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FRAMING DIALOGUE THROUGH THE MIRROR

THE CASE OF CHINESE INDEPENDENT CINEMA
AND THE SELF

Sara BERETTA

To cut off Medusa’'s head without being
turned into stone, Perseus supports himself
on the very lightest of things, the wind and
the clouds, and fixes his gaze upon what
can be revealed only by indirect vision, an
image caught in a mirror

(Italo Calvino, Six Memos for the New
Millennium).

The dialogue between video production and ethndgrap
both in terms of methodology and practices, isezhst the current
debate on artistic and anthropological researddtiogls (Schneider
& Wright, 2006; Foster, 1995; Marc&sMyers, 1995). Analyzing
the short videosinsomnia (k& shimian I, 1l, 1) and The
Messenger(ft# shizhg by S.J, the Self portraitby z.M. and the
ethnographic account from my fieldwork in China @2e2011), |
suggest to consider the image as a starting pointfi€ldwork,
keeping in mind its social character (Mar&sMyers, ibid.; Gell,
1998; Schneidek Wright, op. cit) and the idea of stratification
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(Deleuze& Guattari, 2003). The anthropological researchmaxe
from the image as a space where and a device witbhwauthors
and spectators act, together with matters transthahd negotiated
with representations. Precisely, | show that matteeyond the
image can be investigated along with the videos thedrelations
that develop from them, to open towards the engagbjkctivities
(Ortner, 2005).

The research into representations of the self mtesoporary
China (Kleinman& Yunxiang, 2011; Liu Xin, 2002; Rofel, 2007;
Schein, 2006a, 2006b; Yan Yunxiang, 2009, 2011)d am
particular into urban post '80 generation self emgntation, has
been carried on starting from the filmic practigeing beyond the
video image in order to understand how it is adgtegractices (and
finding analogies and similarities with the digistbrytelling and
the video as a patrticipatory tool). | focused oa gbst '80 (/\ %5
ba ling hoy urban generation, born within 1980 and early ,90s
grown up witnessing China’'s deep social (and refet)
transformation marked by welfare, economic and netdyical
development. Global distances have been shortendtth the
Internet and mobility) while the gap with what pateexperienced
has got almost unbridgeable, giving rise to a sefsbsplacement
on one side and the need to re-cognize oneselfi@mther. What
kind of narrations (Liu Xinop. cit) authors and spectators build
with and around the video image? And how are suamfnations
modified in and by the video circulation in diffatecontexts? In
the relation withndependenfilming, which are the technologies of

1 The concept of subjectivity here is detached fthenfilmic category as
opposed to « objectivity », at the core of the huigbate on the
representation of Chinese society by images (Zhaimgjivi, 2006; Lu
Xinyu, 2005, 2010; Voci, 2010; Berry, 2007). Herdjsativity is assumed
with Ortner pp. cit: 31) as « [...] the ensemble of modes of peroepti
affect, thought, desire, fear and so forth thatmaté acting subjects. But |
always mean as well the cultural and social foromti that shape,
organize, and provoke those modes of affect, thbaght so on. [...] back
and forth between the examination of such cultdoainations and the
inner states of acting subjects ».
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the self (Foucault,1993; Abu-Lughod, 2002) in adt® look on the
images can not set aside their relation to filmeahe filming —
subjects’ practices: the video is not solely a aese object but part
of the research field. The practices and poetitedaby subjects,
here young urban Chinese, unveil within the nasratby hybrid
(that is in between documentary and fictibihages and their
articulations in the experienced.

When | began researching on Chinese independem# find
film festivals!, | wanted to investigate the resistant and opjoosit
nature that apparently distinguished what had bdsfined as a
movemerit In particular, | was interested in the needdave a

2 In order to avoid ambiguities, | use here « insager « video » defined
as hybrid with Marks (2000): « A hybrid form, migindocumentary,
fiction, personal and experimental genres, as altifferent media [...]
Hybrid cinema is in a position to do archeologydig up the traces that
the dominant culture, and for that matter any figattural identity, would
just as soon as forget »; Nichols (1994) on docuargrand experimental
film: « much of what we have called documentary mhige reconsidered
as experimental and much of what we have callederaxental or
avant-garde might be reconsidered as document@bjd»); and above all
Voci (2006, 2010) referring to the Chinese context.

3 The terminology to indicate the « video imagesdpiced out of the
official sphere » is itself object of the reseaatbng with its strategic use
by actors:independent# i duli, underground# 7 dixia, personal/private
A gerengets different meanings in relation to the contéley are used
in. For a broad analysis: Pickowi&zZhang Yingjin (2006).

4 Specifically: BIFF (Beijing Independent Film Festival)cIFF (China
Independent Film Festival, Nanjing); YunFest (Kung); ReelChina
(Shanghai).

5 For an analysis of Chinese documentary as a mavene Xinyut #,
2005, its¢#1H; Berry et al (2010). The problematic nature of the term
movement is still debated (Lu Xinyu, 2010: 15): keTdefinition of this
contemporary film movement has not reached consgmsuthe movement
itself is heterogeneous. However, it is clear thatmovement arose in the
historical, political, and social context of the8D8 and 1990s and must be
understood within that context. [...] They presdnéechallenge especially
to the hegemonic notion of "reality” and how it altbbe represented in
film. [...] Finally, while the content of New Docwantary Movement films
is diverse, they tend to focus on marginalized ecttlsj They highlight the
experiences of marginalization within a market erop. Thus, the power
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track (Ferraris, 2009), the tension towards writing dteraative

memory opposed to the official narraiveret, the more | saw
videos, participated in post-screening debatesfiardnt cities and
got familiar with authors and amateurs, the mocarhe up to the
articulation between filmic practice and daily piees as
experienced by post '80 generation: the image becanstarting
point to investigate broader changes in (self)regméation and
global confrontation. The works by two young Begjars,Insomnia

(1, 11, 1) andThe Messengdry S.J. andi.Q.’s Self Portrait along

with their experiences, are presented here as difgimg cases: in

between amateur and professional works, they degamet both in

images and in their relation to authors’ daily pices.

Insomnia (I, Il, 11l ) and The Messenger, S.J.

The shorts Insomnia (& shimian 1, 11, 1) and The
Messenge(fE#shizhg by S.J's won the onlineDV competitionLet
the Bullets Fly(i/7# ¢ rang zidan feiended in January 2011),
under the guide words « gun » and « fliysxd is a Beijinger in her
twenties, grown up in comfort with hardworker whiellar
parents: she left home when she was a teenagbedslsshe « has
been left alone » (field notes, Sept. 2011) anchisfeav years as a
st liumang a wanderer, experiencing road life but withowtirgg

of the New Documentary Movement is to reveal nemd aften painful,
forms of reality ». The debate is highly relevantiaurrent, as emerged
during 2011CIFF (China Independent Film Festival): a round tabtaeeal
to bring a confrontation on the actual situatiortha « movement » turned
into a lively discussion among directors and istetihals, carried on till the
day after in different sets (for an exhaustive diicie: Shelly Kraicer
http://cinema-scope.com/wordpress/cs-online/shar@@2%B7-animals-
a-report-from-the-8th-annual-china-independent-figstival/  (accessed
December 2001). | think it is relevant to point thet no post ‘80 director
took part to the round table, rather they parti@daactively and lively in
the following informal debates (fieldnotes, Nanjim@ctober 31th —
November 1st 2011).

6 http:/iwww.takeawaychina.com/#2075399/Symposiueriry
(accessed in January 2012).
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up the school. She has been interested first ioghaphy, then in
filming and she started collaborating in commerpialductions:

The first mainstream production | worked in was whloei Feng [a

national hero] but | wanted to tell my stories,feliént ones. In
China there is just one-style movie, just one veae be listened. So
I found the school [Li Xianting Film School] andighgroup of

people similar to me, like me they want to portthis society and
tell their own stories: they just want to tell thetories, no matter if
there is no fund or distribution (20.10.2011).

She joined the independent crew of directors andtemns
gathered around Li Xianting Film Fund in SongzhudBeijing)
and then participated to th&T Film School that produced the four
shorts discussed heitasomnia(l, Il, I1l') deals with a disease spread
among young Chinese students and workers: in tise dhapter,
S.J. portrays herself in the bedroom fighting caihjc and
intensely with a mosquito disturbing her sleep. Tieme develops
in parts Il and Ill, where S.J. explains to a fdeafflicted by the
same problem how she found the solution:

— Think about an object [a sheep in I, a gun i, then proceed
with associations until you come back to the fobfect. Elaborate
your thought, use your imagination to unveil things

— How did you create this?

— | think it deals with my process to know objeetiveality, and
acquiring knowledge. | think that the starting gdmto go beyond
(Insomnia 111).

S.J., explains the aim that relies in producingewidas she
told me in conversation:

One night | could not sleep and | shot a dialogith wmyself. The
teacher found it very interesting and told me tm tis into someway
more complete so | also filmed other subjects. Tipiration came
when | was particularly solitary, lonely, nobodyneato chat with
me. Then | acted myself and let the filmed peomiethemselves.
And it came to the core idea of the short film: wishen | cannot
sleep, do | come up to think a thing and then aro#nd so on?
Because | think this i overcome, overcome is the origin, the first
step to know

In the first shot oflnsomnialll, S.1 is staring laying on the
bed, then she imagines a gun and her thinking flthveugh
associations to a hunter, wild fowls, the sky, deuthe rain,
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floods, injured people, a hospital, Chinese medicisoya beans,
tofu, tofu houses(= % dou fu jig standing for bad structure
buildings, a saying emerged after Sichuan earthgudikaster in
2008), school (referring to Sichuaoufu jiatragedy), Confucius,
Lao Zi, « son » (a governor’s son in the eye ofandal), nephew,
kindergarten, criminals (kindergarten slaughtergsehbeen a big
chronicle case in 2010 China), police, residergiaimit (* 1 hu
kou), baby, powdered milk, to ski, mountain (covere¢ b
smokestacks), then in a climax to doctorate, psgcfist, nervous
breakdown, suicide, nail houses+£/* dingzi hy residents
resisting against

their houses
demolition), ... up to
the popular

satire cartoot J¢ 4
Caonima and jiff
Hexig then back to
the image of the
gun. The video is a
fast collage of
thoughts and images: despite the grotesque epildgue¢he last
frame she is on a tree pointing a gun to the lersfaally to her
head), the shorts series is full in irony and ssrgaas it depicts
with lightness (Voci, 2006, 2010) and introspectibe subjective
perception of social problems, natural catastropbelural items,
chronicles,...with no result in defeating insomhig giving rise to
laughs, self reflections and debates both durimgesings and on
the online forums.

The shorfThe Messengethe one that won the prize actually,
is more controversial: two government messengest gkecuted
people’s families to ask for five cents as bulletpensation. The
same scene is repeated in 1968’s Shanghai, innBeiji 1970 and
somewhere in Dongbei (North East) area in 1975:ntlessengers
change the uniform according to the time, the feamiare different
as the settings, but the script is the same, exoefphe third story,
in which an old woman after paying the compensatwnthe lost

Rt -
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husband even gives two apples to the functionadesfor its
sensitive content, the video has been shortly dkeacdrom the
Internet and S.J. received the prize for InsomhiaThe works
demonstrate a growth in technical skill and, maimyinvestigation
and expression, making use of irony to point ouividually
perceived (and embedded) social issuasomniadeals with her
own experience and so dod@ke Messengeras S.J. got to an
unprecedented form of relation with her grandparenn
investigating past facts to represent the shorysto
| played with the theme woffdi (to fly) andféi (fee, to spend), along
with the other theme wordidan (bullet) and here comeZhe
Messenger| looked for some archive materials and familgrists
from that time, and talked about these facts with grandparents.
We talked a lot about this. They do not understartépendent
movies, they do not watch them and they think ihisot a standard
and proper job because they do not get in touch thiese people,
they watch commerciatv and official programs, | think the gap
between us is too huge. They said to me not to gmgath such
sensitive subjects because | could get some trsuBlgt | said this s
just a short movie. Nevertheless | have not expeed those times
and they did: they talk with me about that but theynot judge, they
are used to that

S.J has no specialization nor degree but she worlds W
and media troupe to sustain herself (« filming i®al job now »),
while she still brings on her own projects «to bgeyond, to
overcome and to know »: she overcame in the pestileaving
home and wondering around, then she found the @arasra
suitable medium to overcome facts and get in deyitinthem:

So my first feature film is going to tethy own story!’ll show my
friends’ story (they are going to act for me) angd generation. It's
sort of having fun for us, as it is our first timehink | have to start
from myself because | do understand nothing abociety, politics
and government, but I'm getting to understand sbingt about
myself, | even do not know that much about mysalf locan come
up to an awareness through my memories. [...] belfeature film
because | agree with the idea that there are aflthings in our
memory that we have not recorded but we still warghow them,
so the only way is to go through a plot
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Self-Portrait with Three Women (Z.M.): mirroring in the field

| want to make a piece. This is my first dance @iend it is a piece

of me. It is called Self-Portrait. Why do | wantrttake a piece about

myself? | started thinking of this question in a2009. | was 22

years old, just out of university, | had just lastove, | had no idea

what my future life will be like, would it be likmost people’s lives,

or would it be what | truly want? What is the lifaruly want? |

think of myself. Who am 1?

Z.M. Self-Portrait with Three Wome{iH iifij{% zi huaxiang 2010).

Z.M. (1987) graduated in folk dance in Beijing and ir020
she joined Wu Wenguahgdance and theatre group: the
Self-Portraitis part of The Memory Projegtcoordinated by Wu
himself, involving several youngsters in the reskaof their (real
or imagined) rootsz.M. edited the conversations she had with her
mother and grandmother (trying to go through tlagid her story)
and the following dance performance inspired bys trésearch.
Self-Portraithere is particularly relevant because 1) exengdithe
hybridization of representation (documentary, daetienography);
2) shows how the research moves in the proposeeeftiid
direction (author —images — practices); 3) it hssdrom the
encounter between the pioneer of the so calledw Decumentary
Movement » and the post '80 generation.

The young woman performs her troubles in the conéton
with her mother’'s and her grandmother’s experienmegs (« This
film began with my own search, then delving into mypther and

7 Wu Wenguang is considered as the founder of thecalled New
Documentary Movement in late ‘90s (Lu Xinyu, 20@810): with his
research and practice (today set at Caochangdi \tatidks, Beijing) he
marked the further development of filming indepernttie« [...]Maybe this
is what is meant by "individual filmmaking". Thestédt of this way of
doing things is that [...] | have moved closer ataser to myself, my own
inner world. [...] » (Wu Wenguang, 2010: &§449-54).

8 The project takes inspiration from the « greahifee » (1959-61), a
political rather than natural phenomenon, re-wmittierough relatives’ and
people’s memories and accounts:
http://www.ccdworkstation.com/english/2011/cros$astival%202011.ht
ml
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her mother, where blood has flowed through thregegsions, in
these women who grew up in such different timeshe video
image is part of the research process aimed totecréae
performance: the idea to edit a documentary emengetinere
along with the unexpected directions brought byfil@c practice,
the image became avay (field notes, October 2011)z.M.
reinterpreted the dialogues with the elder womemcitay,
projecting their words and faces on her body aslende of
incorporation. The authori(ali)ty of filming hasisad unpredicted
relational practices that go beyond the artistseagch: some have
not been included in the video editing and in tefgrmance, some
other are shown and even analyzed. This is the ohseM.
intervention in a discussion between grandfathdrggandmother:

Grandfather: What are you doing?

ZM: Just let me film a little bit.

Grandfather: Why film those domestic quibbles? Wteat you do

with them? This is embarrassment.

ZM: 1 film it so you and Granny can see your selNeg®r. Better

than anybody trying to assuage you. I'm a growniup.entitled to

saying what | want to say.

She decides to edit this dialogue, moreover she godepth
in a sort of reflexive ethnography: « When | listenthose words
now, they feel awkward. First time | spoke to myiees this way. |
wanted to solve their problem, but | didn't knowatth can do. Can
| solve their problems? What was | trying to providtat | was a
grown-up? ». The video is a way to discover, toratar and to
represent oneself: what is emphasized here is tbeegs rather
than the result, the relations emerging from theeaech along a
dialogic process that shorten distances, as it dwppin
ethnographic research.

Author’s statement at the beginning ®If-Portrait (What is
the life | truly want? | think of myself. Who anf) apparently
remarks and proves the critics raised by Pickowinod Zhang
Yingjin (2006: 14):

Many underground filmmakers also imagine that filors another

topic — films that scream out: « Look at me! » A dtract foreign
audiences and perhaps even foreign investmentouwtithiolating
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the filmmakers’ contract with the party/state. These films that

explore the « self » and rapidly evolving notiofis@f-identity. The

state, for its part, is clearly indicating thatis longer necessary, as
it was in Mao era, for citizens to think solely terms of a single

national identity explorations. Thus, it comes assurprise that a

very high percentage of underground work deals with topic of

«Who am 1? » [...] Preoccupation with self-exptma and the

liberation of the ego is by no means new in Chineg#ural

production [...] when urban young people soughbieak away as

« individuals » from the Confucian, family-centeggoup.

The critic can be confirmed in the strategic rebetation by
authors in different contexts (as analyzed furthdmit if we
overcome images to get to the practices, with aorageh that
looks at subjectivities, the « Look at me! » termleils no more
(just) a cinematic devifeand a self-promotion strategy, rather it is
a reaction to the individual urgency of knowledgel @&xpression,
the sincere quest for an answer to « Who am 1?e>cbine point is:
who is the self who is investigated and represetaddy? And how
does it manage with the video image? As alreadyyaed by Lu
Xinyu (2010: 16) about documentaries, the shift to
individualization ¢~ Atk ge ren hua does not imply a detachment
from society, rather it would be an index for diffat engagement
and, | add, a different approach to the image hadelf.

In the Self-portraitthe image is mainly body (the author’'s one
in her research and discovering, her mother's aretr h
grandmother's one in the embedded experiences andhe
interaction with the DV camera) and it gives backhe author the
outline of her self representation. Following Rer(@®93, 2008:
21), if the documentary is characterized by 1. reéiog, revealing,

9 A dynamic somehow similar to what Stam statesrrifg to the

« aesthetics of garbage »: « For filmmakers withgnetat resources, row-
footage minimalism reflects practical necessityvadi as artistic strategy »
(Stam, 2003: 35). As remarked by young authorsf-cesitered

documentaries are both a « practical necessityd»pamt of their artistic

and personal path. It is relevant for the analytséd most of the authors |
met are not that interested in these productsiligion (they have other
activities and video works they can rely on) rattiey find a way to talk
about themselves.
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preserving; 2. persuading, promoting; 3. analyzinggrrogating;
and 4. expressing, what he definedis person film[2004, 2008]
further develops such characteristics, with hylfoidns and styles
like in z.M.’s work: the modifiable and interpretable image is
deeply subjective when film matter and film makesincide
(Renov 2012). In looking at the video we can nobidvthe
practices that precede, accompany and follow thag constitute
it. Z.M. brought the Dv camera moved by the need for riadgeto
outline the dance performance about herself, tHem came to
record her conversations and herself, finding anokh and a
medium for a different way of communication, botldividual and
relational: looking at herself and talking aboutr hthoughts
developed unprecedented considerations, gave agaae onto
herself and her relation with her relatives.

In the Self-portrait the attempt to take one’s direction, to
accomplish parents’ and grandparents’ expectat@osg with the
requirements of the changing society, emergess it iresearch
device, a chance for reflection and discussionsfectators, as in
the author’s wish and as it happens after screenigually (field
note October 2011). The filmed and viewed imagé&genainto
account as a starting place to discover actingestilijties, opens
from a personal course of research and memoryastwred space
for debate and (self) reflection, moreover it udfothe interaction
between artistic practices and ethnographic rebearc

To overcome: the self-image and beyond

What does it mean to look from the images? It stafudt
going beyond the images in order to investigateladorations and
interpretations, along with strategies and techgie® acted with
and around the videos that deal with the self:sSednphasis on the
tension toovercomg(field notes), suggested also by., is echoed
in other subjects’ words, such as young diregic.:

On one side through the film you can shoot sonregthand let other
people watch and judge, on the other side themes@mt ofovercome

that is | record something and then | go back taoitmatter when.
The same as with photograph you can get differeptirfgs and
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impressions or you can give to other people a sbgensation of

time or another kind of sensation [...] | mean, dgample | do no

watch anymore what | film now, | watch it once wide and then |
do not watch it again for a year or two...it iseaard. | think that the

core point here is | want to emphasize that | undedsfilms as a

gathering of a lot of things, also a lot of thirgsee and understand,

and | record them then | can remember them andghisovercome

(field notes August 2011).

Most of independent Chinese films by previous geti@ns
has been very close to a militant and activist miag both in
intentions and contents, even in the recent tretoward
individualization ¢~ At gerenhud (Berry, 2007, 2010; Lu Xinyu
2010; Robinson, 2010) and intimism. Neverthelessst p'80
productions show the desire to express, to naomés own self in
a dimension defined as narcissistic (PickowéczZhang Yingjin,
op. cit) that overcomes the cinematographic sphere, qitémting
at one’s personal and social past, getting closdrdetached by it
from time to time. The development of the so calladban
generation(Zhang Zhen, 2007), a group of directors who pgwed
the changing Chinese society in the ‘90s with &izia claiming for
independence from the central discourse, has belowed by
various studies on film and video makers (Pickow&czZhang
Yingjin, op. cit; Chu, 2007; Zhang Zhemp. cit; Berry, 2010).
Nevertheless, most of the researches focus omthgds while the
social context of production, distribution and éition remains
marginally explored (Nakajima, 2006, 2010): worksculation,
fruition and appropriation (Marcus Myers, 1995) are still almost
uninvestigatet. As lot of the works are recognized as weak both
technically and aesthetically (Pickowicz Zhang Yingjin, op.

10 Luke Robinsondp. cit: 194) suggests such research line: « What | trust
this argument also demonstrates is the extent tdchwihChinese
documentary is the product of an interaction betwaantext, theory, and
practice. Academic analysis to date has tendedotwsf on particular
aspects of the New Documentary Movement, most aisloits subject
matter, mode of production and relationship to bu#dinstream media and
political context. In doing so, it has often negéet the ways in which
these issues are intimately connected to, indeediateel through,
questions of film form and practice ».
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cit.: 19), the image is often assumed to be a pretext rot

necessarily an end: videos obtain meaning duriegctinstruction
process and in the debates that they raise (Yangfdila1994;

Schein, 2008), along with the relations that conoenfthem. This
comes into evidence in the experience wban generation
followers: post '80 generation as per content defgr the self
narration, whilst in the practices they apparerittipk for the

dialogue with the media and cinema market, bothonat and

international. The deep linkage between filmingggelf) and daily
life arises with the ethnography from the imaged asuch a
connection engages more than the « cinema wottldl paraphrase
Becker (2004): a broader urban population is isted and
involved in consuming and producing self-centerede®. The

analyzed videos on one side confirm the indivicarad narcissistic
account trend to captivate the international aumberon the other
side, as the research made evident, a sincereidndivquest is
represented with the images, strictly embedded uthas’ and

viewers' practices and not limited to the filmic ase. Self
narrations gain followers on the Internet and lim fiestivals, due to
an agile problematization of social and individaahtroversy, but
at the same time they are sincerely rooted andutated with the
experienced life. This is the case, for examplehefdocumentary
by w.X. (1983) programmed during two film festivals andesared
in some private cine clubs. The camera shoots tkteds and his
girlfriend’s daily life in their apartment « Eatingleeping, and
making love, arguing, trancing, dreaming... dagmtay. | put the
camera in the corner, it records the daily life.tie foreseeable
future, | cannot see the hope » (synophsis, 20Different

narrations are practiced according to contextdd(fretes october
2011): the same work in author’s words is a holabglivertissment
(when he chats with friends), a technical exercemad an
experiment for self reflection (when he meets visyeand then
« the representation of my generation existent@ikle in urban
contemporary China, allowed to be expressed jusbutih

independent film » (interviewed). Post screeninghades have
focused both on contents, that is in viewers' idmation with
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authors’ account, and on documentary production distlibution
matters: seemingly post '80 authors (amateurs) daders are
intertwined to independent images with the needslf narration

on one side and the desire to express and self gteomith the
image on the other. Such an attitude would refbeth what Lisa
Rofel (op. cit) defines as thalesiring self(the result of liberal
politics, neoliberal economy and the rising of nsubjectivities)
and thedivided selftraced by Liu Xin ¢p. cit) and Kleinman&
Yunxiang 6p. cit)!L: produced images open to the research field
investigating the engaged subjectivities.

From the analysis of videos and practices, posg@teration
distinguishes by its peculiarity in familiar andcgd context, that is
compared to the previous independent directors rgéoas:
authors make use of «director » and «indepensestatus in
specific relational contexts (festivals, screenjngsbates) as a
strategic positioning, whilst such a need of seHfirdtion
apparently is felt not that urgent in filming praet (field notes
2009, 2010, 2011), the phenomenon being in mostéscaghly
amatorial. Besides, documentaries and films by iptev
generations have been characterized by the intard#iming the
outcasted, giving voice to the lower class popaitafiE/z diceng):
today, on the contrary, the center is filmed anthars themselves
are at the core of such a center. They are inclutlesly are
privileged voices in the society they narrate, efethey do not
understand it and apparently they are not undedstyoit, such an
attitude grafts on the documentary « private »tsthéfscribed by
Luke Robinsondp. cit).

The video, from being a collective and popular picid
(Clark, 1983), turns into an apparently highly pea and
individual experience: the imperative is on theeegsh path rather
than on the final result, confrontation and sharemg one of

11 precisely on young generations: « Known for tipeirsuit of freedom,
choice, and self-interest; yet they also accepbffieial discourse that part
of their individual identity is defined by their fpmtism, namely, their
loyalty to the party and the state » (KleinngaiYunxiang,op.cit: 9).
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possible but not necessary developments of theicfijpnactices,
while the urgency is given by the need for subjgtstiaffirmation,
in acting, remembering and interpreting. Post '8dews and
practies give a new perspective on the image iwdst cinema
and amatorial video: they hybridate documentargtidn and
animation film, circulate on specific channels {feds, clubs, the
Internet) and address a growing community.

If we acknowledge, with Pickowicg Zhang Hingjin ép. cit:
15) and Robinsonop. cit: 194), that recent productions give an
ethnographic description by images of the self imdelation with
society (but that they still lack analysis deptitwithstanding the
acted technologies of the self unveil with an etiraphy from the
images that goes beyond and opens to the effeases of such
images in daily practices. The autoreferentialityan activist and
oppositive discourse, that characterized most efdbbate on the
aboutindependent Chinese cinemduring my research appeared
far from the space of experience: the investigatainimages
production and their relation with authors’ livepemed to a
different reading of video works. To address thedes turned to
address their subjects-objects: through the discusases, | show
how the hybrid nature of contemporary works opeps at
confrontation on the quest of the self from theges not only for
« directors » but for a broad group of young urlbamateurs. The
relation with authors and consumers, beyond theatesd pre-view
of works, extended the reading levels of the imdge public space
is just one of these projects articulations, mathlyy are individual
gazes on daily life. Economic changes, the emergidiyiduality
and individualization (Yan Yunxiang, 2009) and fine)definition
of subjectivity are unavoidable factors in the gsil of post '80
works, casted in a transforming panorama that jothe
transnational dimension. Chinese independent cinessabeen far
discussed since late '80s, analyzed in its politieature first and
then with its intimistic turn, but | think the cdlbr another lecture
key to the manyfold contemporary productions is deee
particularly for post '80 works, as they articul#te relation among
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market consumism, filmic production and subjecyivin a global
rather than local panorama.

For an anthropology from the image

To analyze the so called Chinese independent cin@mits
hybrid forms as discussed above) relying just oages and their
effectiveness, that is not taking into account sctsj lives and their
relations, reduces its significance, similarly thaw pointed out by
Livia Hinegardner (2009) in her approach to Humaghk Videos.

If we consider the stratified dimensions of the gmalooking
(at one self) in the (self)reflecting mirror, th&aldgue turns to be
multivocal among authors’, viewers’ (and researsh&r
reflexivities and subjectivities. The video as paftthe research
field is both a medium and a theme (BagkdMorphy, 1997), a
context and a pre-text for acting subjects. Thaiigance of an
anthropology from the image emerges along withetimographic
and reflexive dimensions that cannot be disregariiedircularity
in positioning, engaging authors and researchdssinguishes it
from art critics and sociological enquiries (Mar@udlyers, 1995),
from the ethnographic accounts by artists (Fosber, cit) and
finally from film and cultural studies. As underid by Schneider
and Wright 6p. cit), both anthropologists and artists act with
distance and intimity, positioning themselves bemveéhe public
and the world. The research doesn’'t aim to fix amdlyze the
image into definitions, but it moves in order tdataimage nature
as a practice for the (re)production of culture. jeots
(performances, films) deepen cultural value as they inscribed
into stories(Marcus& Myers, 2008), and suddtoriesare authors’,
viewers' and social actors’ experienced practicBse narrative

12 « I am using it [autobiography] as a searchlightlluminate not only

the essential interiority and multiple subjectie#tiof film spectatorship but
also its undeniable but undertheorized social aviteative dimensions,
especially when films cross national and -culturadutdaries. To

accomplish this task, | rely not only on persoraaunts of film viewing

but also on audience ethnography, social histond &Im theory »

(Naficy, 2003: 183).
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dimension, both linguistic and visual, is a subjamtstituting
machine, it works as a medium between the selfsmuiety, like
the montage it edits and organizes varied eventerding to
individual interpretations.

Visual anthropology looks at and looks with imagest
anthropology from the images (that takes them net a
representational way neither as an end, rather starting point)
aims to unfold the interaction among video, autteard consumers
in the meaning process, to get at a reflexive amuiprehensive
dimension by each actor. In so doing, the rese@camultisited
(Marcus & Myers, 1998; Hannerz, 2003) and multisided, bath i
spaces and media, including the Internet as a lebexperienced
site (Hine, 2000): videos and authors move in tmatisnal circuits,
pursuing confrontation and dialogue to legitimibeit existence,
first as subjects looking for expression (« Thentitp speech and
the right to express myself » [fieldnote, 2010])dasecondly as
image producers, the image taken as a medium hua porsue.
Such a process is particularly evident when videth@ and
subject coincide: to look authorsinside and outside the image,
that is researching from the images to get to ttaetiwes, would
bring to a comprehension of the subjective andraatimension of
the video image. The hybrid forms (their hybrid&howing the
connection with practices in interpreting and agtincan be
assumed as a starting point to be widened withogaphy in
order to investigate subjectivities and their agems the proposed
cases demonstrate.

« The mise-en-scéne of ethnography is being prdjund
altered by the deterritorialization of culture »diMus, 1995: 107),
and subjects’ daily mise-en-scéne is mirrored m thldeomis-en-
scéne reflexive performativity (Turner, 1993) reveals ithe
subject/object-public relation, on different levetd identitary
constructions. The video is a sort of magic mirrbke the
performance (Turneiipid.): it acts reflecting consciences and the

13 For an interesting account of the relation ampagative, memory and
filming: Oehler (2006).
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reflected images are those consciences’ produicés; meaning
emerges from the connection among subjects, vieardssocial
actors. Performances and videos are not solelgatiiy mirrors
but they can turn into active changing agents,asgmting the look
we give on ourselves and the look we are watchdiul s explains
M.J., an English language teacher who practices fimin

We need films that show how our society works: éuyrecord or
film it is not considered a problem, problems corifigou let other
people watch it. But | can actively understand theety | live in, |
have the right to know how it is. Anyway my videase another
matter, they do not deal with such issues becaub@k... in my
opinion in China, and in the independent film cirdleere are a lot
of opportunists. For example they deliberately shdmcumentaries
dealing with sensitive political issues, they knéaveign festivals
like them. Actually | myself do not like politicEm not interested in
politics but | cannot avoid it, as it has alreadfigeted every aspect
of my life. But if | lived in a sane society, | walihot care about
politics but beautiful things. So | like to expresg/self and tell
stories, because it is a form to express freedoynfreedom. Maybe
there is nobody interested in watching what | filamd the ones
involved in political documentary would tell me thay videos do
not give any help to our society, but my fundamkidtea is that we
should respect persons firstly. So mine are stafean individual
(" A\geren), if we would respect the stories of persons maiety
would be better » (fieldnotes, 2011).

The intertwined study of images, their productiol druition
(including the researcher positioning) opens to reovidedge
circularity, where the image is taken as an aritad space for
exchange and confrontation. Fieldwork doesn't loitseelevance
(Murphy, 2011), on the contrary it is intensifieg the research and
the ethnographic account, that looks at subjetthedr relations to
the image and at the practices created by andtinerimage.
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Summary

Along with the visual turn experienced by sociehd alaily life, cinema
and films remain somehow apart and above the otimaige forms
surrounding us everywhere.

The fascination andimaginary here assumed as active power of
(self)representation, brought by filmic experief@ve not been replaced
by the multimedia digital representations, rathéreyt have been
transformed and amplified.

In this transforming process, within the relatiostween (dis)places and
subjects, filming still constitutes a mediationggavhere makers, matters,
viewers and social scientists play.

In this article | show the dialogue in act betwedtieo production and
ethnography, both in terms of methodology and jest on the basis of
ongoing fieldwork on Chinesadependent imageand theimprivate shift.

Key-words: subjectivity, hybrid cinema, self-narrative, imaginary,
China.

Résumé
Cadrer le dialogue a travers le miroir ;: cinématenographie. Le
Cinéma indépendarhinois et le Moi

Alors que la société dans son ensemble est saupiiige du tout visuel, le
cinéma et les films relévent toujours d'une sphédifférente et se
distinguent de notre environnement visuel quotidien

La fascination et limaginaire considérés comme pauvoir actif
(d’auto)représentation, provoqué par I'expériencenifjue n’'ont pas
encore été remplacés par les représentations nédignmumériques, ils ont
au contraire été transformés et amplifiés.

Au cours de ce processus de transformation, 2étieir de la relation
espace/sujet, filmer constitue une étape de médiatitre le réalisateur, le
sujet, le public, les chercheurs en sciences sial

Dans cet article, je déploie un dialogue en acgotre une production
vidéo et un travail ethnographique, en explicitintméthodologie et la
pratique a partir d’'un travail de terrain sur lesages « indépendantes »
chinoises et leur dimension privée.

Mots-clefs : subjectivité, formes hybrides du cinéma, auto-narréon,
imaginaire, Chine.
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