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Abstract

In the more than three decades since the appearance of independent, non-state-sector filmmaking 

in China, the initiative has grown in many remarkable ways. One of the most captivating directions 

involves the activities of determined filmmakers who insist on probing the complicated and often 

controversial realm of memory. Memory means remembering the past. What should be remembered 

about the past?  Officialdom (in all nations) typically has its own, self-serving way of remembering 

the past. But independent explorers of China’s past refuse to function as cheerleaders or propagan-

dists for the state. They are critical cultural producers dedicated to truth telling, even when it is 

painful. Consequently, their memory work has been highly sensitive and politically explosive. 

Officialdom prefers selective memory that pays homage to glorious moments in the history of the 

nation. They think remembering of this sort provides solid proof of the patriotism of filmmakers. 

Critical remembering that pays attention to the debacles of the past is said by officialdom to make 

China look bad. Remembering of this sort, they stress, is unpatriotic. Officialdom is thus insecure and 

defensive when it comes to the issue of memory. Independent filmmakers who take a critical approach 

to remembering are far more secure and confident. Their work often implies that remembering 

the traumas of the past is a higher form of patriotism and a way to prevent such tragedies from 

reoccurring.

I think it’s best for me to do this as a deeply personal reflection. As we know, in the more than three 

decades since the appearance of independent, non-state-sector filmmaking in China, the initiative 

has grown in many remarkable ways. But, as an historian, the direction that captivates me more 

than any other involves the activities of determined filmmakers who insist on probing the compli-

cated and often controversial realm of memory. Memory means remembering the past. What should 

be remembered about the past? Officialdom (in all nations) typically has its own, self-serving way 

of remembering the past. We must always keep in mind that independent explorers of China’s past 

refuse to function as cheerleaders or propagandists for the state. They are critical cultural producers 

dedicated to truth telling, even when it is painful.  
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Not surprisingly, many in the state apparatus in China are opposed to independent remembering. 

They see it as out-of-control activity. As a consequence, such memory work has been and continues to 

be highly sensitive and politically explosive. Officialdom prefers selective memory that pays homage 

to glorious moments in the history of the nation. They think this sort of remembering provides 

solid proof of the patriotism and loyalty of filmmakers. Critical remembering that pays attention to 

the debacles of the past is said by officialdom to make China look bad. Remembering of this sort, 

they stress, is unpatriotic.  Officialdom is thus insecure and defensive when it comes to the issue of 

memory. Independent filmmakers who take a critical approach to remembering are far more secure 

and confident. Their work often implies that remembering the traumas of the past is a higher form of 

patriotism and a way to prevent such tragedies from reoccurring.

It is useful to make a distinction between critical, independent filmmakers in China who focus on 

the past and those, like Ai Xiaoming (艾晓明), who engage in investigative filmmaking that treats 

the serious social and cultural problems of the present day. Needless to say, the problems of the 

present are quite often closely linked to the problems of the past, and I admire both sorts of politically 

engaged independent filmmaking. But I want to focus here on those who are devoted to remembering 

the past.

But what do independent, memory filmmakers in China mean when they refer to the past?  China 

has thousands of years of history. Do they cover all of that? No, these independent filmmakers stress 

memories of modern China, especially the twentieth century and the years since the formation of the 

People’s Republic in 1949.    

In terms of genre, memory filmmakers have resoundingly favoured documentary rather than 

live-action filmmaking. Part of the reason for this is cost. Independent, live-action filmmaking is 

incredibly expensive. This does not mean that there are no independent, live-action films that deal 

in unforgettable ways with memory. Peng Tao’s (彭韬) gut-wrenching Red Snow 红色血 (2006), a 

mind-boggling film about the ugly essence of the Cultural Revolution, is in my view one of the best 

Chinese films ever made.

A more important reason for the preference among memory filmmakers for the documentary genre 

has to do with sources. How exactly does one go about documenting traumas of the past that state 

leaders want the people of China to forget? Many of the most influential memory filmmakers in 

China prefer the documentary genre because they want to film interviews with witnesses, that is, 

people who actually experienced those traumas. This type of source quite literally puts a human face 

on the tribulations of past decades. They believe that this type of eyewitness source is more credible 
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than the sort of fictional characters who inhabit the live-action screen.  

I understand their preference because long ago I encountered the same sourcing problem myself. 

Like most scholars of modern China who started out in the 1960s when there was no access to China 

for university-based American researchers, I worked exclusively with sources that were available 

outside China, including books, newspapers, public documents and archival materials. I wanted to do 

research on the ground in China and talk with people who had experienced China’s modern history, 

but that was not an option. Finally, in 1978 I was able to start a long-term village field research project 

in a North China village and fell in love with face-to-face conversations with everyday villagers. 

We called these accounts oral histories. Of course, there is no such thing as a perfect source, and 

interviews are no exception. People’s memories can be spotty and problematic. But I found the 

process to be intensely human and absolutely addictive.

In the mid-1980s I jumped at the chance to take such interviewing to the next level —— filmed 

interviews of witnesses to major historical events. I signed on with Ambrica Productions and 

functioned as Associate Producer of two documentaries, China in Revolution, 1911-1949 (1989) and 

The Mao Years, 1949-1976 (1994). My job was to identify potential interviewees and coordinate with 

my camera crew to film a wide array of conversations with witnesses. I learned what China’s memory 

documentarians were discovering at about the same time: reading the words of a witness to trauma 

is not nearly as impactful or gripping as hearing the words (usually spoken with distinctive regional 

accents), seeing the facial expressions, and observing the body language of witnesses. It was hard to 

hold back tears during such filming sessions and even now, many years later, I get emotional when I 

view some of those old interviews.  

The memory episodes I was able to film included village-level atrocities that occurred during the 

Sino-Japanese War (1937-45), brutal class warfare carried out during the Civil War (1945-49), the 

terrors of the 1957 Anti-Rightist Campaign, and the agonies of the Great Famine (1958-1962). These 

crucial moments were life altering for millions of people. Their personal accounts are not only 

riveting, they are grassroots —— another key word that is now closely associated with indepen-

dent filmmaking in China. In other words, we need to try to understand China’s modern history 

not only from the top-down (as experienced by elites), but from the bottom-up (as experienced by 

ordinary citizens). Memory documentarians in China know that top-down histories are important, 

but independent, bottom-up, grassroots histories are special and have been ignored far too long.  

As a scholar of Chinese filmmaking, I benefited enormously from my own involvement in grassroots 

documentary filmmaking. It became somewhat easier for me to see the world of filmmaking in the 
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ways these independent producers see it. I recommend that scholars of independent film find ways 

to visit production locations and perhaps even get involved in filmmaking projects. I require my 

undergraduate history students to engage in filmmaking. It changes the way they see and understand 

the films of others.    

One of the key independent memory documentarians of the last thirty years is Wu Wenguang (吴
文光), a native of Yunnan province in southwest China. Wu has engaged in many different kinds 

of independent filmmaking, but the aspect I want to emphasize here is his truly pioneering work in 

promoting and developing a field of documentary filmmaking that focuses on memories of recent 

Chinese history, especially the years since 1949. Like me, he got interested years ago in filming the 

grassroots testimonies of witnesses to many of the most important moments of the 1950s and 1960s. 

Indeed, to this day Wu calls this ongoing activity the Memory Project. I first visited his amazing 

Caochangdi (草场地) workstation in a northeast suburb of Beijing in summer 2011, one year after the 

Memory Project was launched. After his team was compelled to relocate in 2017, I visited him once 

again in fall 2019 in his new workspace in the remote village of Qinjiatun (秦家屯) north of Beijing. 

I was so impressed by the grassroots historical documentaries produced by the Memory Project that I 

helped organize two international workshops, one at the University of California, San Diego in June 

2014 and one at the University of Edinburgh in November 2014, both of which highlighted the work 

of young filmmakers trained by Wu Wenguang.

My 2011 trek to the Caochangdi workstation in Beijing was truly remarkable, and seeing it helped me 

understand the passions of young artists who are dedicated to remembering. It was not enough for 

me to see their films; it was necessary to meet them and learn about their backgrounds and motiva-

tions. After all, they were engaging in work that was not welcomed by officialdom and they certainly 

weren’t in it for the money since their films could not be easily shown on television or in state-run 

cinemas in China. Their approach to the recent history of state socialism in China was highly critical, 

but the original Caochangdi workstation functioned nonetheless as a groovy commune. Young 

people recruited by Wu Wenguang from all over China lived together in the complex, grew their own 

vegetables, prepared their own meals, ate collectively, and studied filmmaking together throughout 

the day — with occasional breaks for group yoga sessions. It reminded me of American countercul-

ture, hippie communes of the 1960s. The new and more remote workstation in Qinjiatun that I visited 

in 2019 is much simpler, but still features the main components of the old complex — including 

enjoyable yoga sessions.

Wu Wenguang and his team make all sorts of films, but here I will focus only on the people most 

actively involved in the Memory Project. Wu stresses the need to recruit young women and men from 
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rural China. That is to say, many come from farming families located in nondescript villages. Typical 

activists in the Memory Project are beginners who have little or no prior training in filmmaking. 

Living and bonding at the workstation, they learn the basics of digital filmmaking, including the 

crucial process of editing and the struggle to produce a coherent final product. The most important 

thing they learn is that it’s not that hard to make a movie. Don’t be intimidated. Just do it. You don’t 

need a fancy Beijing Film Academy education. Once their basic, group-oriented training is complete, 

Wu urges them to go back to their home villages (with basic equipment supplied by him) and film 

interviews with elderly and sometimes infirm neighbors. Probe their memories. Ask them about their 

experiences in the past.  

One of the main priorities of the Memory Project is the Great Famine of 1958-1962, the largest 

famine in world history. It was a self-inflicted wound caused by Mao Zedong’s catastrophic Great 

Leap Forward. The famine is not a subject taught in schools in China. It was an excruciating time for 

Chinese villagers, a time that officialdom wants the world to forget. The young filmmakers trained 

by Wu Wenguang knew very little about the dimensions of the famine in their own villages. Early 

Memory Project filmmakers were mainly in their twenties, born more than two decades after the 

famine. The challenge was to go back to their villages, with digital camera in hand, and find elderly 

villagers who were about 20 years old in 1960. These people would have experienced the crushing 

weight of the famine. In 2010, when much of this type of memory filmmaking was being undertaken 

by Wu’s team, these villagers would have been about 70 years old — or older. Many were clearly in 

bad health, but their memories were surprisingly sharp. And most had no qualms about sharing their 

experiences.

An excellent example of an early-stage Memory Project documentary filmmaker is Zou Xueping (邹
雪平), a native of Zoujiacun (邹家村) village in Shandong province. I first met Zou in 2014. It was 

refreshing to get to know a woman filmmaker because the Chinese film world has been dominated 

by men from the 1920s to the present. Zou joined the Caochangdi workstation in 2009 when she was 

23 years old and managed to produce a film a year for the next five years, all of which focus on her 

home village and involve filmed interviews of local villagers, some of whom are family members. 

Her work is a superb example of memory documentaries that stress the testimonies of grassroots 

witnesses. Zou’s films are easily accessible, and I urge readers to take a look for themselves.  

I’ll mention three of Zou Xueping’s films here. Starving Village 饥饿的村子 (2010) deals directly with 

the testimonies of fifteen elderly villagers who experienced first-hand the unimaginable privations of 

the Great Famine. These powerful interviews are rough-and-tumble and Zou does little to clean them 

up. Zou estimates that 20 percent of Zoujiacun villagers died during the famine. Although many 
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of her interviewees are in fragile condition, their testimonies are credible. One of the hallmarks of 

memory documentaries is that filmmakers like Zou Xueping are not heavy handed and do not try to 

hit viewers over the head with a rigid, one-dimensional takeaway message.  She lets the witnesses 

speak for themselves. Viewers can make up their own minds.  

Children’s Village 孩子的村子 (2012) is a remarkable film that takes the Memory Project in a new 

and unexpected direction. In this work, Zou Xueping mobilizes village children, ages 11-13. It is not 

enough for a novice filmmaker like Zou to educate herself about village history, she is determined 

to get local children involved in the remembering process. Zou got her basic training from Wu 

Wenguang, but back in the village she asserts that it is her duty to organize children (most of them 

young girls) and teach them how to use a camera and how to interview the elderly. This refreshing 

development constitutes a deepening of the democratization and diversification of cultural produc-

tion. The kids are very excited and begin at once to film the heartbreaking testimonies of elders. The 

children are not only learning about village history and why it’s important to remember, they are 

recording history.  

This raises a challenging question about the aesthetics of memory documentaries. This work forces 

us to rethink our aesthetic categories and standards. By the aesthetic standards of many artists at 

the Beijing Film Academy, these are low-grade, inferior films. There are all sorts of interruptions 

and distractions, the camera often moves about randomly, kids run in and out, the sound is uneven, 

many of the elderly have hearing disabilities, and dogs and chickens are running about making lots 

of noise. I concluded long ago that the apparent aesthetic messiness of these memory documentaries 

makes them more human, more convincing, and more charming. These are real people, and this is 

serious filmmaking.

Trash Village 垃圾的村子 (2013) is not a memory documentary, but rather an astounding example 

of the political and social consequences of encouraging village children to learn about history and 

teaching them how to use a camera. The process is empowering. Vividly aware that Zoujiacun village 

is littered with trash and that village adults don’t seem to care, the kids (again, mainly young girls) 

decide to organize a village clean-up campaign. They are delighted that Zou Xueping decides to 

make a documentary about their project. The youngsters enjoy being filmed by Zou and are happy 

to talk about their discussions with adult villagers who think it’s stupid to go about picking up other 

peoples’ trash. Trash Village makes the crucial point that memory filmmaking involves more than 

remembering the past. Memory filmmaking can and should connect past and present.

I’ll end this reflection by pointing to three problems that face documentary artists who film 
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interviews with grassroots witnesses to key moments in China’s modern history. First, the clock is 

ticking. All the people I filmed in the mid-1980s and early 1990s about events that happened in the 

1937-1962 period have now passed away. Had we not filmed them in their later years, we would not 

be able to watch them telling their stories today. I made my first visit to China in 1971, in the middle 

of the Cultural Revolution. It seems like yesterday to me. But it was half a century ago. People 

who were 20 years old when the Cultural Revolution started in 1966 are now in their mid-70s. We 

need more filmed interviews of people who experienced the Cultural Revolution — before it’s too 

late. Thankfully, documentarians associated with the University of Pittsburgh have in recent years 

filmed hundreds of interviews of people who witnessed the Cultural Revolution. (See The Cultural 

Revolution: 10 (CR/10) Project) The documentarians who filmed these extraordinary interviews 

were born and raised in China but now live and work in the United States. This raises the question 

of whether filmmakers who reside outside China can be considered independent, non-state-sector, 

Chinese filmmakers. I think they can. With respect to the events surrounding the 1989 Tiananmen 

protests, another moment that officialdom wants the people of China to forget, we tend to think of 

this as a fairly recent event. But the fact is that people who were 20 in 1989 are now in their early 50s. 

This is another memory topic that needs considerable attention before it is too late. Yes, the clock is 

ticking.    

Second is the problem of ethics. Back in 2016 an independent documentarian showed me a rough 

cut of a deeply disturbing film about powerful Chinese men who abused young women in systemic 

ways during the 1950s and 1960s. At one point I noticed that the camera seemed to be in an awkward 

position. I was told that a hidden camera was used because interviewees would not have spoken if 

they knew they were being filmed. Hidden camera? This practice is wrong and should never be used. 

All interviewees must agree to be filmed. It is the obligation of memory documentarians to win the 

trust of people they want to film.  

Third, there are ongoing problems related to the dissemination of memory documentaries. State 

censorship boundaries have been constantly expanding and contracting since 1990. Filmmakers 

diligently monitor the situation and respond accordingly and creatively. Censorship, especially when 

it comes to documentaries that remember traumas and include grassroots testimonies of witnesses, 

has been steadily tightening in recent years. For example, all the annual independent film festivals 

staged in China have been shut down. Nonetheless, memory films continue to be made and key 

players, including Wu Wenguang, continue to travel abroad where their films are screened, discussed 

and archived. International scholarly interest in Chinese memory work continues to be high. And 

at this critical juncture it is important to appreciate that Chinese officialdom does not behave in 

a uniform way. Differences of opinion are expressed behind the scenes — and sometimes openly 
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— in government circles. Some in authority actually welcome the work of memory filmmakers and 

believe it is essential to remember the traumas of the post-1949 period. Conservatives, for their part, 

want acts of remembering to stress foreign aggression during what is now referred to as the Century 

of Humiliation. Their priority is to stoke superficial nationalism and uncritical loyalty to the state. 

But producers of memory documentaries reject the amnesia agenda — insisting instead that it is 

essential to remember the details and impacts of painful self-inflicted wounds. These filmmakers do 

not expect scholars to heap praise on everything they produce. On the contrary, they welcome discus-

sion and debate. They deserve our utmost respect. 


