory Project, was renamed ‘Getting through 2020’ (2020度过). We collected 

notes and ideas about filming and creating that were scattered in different places. Towards the end of 

February, I restarted the Sunday yoga class and book club through the email list. That was something 

that we had done in person on Sunday mornings in 2018 and 2019, and now it is called ‘Sundays 

Online’. We were lonely and we were stuck, but we met up on QQ and found a tacit understanding 

while breathing together during yoga class. Remembering to breathe was especially important at this 

time. Rereading The Plague (1947) by Camus became a highlight of our book club. 

Lockdown was lifted for Suizhou city on March 15, where I had been stuck. The next day I went to 

the place where I had been shooting and staying, Diaoyutai village, which I liked to call ‘47km’ (47

公里).4 We were all doing different things then. When the pandemic hit, Wei Xuan (魏轩) spent two 

months filming at the entrance of Magongdian village in Suqian, Jiangsu province because he was 

not allowed to enter. Hao Yongbo (郝永博) from Haozhaozhuang, Heze, Shandong province, was 

allowed to leave the village where his relatives lived and return home. Gao Ang (高昂) spent the 
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first few months of the pandemic in Henan and then went to Newcastle; while she was in isolation, 

she re-watched the footage of her hometown and worked out what she wanted to say with her film. 

Liu Xiaolei (刘晓雷) had to be the guardian of his family’s ‘fortress’ due to the double blockade in 

Beijing. Hu Sanshou (胡涛) helped his family build a tomb for his ancestors in Xiangzidian village, 

Weinan, Shaanxi province, filming with a handheld camera all the while. Zhang Ping (张苹) and her 

mother moved from their hometown in Hunan to their place in Beijing, showing their health QR codes 

along the way, where they had to undergo a new period of isolation. Shao Yuzhen (邵玉珍), who 

had participated in the Villager’s Video Project in 2005 and was now seventy years old, continued 

to record a video diary in Shaziying village, Beijing. Luo Luo (洛洛) from Miyi village, Sichuan 

province, interviewed her father about the disaster that occurred sixty years ago. Anthropology major 

Yu Shuang (俞爽) put her books down and observed reality in new rural village ruins. Finally, Wu 

Wenguang filmed a piece called Free Everyday 每日自白 (2020) in his home in Kunming, using his 

own voice to fight the pervasive waves of fear. 

But 2020 was just getting started. A group of us learned how to help each other and get through the 

pandemic through creative work. On 8 April, Wu Wenguang created the Online Footage-Watching 

Workshop (线上阅读素材工作坊). This workshop was in a completely different format and followed 

new rules. Rather than having a mentor hosting the event, all the participants took turns hosting. The 

idea was to let each participant go back to the most basic and most detailed actions.

The method was as follows: each person had ten minutes to play some of their original footage and 

get some brief feedback from the group. The next person to play footage would note the content of 

the previous discussion. After each participant’s material had been played, the whole group held a 

one-hour discussion, with one person moderating the overall discussion.

By 19 August, we had held twenty-three sessions of the Online Footage-Watching Workshop. We 

started by meeting twice a week, but then we went to meeting once a week. We went from combining 

footage to focusing on individual footage. We also transitioned from focusing on the outside world 

to focusing on inner reflection. The footage was ordinary, nowhere near perfect, and it seemed like 

nothing was happening. But we could still make a breakthrough and achieve something imaginative 

and creative. 

The Online Footage-Watching Workshop motivated us to create new films. By the end of 2020, eight 

filmmakers had created something new. 

The following works are debut films for the filmmaker:
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Luo Luo’s Fear 洛洛的恐惧 (2020) by Luo Luo, which was entered into the Asian film competi-

tion portion of the Yamagata International Documentary Film Festival.

Farewell My 19 告别19岁 (dir. Hao Yongbo, 2020)

Reading Jiaoxing Village I  焦邢庄之论 I (dir. Gao Ang, 2020)

Old Mei in Huangpotan Village 黄婆滩的老妹妹 (dir. Yu Shuang, 2020)

The following works are not debut films:

My Village 我的村子2020 (dir. Shao Yuzhen, 2020)

The Burrows 地洞 (dir. Hu Sanshou, 2020), which was entered into the prospective competition 

at the Amsterdam International Documentary Film Festival

Riding Through Chapter One: Entrapment 度过一章：围困 (dir. Wu Wenguang, 2020)

Self Portrait: A Fairy Tale in 47km 自画像：47公里童话 (dir. Zhang Mengqi, 2020), which 

earned the Best Documentary Award at the Busan International Film Festival

The workshops also attracted a lot of people who came to listen. Zhao Shuyi (赵书仪) and Ke Wujun 

(柯芜君), who are studying in Japan and the United States respectively, listened to the workshops. 

Our old friend Ao Dai (奥黛), who is currently in Philadelphia, also attended from the very beginning 

until we started bringing in footage to watch. We heard her stories from the other side of the globe, 

learning about hundred-year-old trees and historical memories. Experienced Chinese independent film 

researcher Akiyama Tamako attended our meetings from Japan. She gave a talk at the Covid Period Art 

Report seminar, where she evaluated our Online Footage-Watching Workshop. Akiyama said:

They create new possibilities in the midst of many limitations; they save, write, and film the new 

memories that are being formed in this incredibly important period.

4. Reshaping location

The Online Footage-Watching Workshop started last year [2020], and the original reason was 

related to the lockdowns during the pandemic. Since we were unable to breathe normally during 

the lockdowns, we decided to attempt something else that we wouldn’t consider under normal 

circumstances: looking at each other’s footage and talking about it.

This quote was taken from the Caochangdi Workstation Station B public account.5 In 2021, we 

started a second season of the Online Footage-Watching Workshop, where we focused on creating 

new work. This season started on 23 June and went until November, with a plan to hold twenty 
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sessions. We met once weekly online, with each session lasting three hours. 

We had twelve participants this season, with the oldest participant being seventy-one-year-old villager 

Shao Yuzhen and the youngest being twenty-year-old university student Zhang Dun (张盾). The 

footage included a family history, the reality of life in rural China, the demolition of urban villages, 

an investigation into the identity and life of a person who was found frozen to death, and a co-cre-

ation by a mother and son. The twelve participants shared the footage that they needed to edit and 

the group discussed it. Just like the first season, there was no mentor for the workshop. We simply 

wanted to see if we could ignite a spark of inspiration and help each other on the road to creation. 

Unlike the first season, we opened the workshop to many people who simply wanted to listen. We did 

not limit the number of meeting participants, and about thirty to forty people came to listen to each 

meeting.

People shared their experiences and discussed the creation of real images, preparation before filming 

and working methods while on location. Still, watching the materials was the most important step 

between shooting the raw footage and editing. Many filmmakers were conscientious about saving 

their footage on a hard drive, but they didn’t open the files again while they worked. They had to slog 

through mountains of material all by themselves as they tried to find a way to make the footage work 

as a film.

Today, the participants of the Folk Memory Project are based all over China and even the world:

Shao Yuzhen is in Shaziying Village, Beijing; Luo Luo is in Miyi County, Sichuan; Wu Wenguang is 

in Kunming, Yunnan; Hu Sanshou is in Xiangzidian village, Shaanxi; Yu Shuang is in Huangpotan 

village, Zhejiang; Gao Ang is in Newcastle upon Tyne, England; Liu Shaoqing (刘晓倩) is in 

Baijiashan village in Shanxi; Zhang Dun is in Wuhan, Hubei; Dai Xu (戴旭) is in Gejiu, Yunnan; Liu 

Tong (刘通) is in Mingli village in Bengbu, Anhui; and Jia Zhitan is in Jiemingqiao village, Shimen, 

Hunan.

As the Chinese name of the workshop (literally Reading Materials Workshop [阅读素材工作
坊]) suggests, ‘reading material’ is not just about watching film footage but about reading and 

understanding life. The Online Footage-Watching Workshop was a new way of coming together and 

inviting filmmakers to step into each other’s shoes. In this way, we were able to understand our vastly 

different lives and the on-the-ground changes of an era. 

The Online Footage-Watching Workshop of 2021 was built on the basis of the previous year and 
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created a more specific methodology and rules. A new direction was proposed: rather than deciding 

if certain material was good or bad, we would aim to understand multiple layers of meaning in the 

material. Before the filmmaker shared their materials with the rest of the workshop, they needed to 

sort them into categories, identifying which clip was closest to the core of the work. Every time the 

focus was on a single angle, we started at the periphery and gradually moved towards the centre.

This brought a new challenge: the participants needed to ‘read’ the footage rather than simply ‘watch’ 

it. They should not only talk about film language, and they should not simply describe their emotional 

response. They should try to find key words or themes to reflect upon in the works they were 

discussing. In this way, it would be possible to establish a clear connection between the work and real 

life. At the same time that the filmmakers attended the workshop and discussed their interpretation of 

the footage, they could accumulate experience on interpreting the world around them.

A wide range of themes emerged during our discussions: inside and outside; location and relation-

ships; the understanding of partial imagination; special locations created by time; creation and life 

becoming support points; the metaphor of space; image and memory; the seen and the unseen; 

real time and inner time; and the reshaping and presentation of location—these concepts were all 

discussed in the workshops. The scattered thoughts and feelings of life were shared and analysed by 

the filmmakers to create a focus for reflection. I think this can be described as ‘Feelings guide the 

way, rational thought lights the way.’

No matter what happens, the act of recording goes on. We instinctively find ways to make 

breakthroughs together. The online world is full of ambiguous events and the age of isolation has 

turned physical bodies into a problem. How can concrete people be seen and understood? When 

we are forced to disconnect physically, how can we ensure that individuals are not consumed by a 

grand narrative? How can we bring memories to life, rather than keeping them in the past? As we 

'read' each other’s footage, I could appreciate the truth of these people. Every documentary author 

is contesting with time and space and hoping to create a location that belongs to them. A person, a 

family, a village, and a new location that specifically belongs to us can be reshaped.

Notes

1 Caochangdi Workstation was an artistic space located at 105 Caochangdi Art Village, Airport Auxiliary Road, Chaoyang District, 
Beijing and active from 2005 to 2014. It was founded by Wu Wenguang and Wen Hui ( 文慧 ). From 2014 to today, Caochangdi 
Workstation is no longer a physical location, but rather a name for the creators working on the Folk Memory Project.

2 Wu Wenguang and Frank Scheffer held a documentary workshop where the participants all made short films. Later the pair started 
a fund for young directors called the Frank-Wu Documentary Fund, which supported the travel costs, accommodation and post-pro-
duction costs of workshop participants.
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Appendix

The following is a record of the completed films by participants of the workshops of Caochangdi Workstation and the Folk Memory 
Project, which lasted from 2005 to 2021. There are a total of 37 authors and 90 films:

Song Tian ( 宋田 ). Tian Li 天里 (2005); Flowers 花朵 (2008).
Shao Yuzhen. My Village, 7-part series, (2005-2020).
Jia Zhitan. My Village, 8-part series 我的村子 , (2005-2014).
Zhang Huancai ( 张焕财 ). My Village, 7-part series 我的村子 , (2005-2017).
Wang Wei ( 王伟 ). My Village, 3-part series 我的村子 , (2005-2010).
Xie Lina ( 谢丽娜 ). Mom 妈妈 (2007).
Liu Heng 刘蘅 . Back to Daxian 回到达县 (2008).
Odette Scott. Falling from Sky 从天而降 (2010).
Li Ning ( 李凝 ). Tape 胶带 (2010).
Zou Xueping 邹雪平 . Zou Village, 5-part series 邹家村系列 , (2010-2014).
Luo Bing 罗兵 . Luo Village, 3-part series 罗家屋系列 , (2011-2013).
Li Xinmin 李新民 . Huamulin Village, 3-part series 花木林系列 , (2011-2013).
Jia Nannan 贾楠楠 . Jia Fukui’s Winter 贾福奎的冬天 (2011).
Shu Qiao 舒侨 . Shuangjing Village, 3-part series 双井村系列 , (2012-2014).
Wang Hai’an 王海安 . Attacking Zhanggao Village 进攻张高村 信仰张高村 (2012-2013).
Wen Hui 文慧 . Listening to Third Grandmother’s Stories 听三奶奶讲过去的事情 (2012).
Guo Rui 郭睿 . The Rivers and Sisterhood 河流与女人的吟唱 (2014).
Zhang Xinwei 张新伟 . Mr.Tang 唐老师 (2012).
Zhang Ci 张慈 . The Faith in Ailao Mountain 哀牢山的信仰 (2013).
Ye Zuyi 叶祖艺 . The Gleaners 拾穗 (2014).
Li Youjie 李有杰 . A-Lao’s Village 阿佬的村庄 (2014).
Jiang Jijie 姜纪杰 . The Mulberry Story 二十四 (2014).
Hu Sanshou. Mountain Village 山旮旯 (2014); Legend 古精 (2015); Dumb Men 偷羞子 (2018); The Burrows (2021).
Zhang Ping. No Land 冬天回家 (2013); Herb 土制没药 (2017).
Rong Guangrong 荣光荣 . Children Do Not Fear Death, But Fear the Devil 孩子不惧怕死亡，但是害怕魔鬼 (2015).
Ma Guijie 马桂洁 . The Train Flies Across My Village 火车飞过我的村子 (2016).
Du Guan 杜冠 . Goodbye Winter 再见冬天 (2016).
Liu Xiaolei. A True Believer 狂热自白 (2017).
Wang Jiameng 王佳萌 . Hungry Woman 饥饿的女人 (2017).
Qu Yufeng 屈玉风 . My Grandma 我奶奶 (2017).
Zhang Huiyang 张会洋 . Zhang Daying Village 1989 张大营 1989 (2017).
Zhan Rongrong 詹荣荣 . Days 日子 (2017).
Wu Wenguang. Investigating My Father 调 查 父 亲 (2017); Autobiography: Pass Through 自 传： 穿 过 (2017); Autobiography: 
Struggles 自传：挣扎 (2018); Autobiography: Evidence 自传：证据 (2019); Riding Through Chapter One: Entrapment 度过一章：
围困 (2020).
Hao Yongbo. Farewell My 19 (2020).
Luo Luo. Luo Luo’s Fear (2020).
Gao Ang. Reading Jiaoxing Village I (2021).
Yu Shuang. Old Mei in Huangpotan Village 黄婆滩的老妹妹 (2021).
Zhang Mengqi. Self Portrait, 10-part series 自画像系列 (2010-2021).

3 Wu Wenguang’s Folk Memory Project focuses on artistic practice. It began in summer 2010 at Caochangdi, and participants re-
turned to villages that they were connected to, whether it was their birthplace, their parent’s or grandparent’s birthplace, or the place 
where they were sent as educated youth. They used oral histories to make documentaries. The Great Famine (1959 to 1961) was 
their first subject. After that, the oral histories covered land reform, the Great Leap Forward, the Socialist Education Movement and 
the Cultural Revolution. Caochangdi cooperated with Duke University Libraries to create the Memory Project  (https://repository.
duke.edu/dc/memoryproject). An important part of the project was that all participants were also creators, and their creative works 
included films, stage plays and writings.

4 47km is my nickname of Diaoyutai village, Yidian town, Suizhou city, Hubei. It is the home of my father’s family and is the nick-
name for the village in Self Portrait.

5 Caochangdi Workstation Station B is the second account of the Folk Memory Project and the online platform for group events and 
sharing files. It went online in July 2016. Its predecessor, Caochangdi Workstation, was shut down along with the corresponding 
blog of the same name in June 2016.
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