
188

Making Art Is a Lifestyle Choice: My 1980s
Interviewee: WU Wenguang 吴文光    Interviewer and editor: Sabrina Qiong YU 余琼

Note: This article is adapted from the first half an hour of an interview with Wu Wenguang conducted by Sabrina Q, 

Yu in Qinjiatun, a suburb of Beijing, on 25 September 2019. 

I think Bumming in Beijing  ( 流浪北京，1990) would be the first [independent documentary] for me. I don’t really care 

if other people think it’s the first or not. When I say it’s the first, I mean a lot of things. It was the first film I made 

when I started a new lifestyle and it marked the beginning of a new chapter in my life. That chapter lasted thirty years. 

But back then, I wasn’t thinking about all those things. Having connections with the people around me was impor-

tant—I could not possibly make a film all by myself. Or perhaps I should say just because I had an idea, did not mean 

I could turn it into a film. The idea that I had was also influenced by that environment. That atmosphere, or environ-

ment, was extremely important.

If I had never come to Beijing, the film never would have happened. If I had never met those people in Beijing, it never 

would have happened. When I arrived in Beijing, I changed my lifestyle drastically. I gave up my danwei (work unit), 

my hukou (residence permit), and a steady job. I decided that drifting in Beijing was how I wanted to live. Once I 

changed the way I was living, I met likeminded people, or at least people who appeared to be similar to me. I could tell 

at a glance that we would get along. In the past, people moving to Beijing from the countryside were called the mangliu 

(blind migrants). Now those people are called ‘Beijing drifters’ or ‘vagabonds’. The vagabonds decided not to partici-

pate in the system, or they didn’t have the papers that provided them with security, or they did not work at a work unit 

that would provide a steady pay check, healthcare, and a pension. In the past, there might be one or two people that did 

not participate in the system, but in the 1980s, more people did so and they all converged in Beijing. They made films, 

painted paintings, wrote plays, wrote stories, and composed essays. People gravitated towards each other, which was 

one of the unique features of that period. At the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s, over a period lasting 

two or three years, a lot of people streamed in from far-flung places: Guilin, Shanxi, and all over China. I frequently 

ran into these people. I think my life really changed then.

Pretty soon after arriving in Beijing, you would hear that people said they had had enough of Beijing and it was boring. 

Their dreams had reached a dead end and they wanted to go to America or some other foreign country. One such per-

son around me was Zhang Ci. She wanted to go to the United States, and she chose a special way to achieve that. She 

was so eager to go abroad that she would do whatever it took to get there. But she thought it was good, she thought that 

she had to go abroad. She wanted to know what I thought, if I thought it was OK. I said it was good. But that’s another 

story for another time. So, I considered her way of thinking: I thought that we had arrived at Beijing and next we would 

go to the United States, or any other place abroad. Beijing was simply a springboard. If your dreams reached a dead 

end, or they were more or less finished, if you could not imagine a future in Beijing, then perhaps America or some 

other place would be better. You needed to see the outside world, you needed to expand your horizons, or you had some 

other reasons that you needed to go. So, I thought that going to Beijing and then going abroad after that was the most 
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natural thing to do. I wondered if being a bum or living a free lifestyle in Beijing had reached its natural conclusion. 

That was a doubt I had then.

My curiosity and my doubts fuelled this film. Making this film was not as simple as turning my ideas into a film. I 

borrowed equipment and the people around me gave me suggestions. My friends helped me and I helped them in re-

turn. That’s how it went. They were part of the fabric of that environment. The film was brought about by something, 

but perhaps it would be able to cause something else to happen. But I think the importance of the film was that like 

many things that appeared at that time, before it happened, you never would have imagined that it was possible. The 

painters who lived by Yuanmingyuan (Old Summer Palace) were a perfect example. So were the people who didn’t 

have a job at a work unit or at the literature department of some university, but still wrote stories. They did odd jobs 

and submitted a few manuscripts to earn money. Some people staged plays, which involved loads of people, and need-

ed a space for rehearsing and performing the play. Then there were freelance photographers like Gao Bo. It all hap-

pened naturally. So, in my opinion, art is not a hobby. It’s not something you need or something you have to express, 

it’s a search for, and the establishment of, a way of life.

That is why I would not teach at a university or work at a television station for long, or stay at the middle school where 

I taught before, or be employed at a company. Being an artist is a decision to live in a certain way. I think Bumming 

in Beijing is a product of that environment that existed at the end of the 1980s. If it were not for that time, for that en-

vironment, and for those people that I knew, the film would never have been made. It is impossible for me to say that 

since I came to Beijing I had to do something big, or had to make a film. I knew I was a complete idiot, that I knew 

nothing. What was a documentary? I had never heard of the word before. The word, whether in Chinese or in English, 

was something I learned in 1991 after attending a film festival. That’s also when I learned the word ‘independent’ 

in English. I didn’t know that word before. But knowing those words was unimportant. The important thing was the 

yearning and the will to be independent, to be free.

At that time, people who liked literature stuck together. My house was one of those places where people gathered. As a 

result, my address, 6 Shangyi Street, became a shorthand for that kind of place. Most of the people who came were my 

college classmates, and some people joined us later on, but there was always seven or eight people at the house. That 

was during the 1980s, mainly during the early 1980s. Eventually it wasn’t that popular to gather anymore. Even people 

who were writers did not live like that anymore. I gave up my job at the work unit and I did not have a residence per-

mit. That was what differentiated me from a lot of people. When I trace back the reason why I did not have a family or 

any children, it was for the same reason. Perhaps that was the moment when my rejection of a routine and mainstream 

lifestyle reached its zenith. For other people, this might be a sort of sickness, but it can be traced back to a moment.

I left Kunming in 1988, but I already left once in 1983. When I graduated I was assigned a job as a middle school 

teacher. I wanted to teach in a middle school located in a grazing pasture in Xinjiang. I lived in Xinjiang for two years. 

My desire was simple: I wanted to write. I wanted to go somewhere far away, somewhere remote. I wanted to find a 

lifestyle that excited me. It was impossible to write anything in Kunming where it never got hot and it never got cold; it 

was so comfortable there that it was boring. That was when I decided that I would leave my work unit. Unfortunately, 

my work unit did not agree with my plan, so I had to resign. I taught at Kunming No. 3 Middle School for three years 
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after graduating from university in 1982. I was a Chinese teacher. When I went to the grasslands, I was also a Chinese 

teacher in a middle school. They had a policy at that time that if you had a university degree, you could get a job at any 

school. You could stay for two to three years. It was called the contract employment system. Normally, I would have 

needed a reference letter from my previous work unit. But I was still welcomed without one, because there wasn’t a 

single university graduate teaching at that school in the grasslands. The highest education level among the teachers 

was one teacher with a technical secondary school degree. He also taught high school students. Nobody who graduat-

ed from that school had good enough grades to study at a university. The year that I arrived, the average scores on the 

Chinese test increased by fifty points, and the highest increase in a single subject was seventy points. The school had 

its best exam results ever that year. Then some made it to university. In my second year, there were some that made it 

to university, and some that made it to a technical secondary school. It was a breakthrough. It was clear that I worked 

assiduously while I was there, and I taught the graduating class that was about to take the gaokao (university entrance 

exam). But the reason why I was excited to live there was that I could have a totally new life. The Xinjiang Production 

and Construction Corps did not have that many Uighurs or Kazakhs. It had some, but they were in the minority. The 

majority of people were Han Chinese from outside of Xinjiang. There were lots of people and they had lots of stories. 

The food I ate and the customs I encountered were totally different from what I was accustomed to at home. It was a 

mishmash of people from all parts of the country and all walks of life. For years, Xinjiang has been a place that has 

taken in outsiders. Some came of their own volition, some were sent to rural areas by the government, some were dis-

patched there, and some were young, educated people sent down to work in rural areas. All kinds of people went there, 

and their children lived there too. That is why that place had lots of stories that excited me. So, I stayed there from 1983 

to 1985.

When I was there, I wrote and I had fun with local people. That was when I decided that I wanted to be a writer. I set 

an ambitious goal: to write something truly epic. I had two books with me: The Sun Also Rises by Ernest Hemingway, 

and a biography of Jack London called Sailor on Horseback. I can’t remember if I never finished the second one, or 

if I read it many times. But the most important thing is that the title of the book inspired me—Sailor on Horseback. 

I wanted my life to be like that, otherwise I would feel like I had lived in vain. I wanted to make great things, live a 

great life, and live my life freely. Every person can make their own decisions about their life. I won’t disturb them and 

I won’t affect them. But please don’t interfere with my life. You asked me why I went to Beijing. I think my passion for 

art is basically the search for a way to live freely, so I needed to freely embrace these things. But once you feel stuck, 

or trapped, or restrained, then life is meaningless. It’s not about whether I wanted children or not, or whether I wanted 

a family or not. There’s nothing preventing me from cherishing the children of other people or talking to other people 

about families. For me, those things might cause problems, so I had no choice but to stop making those plans. I had to 

decide what I wanted to do. It has always been that way.

I moved here in 2015. This is further away from Beijing than it is from the original Caochangdi Work Station. That 

place used to be on the outskirts, outside of the Fifth Ring Road. Now, this place is outside of the Sixth Ring Road, 

close to the mountains. Coming back to your original question, at the end of the 1980s, I was looking for a way to live 

freely. To some extent, you could say it was like On the Road by Jack Kerouac. We were living a lifestyle similar to the 

American hippies of the 1960s. Perhaps that counterculture arrived in China twenty years after it arrived in America, 

but it wasn’t the same—it didn’t have all the hippies, the rock and roll, the marijuana. But people my age, who were 



191

born in the 1960s, quickly settled into their ordinary, middle-class lifestyles, with their jobs, their careers, and their 

suits. Zhang Ci’s husband was a typical example. When I look back at my experience of the 1980s and the people I met 

then, I don’t know what happened to them. Freedom became a slogan. When we are young, our hormones are surging, 

but we quickly say, ‘Aiya, this is the way life is, this is how the days must pass.’ This is not a question of whether we 

should bow our heads in the face of reality. To me, it really seemed like life had to be that way. I have lived this way for 

thirty years now, so I can say that I’m not exaggerating. I have made this happen. It’s not perseverance, perseverance 

is a little degrading to this way of life; it’s naturally and instinctively arriving at this lifestyle. I think that setting up a 

family would need perseverance. That’s what I think. Of course, other people might think that that’s the natural way to 

live. If they’re OK with that, then I’m OK with that. But they are just like millions of other people, whereas I’m unique. 

As for the reason why I left Xinjiang in 1985, I signed a contract with the school saying that I could work for two or 

three years, but before I had worked there for two years, my father fell ill. I received a telegram about it. I am my fa-

ther’s only son and I needed to go see him. He was at the hospital, but he pulled through. He died a few years after that. 

Anyway, that was why I came back. Otherwise I think I would have stayed for another six months or a year, but not 

longer than three years in total. One important reason why I came back was because my dream of looking for stories 

in a strange land had ended. I didn’t dream about that anymore. Towards the end, I wasn’t able to write anything. I had 

writer’s block; I didn’t even know what to write. When I first thought of an idea I was excited, but once I started writ-

ing it down I thought it was dull. It was shit, and I didn’t want to look at it. So, during the second half of my time in 

Xinjiang I was basically drinking and playing cards, just whiling away the time. We rode horses to southern Xinjiang. I 

was working in northern Xinjiang, and we spent a summer in southern Xinjiang. I seriously doubted whether I had the 

literary chops to write things down. At first it was just a doubt, but then it became a serious doubt. It was a frustration, 

a self-defeating thought. I think that was my greatest discovery in Xinjiang.

Later I was grateful to my life in Xinjiang because it helped me understand the kind of person I was. It helped me real-

ise that I was unable write anything of any literary merit. Even though I know that I write much better now than I did 

then, I still know that I want to write masterpieces but my actual ability is a considerable distance away from writing 

masterpieces. It is better to understand that early on. Xinjiang helped me come to terms with that distance. If I had 

stayed in Kunming, I probably would have consoled myself and stayed frozen in my own fantasy. I would have told 

myself things like ‘Oh, if I work a little harder, or if I just take my time, I will write something better,’ or ‘I can’t write 

anything good because I don’t have enough time.’ I couldn’t give myself any excuses when I was in Xinjiang. I had 

plenty of time—I only had two classes to teach per day. I didn’t even have to prepare for lessons. After class, I had all 

the time in the world. I had nearly eight or nine hours a day to write. I didn’t have any responsibilities or anyone else 

to take care of. By the time winter arrived in November, snow covered the majority of my home and I couldn’t go out 

even if I wanted to. At that point, there really was nothing to do but write. But then you realise—what can you write? 

Your mind is as featureless as a desert. I wanted to write something about my father. What, exactly? I didn’t have the 

slightest idea.

That was when I knew that I didn’t have the ability to write masterpieces. I didn’t have the talent. When my friend 

joked about it in a not-so-subtle way, I refused to accept that reality, because I thought that talent could be trained. My 

time in Xinjiang was an incredibly important opportunity to know myself. I knew what I was, and I should not numb 
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myself or escape to the bomb shelter of my imagination. This was helpful to me. That’s why I say that Xinjiang saved 

me. The main reason was not because I met those people who lived in other places, even though their stories helped 

me later, it was because I finally understood myself. I went back to Kunming without making a big deal out of it. My 

father was extremely sick and I cared for him for several months. Then a job at a television station practically dropped 

out of the sky. Of course a friend helped me find that job. At the time, I was still deciding whether I wanted to go 

back to Xinjiang or anywhere far away. Then a friend told me to just take the job while I could get it, to stop dream-

ing and be more realistic. A job at a television station was not so bad, after all. So, I took my friend’s advice. I applied 

for the job, spoke to some people, and had an interview. At that point I had published a novella and a short story in a 

magazine. It was a literary magazine based in Yunnan province called Bianjiang Wenyi (Border Literature). Later it 

was called Da Xinan Wenxue (Southwest Literature). It had a lot of names, it was a publication by the Yunnan Writers 

Association, and one earlier name was Yunnan Wenyi (Yunnan Literature). Anyway, it was a monthly magazine from 

Yunnan. There was probably one in Kunming, another in Dian Lake. There was probably a local literary publication 

in every town in the province, and it would publish once every two months or once every month. The most prestigious 

literary magazine in Yunnan published my novella, which had a very poetic name, Dream of a Summer Day. I wrote a 

story about someone daydreaming. When I look back at it, I think it’s dog shit, but at least it was very individualistic, 

it was just one person’s daydream. The main character keeps drifting into his fantasies all day. It was actually totally 

autobiographical. Back then, I was someone who daydreamed all the time. If I was walking on the street, my body was 

in reality, but my mind was in another world. When other people looked at me, they saw someone who played by the 

rules and dressed neatly in a Chinese tunic. But my heart was wild; I hoped to fly beyond the bounds of the earth; and 

I wanted to do this and finish that, so I wrote 30,000 or 40,000 words in this state. I started the novella in Xinjiang, but 

I didn’t finish it. I probably finished it and published it in Kunming. The novella was an important part of my applica-

tion for the job at the television station, because it was actually published. That meant I had better credentials than the 

other candidates and did not need to be hired via the back door. That’s how I got the job at the television station.

As you know, a television station is an incredibly materialistic place to work. There is no place that is more materi-

alistic than a television station. I started by filming and editing the news, and later I made television documentaries. 

Two and a half years, from 1985 to the start of 1988, went by in an instant. I shot a few films. My life was comfortable. 

There were loads of perks and opportunities to satisfy one’s vanity at the television station. Your name would appear 

on the screens of televisions, and the whole town was watching television. When you went places everything was 

fancy. You didn’t have to sit in the office all day, and every time you filmed something you would receive gifts like 

thermoses or blankets. In these comfortable days, I could feel a rotten quality developing in me, poisoning me. I was 

still dreaming but I felt myself being weighed down. I knew what the people around me were talking about. I despised 

them, but I had to talk and joke and fool around with them day after day. I hung around at a television station in Kun-

ming, leading a materialistic life and making money and getting gifts.

In 1988, I felt that if I kept living like this, my days would become more and more predictable, and I would become 

the kind of person that I found the most irritating. I was changing, gradually, and I might turn into the kind of person 

I hated sooner than I expected. Then a friend told me that there was some kind of an opportunity in Beijing where I 

could film something. Nothing really came to pass, but my friend said if I wanted to, I could go to Beijing. It was like 

a bridge for me, an excellent excuse for a change. If you want to run away from your job, it’s difficult to find a reason 
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to do it, right? In this way, it was like the door was already open. The door did not actually exist, and once I arrived in 

Beijing I had nothing to do for a few months. But for me, I thought I should leave in this way. I started out by asking 

for time off, and eventually that turned into a voluntary resignation. That’s how I left.

Everyone I knew thought I was crazy, that I was nuts. When I went to teach in Xinjiang, they thought I was crazy too. 

They didn’t think I was actually crazy, but they thought that I had a terrible secret that I couldn’t tell people about. 

When my colleagues in that middle school in Kunming saw I came back from Xinjiang and then went to the television 

station, they said, ‘Oh, we get it now. This is how you reached your real goal! You went to Xinjiang, and then you went 

to the television station. If you wanted to leave an education work unit, you probably would have trouble leaving. You 

did it so that you didn’t have to stay in education.’ I ran into a fellow Chinese teacher from that school on the street, 

and he looked relieved because he finally had an answer. He said that in the years after I left, he didn’t understand why 

I would leave a good job and go to Xinjiang. He was sure that there was something wrong with me, because he couldn’t 

understand going to Xinjiang in order to have an environment to write in. Then he saw that I had a glamorous job at 

a television station, carrying a camera on the street and he had his answer. He was relieved not to have that question 

anymore. He didn’t want to have things in his life that he couldn’t understand. If he didn’t understand them, it would 

bother him for a really long time.

We have been discussing recently the author who came over in August this year. In his village, there is a person who is 

crazy. If the other people in his village don’t call him crazy, then they think they’re the ones going crazy. If you aren’t 

crazy, then we’re all crazy, that’s the way of thinking. So, if we all collectively say you’re crazy, that means we are 

normal. Back then, everyone was desperate to get a job at the television station, but I wanted to leave after working 

there for just two and a half years. The director said, ‘After working here for two years you can be promoted to middle 

management. We’re about to allocate housing to everyone, and you’re about to be a department head. Are you trying to 

push us to give you more because you think you have talent?’ Then the director told me, ‘Don’t assume that if you’re 

successful here you’ll be successful anywhere. You might be a dragon here but when you get to Beijing you’ll be a 

worm.’ I kept saying that I wanted to leave, and he finally let me have two to three months off. He wanted me to go 

for a few months and then come back. So I went, but I never came back. So, to go back to the original point, there will 

always be a reason for why someone made a film or not, why they created something or not, and why they made art or 

not. But most importantly, this is the way of life you choose. 

…

After June 4th, I knew clearly that I was lucky to not have gone abroad. If I had gone abroad, I would have become a 

different person, and my experience of 1989 would have been a waste. In other words, if a person is searching for their 

purpose, and they want to find a place where they can make the biggest contribution, it will certainly be in their home 

country. If I went to the UK or to the US, no matter how well I did, even if I earned a PhD, I would just end up as a 

professor. I wouldn’t become the true Wu Wenguang. There are plenty of professors in the UK and the US. But that’s 

not the thing that I’m longing to do, it’s not my purpose. I long to become a unique, irreplaceable person. People might 

replicate the kinds of things that I do, but I’m at the forefront, and I’m different from the people around me. I am ter-

rified of living just like everyone else, of being indistinguishable from others. You have a house and I have a kid; you 
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have a wife, and I have a husband; and every Sunday you go for a walk and I practice tai chi. I don’t want to criticise 

people who want a family life, or reject the importance of everyday life. But in my heart, I don’t like living that way 

and I don’t want to live that way. When people reach this stage of their lives, they have almost reached the end. I can 

tell you that I didn’t just make a promise or a wish, I actually lived in the way that I wanted to live. 

The June 4th incident crystallized something that I was already beginning to understand: that I could become the per-

son I truly wanted to become in China. Of course, this was a gradual process. After June 4th, I wanted desperately to 

leave like everyone else, because I couldn’t stay. In terms of my actions and my plans, I worked really hard to go. Once 

you have tried everything and you have not completely run out of hope, you suddenly realise that when everyone is 

having the same conversations, you become just like them. You want to go abroad to get a degree and find a job; these 

all sound like good reasons to leave, when in reality you are only attempting to escape this hopeless place. It was so 

hopeless. 1989, 1990, and 1991 were all like that. But I discovered that I was actually copying what others were doing. 

Let me give you an example. One day after I had food at a canteen in a small hotel, I needed to go to the fourth floor. A 

lot of people were in the lift, and the lift was stopping at the first floor, second floor, and third floor. People who were 

going to the third or fourth floor needed to take the lift, but people who were only going to the first or second didn’t 

need the lift. Everyone was packed like sardines, and they exchanged hostile glances. Someone next to me said in 

Shanghai dialect: ‘It’s really crowded, why do people even want to squeeze in?’, and then he got off at the second floor. 

Then I suddenly realised that I was just like them. I was used to squeezing myself into a lift, and doing things the same 

way everyone else did. Just to get somewhere a few steps away, I was willing to squeeze in, just to get to the first floor, 

second floor, or even the third or fourth floor. Isn’t going abroad just like that? You’re face to face with others, and you 

look at how awkward and miserable everyone is. First you face a setback, and you discover that it’s not that easy to get 

out. People who agreed to sponsor you suddenly decided not to help you get a visa. So, you are in the uncomfortable 

position of being one step away from going abroad. And then you have to find some other way to go abroad. When I 

got out of the lift, I thought, why do I want to go abroad? If there is no hope or prospects in China, then what exactly 

are my hopes and prospects? Have I actually tried? Have I tried to do something and been thwarted? Or have we all 

simply grown accustomed to talking about our ideals and our hopes?

My turning point happened at that time, at the end of 1989 or the beginning of 1990. I found that the footage shooting 

for Bumming in Beijing was all over the place—I had some good parts but it was a mess. I was going to edit it but I 

didn’t, because I didn’t know how to begin editing. I wanted to do it but I couldn’t finish. I decided I just had to do it. 

So, in May 1990, I took the footage to Kunming and asked a friend for help to edit this film. I locked myself in the 

editing room for two or three days and made a rough-cut version that was about 150 minutes long. At that point I felt 

like I had finished the film. So, if you think a place does not have any freedom or any hope, you need to ask yourself if 

you have actually tried to do something. Have you actually done anything? So, after I did that project I found out that 

I could do it. Then I started changing, bit by bit. From 1991, I started going abroad often. Every time I went abroad I 

rejoiced that fate prevented me from going abroad just for a degree or a stupid job, or staying abroad illegally just so I 

could be abroad. At that time if you went abroad, you would keep sliding down on whatever track you were already on, 

and end up becoming those classmates, friends, and childhood friends I bumped into while abroad. I don’t want to say 

how they were doing but I was happy with the way things turned out for me. Later it became even clearer to me that no 

matter how much you like those things that other countries have, like order, clean air, clean streets, beautiful places, 
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respect, they don’t belong to you. You can enjoy those things, but you won’t find your purpose there; what you need 

to do can only be realised here… I think in a place that is not free, I have a greater hunger for freedom and I’ll pursue 

freedom even though I know I’ll have to make sacrifices. Not even death can stop me. When you’re capable of doing 

everything and you’re allowed to film everything, you’ll doubt what your creation is worth. In my opinion, when I am 

faced with challenges, including fears and worries, that environment motivates me to work harder. I’m eager to get 

things done.

…

Sabrina Qiong Yu: You have made documentaries for thirty years now. Do you think you have found freedom by 

making documentaries, the kind of freedom that you wanted when you were young?

Wu Wenguang: Perhaps part of it. At least when I am filming, I realise that freedom is incredibly irresistible. I have 

been chasing after it. Even though I might never achieve a complete sense of freedom by making a documentary, it 

serves as a vessel that has allowed me to keep going after it. Besides making documentaries, I also write, stage plays, 

do the Village Documentary Project and the Folk Memory Project, and so on. These projects have enabled me to work 

with other people collectively. I think that freedom is an action, something to be experienced and put into practice. It’s 

not something that should be explained. We don’t need to ask, ‘What is freedom and how do we define it?’ An action, 

a movement, or a practice that helps us experience freedom is the truest meaning of freedom. So, everything I just said 

is what that is. Your lifestyle includes your working style, and the way that you do things.


