Harlcq B, Chon: Oweof the most mportant guestions for m

waelf desels with the personal. In your lutest

Siler Stionr vok e Coxrents Clammonte Maome vefers b homself as “a momber of the restclial class” whech
is a euphewisen for “Trvong undergrond, for Ty cutside the nom, and for liing owrside of the status quo.” Then
another character Diewt :4:?;-:'_1' o Farving the "I,-':ul'l" |::.|!'|."I'i-=' Jrere angl there. 1 think that ths reflects on the perimal
aied § would leke fo sk how _h'h'r_l'.'r.'lllfﬁ fkrfﬂ.ﬁr.'dl.'hfn'.’ .IJI"'-J-'I-AJ' explenice das “f.'llﬂl'll-ml_'u'”' work

Trish 1. Wink-Ha: Although the ideology of “starting from the source” has always proved

1o be very |::|t1i11r1_|.1. I would take that I.il.l.L"i"‘”‘r'l mta consideration sinee the ~.|'|—,-..'||-cm_|_1_ or

imerviewing subject is never apolitical, and such a question coming From vou may be quite
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differcntly nuanced. There is not much, in the kind of education we receive here in the West,
that emphasizes or even recognizes the importance of constantly having contact with what
is actually within ourselves, or of understanding a structure trom within ourselves out. The
tendeney |s alwavs 1o relate to a situation or to an ebject as it is only outside of oncselt,
Wherceas clsewhere, in Vietnam, or in other Asian and Afnican cultures for example, one
often learns to “know the world inwardly,” so that the deeper we go into ourselves, the
wider we gooanto society. For me, this is where the challenge lies in terms of materializing a
reality, because the personal 15 not natarally polivical, and cvery personal storv 15 not
necessarily political.

I talking about the personal, it is always ditfficult to draw that fine line between whan is
merelv mdividualistic and what may be relevant to a wider number of people. Nothing is gisen
in the process of understanding the “social™ of our daily lives. So every single work [ come up
with is vet another attempt to inscribe this constant Hlow from the inside our and outside in,
The interview with Clairmonte in Snoon ror 1oe Coxtentsis certainly a good example to
start with, His role in the film is both politicallv and personally significant. In locating
himself, Clairmonte has partly comributed to situating the place from which the film speaks.
TI'II." Wk o I'IIII'I"I.I.'H."'J' HF '\-'ii.'“'l.'l'h "."i.“"l;'{l: to |'|Ih P]'l."“."l'll.'L" il'l tI'H." ﬁII'I'I I'Iil!i I.'ﬂ'l'l:n!'m[.'l.‘l “-']'I.al I
thought might happen when [ was working on it, Usually in a work on Ching, people do not
expect the voice of knowledge o be other than that of an insider— here a Chinese—or that
of an institutionalized authority—a scholar whose expertise on China would immediately
give him or her the license 1o speak abour such and such culture. and whose superimposed
name and titde on the screen serve 1o validite whart he or she has to say. No such signpost is
wsed in Suoor: Clairmonte, who among all the interviewees discusses Chinese lmlllic\ st
directlv, is of African rather than Chinese descent; and furthermore, there is no immediate
urge to present him as someone who “speaks as . ." What vou have is the voice of 4 person
who liatde by listle comes to situate himself through the diverse social and political positions
he assumes, as well as through his analysis of himself and of the media in the States, S0 when
Clairmonte designates himself literally and hguratively as being from a residual class, this not
only refers 10 the place from which he analyzes China—which s not that of an expert about
whom he has spoken jokingly, but more let’s say that of an ordinary person who is well
versed in politics. The designation, as vou've pointed out, also reflects back on myv own
situation: [ have been making [ilms on Africa from a hybrid sne where the meeting of several
cultures {on non-Western ground) and the notions of outsider and insider { Asian and Third
World in the context of Alrica) need to be re-read.

Flns s where you talk about the mmigraahpective situation m your wrinngs,

Right. | have dealt with this hvbridity in my previous films quite differently, but the place
trom which Clairmonte speaks in Snoor s indirectly linked 1o the place from which §spoke
in reliton to Africa, Just as it is bothersome to see a member of the Third World talking aboue
{the representation of) another Third World culture—instead of minding our own business
{lueghten) as we have bBeen herded to-—in is also bothersome lor a number of viewers who Jad
seen Suood, to have to deal with Clairmonte’s presence in it And of course, the question
never comes out straight; it alwavs comes out obliquely like: “Why the Black man in the Alm?
Has this been thought out?” Or, in the torm of assumptions such as: ®[s he a protessor at
Berkelew!™ "1s he teaching African Studies or Sociology?™

I sommve ways Hrase questeos sl cate thene's a meed for anthentecaty, My guestanr abont Claimonie comcens
what he saad about identity and I think that the 1ssme qirn:l'enr:l_-.- rains throughont all qj'_r.urr work. Yi've .-J_,r"rer:
fulbed chont J{}'rflrl:.-.rfr..!f:culrl'l:.-i and o interested |_,f'1.l| A Ty that notees stens _,rn.?.ln_}'dm ru.r:i;uu] EAPETIERCE.
Hlarve yaw filt that people husve tered 1o push von, fo be o Viebnawsese-Ancrcan or A sun- Ameeican, pr woiman-
filmmaker? AW of these different categortes ts what Clasrmonte pomis ot to. In your works and weitongs vou
Jls.rm;.'ll_'\' plr.'i.rr dway that rmul':'m'_'. I rﬁmk_a Ol G tane rJH.I'.'J' i poeniig ol earfier that thees 15 VEry siry
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| tendency to hegen witk o peychologocal sketch like ™ What are your pramary mfluences . ." (laughter ) I would
e very iterested i Tearmmg about your particslur expereences o Veetoan Coild yoi talk mare abod that?

Pwill. But again, [or having been asked this question many times, capecially in interviews
foor newspapers, | would link here the problematization of identity in my work with whal the
first chapter of Woman, Narve, Other opened on: the dilemma, especially in the context of

fpeeking  women, of hav ing ane's work r.-xf:]umcd {or b 'll-}tht to l-||_|_\.l.lIL'_:l I!|1]-nu;_-|11. one’s prrs lI!:ith_'.
Hearby partivular agtributes, Insucha highly individualistic society as the one we belong to here,
it is verv comforting for a reader to consume difference as a commaodity by starting with the
personal difference in culture or background, which is the best way 10 escape the issues of

power, knowledge and subjectivity raised.

My past in Vietnam docs not just belong to me. And since the Yietnamese communitiss,
whether here in the US. or there in Vietnam, are not abstract entities, | can only sprak while
learning to keep silent, for the risk of jeopardizing someone’s reputation ind right 1o speech
is always present. Suffice it to say that [ come from a large family, in which three different
political factions existed. These political tendencies were not always freely assumed, they were
Bownd to circumstances as in the case of the fumily members who remained in Hanoi (where
[ was born) and those who were compelled to move to Saigon (where [ grew up). The third
faction comprised those involved with the National Liberation Front in the South. Thisis why
the dualistic divide between pro- and anti-communists has always appeared to me as a
simplistic product of the rivalry between (what once were) the two superpowers, It can never
even come close o the complexity of the Vietnam reality, All thres factions had suitered
under the regime to which they belong, and all three had, at one time or another, been the
scapegoat of specific political moments. As a family however, we love each other dearly
despite the absurd situations in which we found ourselves divided. This is a stance thav many
viewers have recognized in Suksase Vier Givis Nasir Nas, but hopefully it is one that they

: will also see in the treatment of Mao as a figure and in the multiple play between Left and
: Right, or Right and Wrong in Ssoor.

How [ came 10 Hlud}' i the States still strikes me today as a miracle. The doeen of letters
1 blindly sent out to a number of universities 1o seek admission into work-study programs...
It was like throwing a bottle 1o the sea. But. fortunately enough, a small school in Ohio
(Wilmington L:n|||:gr.'} of no more than 2 thousand and some students wanted a
representative of Vietnam. And so there T was, studying three days of the week and working
the other three davs at a hospital, in addition 10 some other small odd jobs that helped me 1o
get through financially, As an “international studem,” [ was putin contact with all other
forcign students, a5 well as with “minority” students who were often isolated from the
mainstream of Furo-American students. It was hardly surprising then that the works of
African American poets and playwrights should be the first to really move and impress me.
[ the sheer fact that Dwas with an international community, Twas introduced o g ranpe of
diverse cultures, So the kind of education [ potin such an environment {more from outside
than inside the classroom ) would not have been as rich if [ had stayed in Vietnam or if [ had
een born in the States, Some of my best friends there, and later on at the University of
Minois (where 1 got an M.A in French Literature and Music; a Master of Music in
Composition; and a Ph.D) in Comparative Literatures) were Haitians, Senegalese and Kenyans.
Thanks to these encounters, | subsequently decided to go to Senegal to live and teach.

When I planned for university education abroad. 1 could have tried France (where
linancially speaking, education is free ) instead of the United States, | decided on the United
States mainly because | wanted a rupture (laughter) with the educational background in
Vietnam that was based on a Vietnamized model of the old. pre-1968 French svstem. Later
on. 1 did go 1o France alter | came to the States, in a mere university exchange program. lt
was one of these phenomena of colonalism: | was sent there to teach English o French

students (laughter).
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Druring this vear in France [ didn't study with any of the writers whose works 1apprecate.
Evervthing that | have done has always been 2 leap awa from what | have learned, and
nothing in my work directly reflects the education | have had except through a relation of
displacement and rupture as mentioned, While in Faris, | studied at the Sorbonne Paris-TV. It
was the most conservative schanl of the Sorbonne. But ane of the happy encounters | mide
was with noted Vietnamese scholar and musician Tran Van Khe, who conlinues until toay
te shuttle to and fro between France and Vietnam for his research, and with whom | studlied
ethnomusicology. That's the part that | got the most out of in Paris. 30 vou go to Paris, finally
1o learn ethnomusicalogy with a Vietnamese (Lagiier).

This throws my question ahout mtellectual anfluences or ruptures the question (lavghter) D ali your works,
Buet puarticalurly your writiegs on anliespolagy, ethiagraphy aml ethaographiee filing, theres o critigue of the
standard. the center of rationality, the center of TRUTH. I thnk that critique 15 also shared Iy mamy
antheopologists, especially those tn the post-structuralist sraditson. Do you thitk that there is more possibulity i
ethmography if peaple use these toals? What do you think wauld be passible witl refTexivaty or with mlinocalite?

Anthropology is just one site of discussion among ot lers in my work. | know that a
number of people tend to focus ohsessively o this site. But such a focus on anthropology
despite the fact that the arguments advanced involve more than one occupied territory,
discipline, profession and culture scems above all 10 tell us where the stakes are the highest.
Although angry responses from professionals and academics of other ficlds to my films and
hooks are intermittently expected. most of the masked outraged reacuions do tend 1o come
from Euro-American anthropologists and cultural experts, This, of course, 15 hardly
surprising, They are so busy defending the discipline, the nstitution and the specialized
knowledge it produces that what they have 1o say on works like mine only tells us about
themselves and the interests at issue. | am reminded here of a conference panel years ago in
which the discussion on one of my previous films was carried out with the participation of
three Euro-American anthropologists. Time and again they triedd to wrap up the session with
dismissive judgements, but the audience would not ler go of the discussion, After over an
hour of intense arguments, during which a number of people in the audienece voiced their
disapproval of the anthropologists’ respanses, one WORAN Was so exasperited and distressed,
that she simply said 10 them: “the more vou speak, the further you dig your own grave,”

If we take the critical work in Reassespiace for example, it is quite clear thar it is not
simply aimed at the anthropologist, but alse at the missionary, the Peace Corps volunteer, the
tourist. and last but not least at myself as onlooker. In my writing and filmmaking, it has
always been important for me to carry out critica] work in such a way that there is room for
people to reflect on their own struggle and to use the tools offered so as to further it on their
awn terms, Such a work is radically incapable of prescription. Hence, these tools are
somelimes also appropriated and turned against t le very flmmaker or writer, which s risk
1 am willing to take, | have, indeed, put myselfin a situation where | cannot criticize without
taking away the secure ground on which Istand. Al this is being said because your question,
although steered in a slightly different direction, does remind me indirectly ol another
guestion which | often get under varving forms: at a panel discussion in Edinburgh on Third
Cinema for example. after two hours of interaction with the audience, and of lectures by
panelists, including myself, someone came to mue and said in response to my paper: "Oh, but
then anthropology is still possible!™ 1 took it both as a constructive statement and a
misinterpretation. A constructive statement, because only a eritic al work developed to the
limits or effected on the limits (here, of anthropology) has the potential to trigger such a
question as: “1s anthropology stll a possible project?” And a misinterpretation, because this is
not just a question geared toward anthropology, but one that involves all of us from the
diverse lields of social sciences, humanities and arts.

Whether rellexivity and multivocality contribute anything to ethnography or not would
have to depend on the way they are practiced. It seems quite evident that the critique | made
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depart from where one is, one can Alser peturss to it mere frechy, without atachment 1o the
norms generated on one side or the ether. So the work effected would constantly question

both its interionty and its exterionty e the trame of anthropology.

This goes buck 1o your previous point that beung within s als beang wathout, bewnyg msidde and cutsade. T thivk
s answers my nexd guestion which is abont how 1f miing, ||fu||ul|'l'1.-m|.,' andd defiming are problematic, how does
e go aheut practicmg” [ hnk that yon are saviig shat 1t alse apens up @ space beurg night on that houndary. |

woneld mowe Ik 1o g fron teory !Ujl?ﬂ]rlrd:'.lh'h' prachice Your wretamg Jas often heen conpared to performance
ar, Conld yon say that this 1s ulse triae of your Iilimmi e s well i h’u'.f-'r.!r.llrri'ul.': rhat you have made s for

1like the thought that my tesis i beimg viewed s performance art i fonghter). 1 think itis
very adequate. Viewers have varied widely in their approaches to my films. Again. because of
the way these films are made. how the viewers enter them tells us acutely o they situate
themselves, The films have often been compared to musical compositions and appreciated by
people in performance, architecture. dance or poetry for example. 5o think there is
something 1o be said about the Almmaking process. Although | have never consciously taken
inspiration from any specific art while write, shoot or edit a film, for me, the process of
making a film comes very close 1o those of composing music and of writing poetrv. When
ome is Aot just trying to captlure an olject, 1o explain 2 cultural event, or to inlorm lor the sake
of information: when one refuses 1o commodily knowledge, one necessarily disengages
anesell from the mainstream ideology of communication, whose linear and transparent use
of language and the media reduces these 102 meres chicle of wleas. Thus, every Lime one puts
forth an image, 2 word, a sound or asilence, these are never instruments simply called upon
to serve a story or a message. They have aset of meanings, a function, and a rhvthm of their
awn within the world that each film builds anew. This can be viewed as being characteristic
of the way poets use words and compasers use sty

Here 11 have tw make clear that through the notion of “poetic language.” am certamly
not referring to the poetic as the site for the consolidaton of @ subjectivity, or as 2n
estheticized practice of language. Rather, 1 am referring 1o the fact that language i
fundamentally reflexive, and only in poetic language cin ohe deal with meaning in a
revalutionary wav, For the nature of poctry is to offer meaning in such a wav thatit can
never end with what s said or shown, destabilising thereby Uhe speaking subjecl and exposing
Lhe fiction of all rationalization. Roland Barthes astutely summed up this situation when he
remarked that “the real antonvm of the ‘poetic’ is not the prosaic. but the stereotyped.” Such
a statement is all the more perceptive as the stercoly ped is not a false representation, but
rather, an arrested representation of a changing reality. So to avoid merely falling into this
pervasive world of the sterentyped and the clichéd. filmmaking has all 1o gain when
concened as a performance that engages as we [l as questions (its own) language. However,
since the idealogy of what constitutes “clarity” aned “accessibility” continues 1o be largely
taken for granted, poetic practice can be “difficult” to a number of viewers, because in
imainstream films and media our ability to play with meanings other than the liveral ones
that pervade our visual and aural environment is rarely solicited. Evervthing has 1o be
packaged for consumption.

Witk regard to sour films you've always been able to show that ever what ane sees wath one’s eyes, as you sty
in your books, &5 not mecessarily the tnuth. My nexs question comcems Laira Mulvey s comument an language when'
any ool can b used for dommance as well as empowerment, Do you trink that this o als tewe of peetic
approaches 1o film?

(¥h ves, This is what 1 have just tried to say in clarifying what is meant by the “postic” in &
comtest that does not lend itself easily to classification. As pumerous feminist works of the lasi
wo decades have shown, it is illusory to think that women can remain outside of the
patriarchal system of language The question is, as | mentioned carlier, how to engage poetical
lanpuage without simply turning it into an est heticized, subjectivist product, hence allowing n
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The link is nicely done; especially between "speaking nearby” and indivect language. 10
ather words, & speaking that dies not abjectifv, docs not podnt o an abject asaf it is distant {rom
the speaking subject or bwent from the speaking place. A speaking that rellects on itself and can
come very close 1o a subject without. however, seizing or claimingit. A speaking in brief, whose
closures are only moments of transition opening up 1o other possible moments of transition—
these are forms of indireciness well understood by anyone i tune with poetic language. Every
clement constructed in a film refers w the world around it, while having at the same time 3 lifie
o its own. And this life is precisely what s lacking when one uses w ord, image, or souns just as
an instrument of thought, Tosay therefore that one prefers not to speak ahout but rather to
speak nearby, is a great challenge. Because actually, this is not just a technigue or astatement
1o be made verbally. It is an armtude in lite, 2 way of positioning oneself in relation 1o the world
Thus. the challenge is 1o materialize it in all aspects of the film—verbally. musically, visually.
That challenge is renewed with every work I realize, whether filmic or written.

Ihe term of the issue raised is, of course. much broader than the questions penerited by
any of the specitic work I've completed {such as RiassEMBLAGE, i0 which the speaking about
atid speaking nearby serve as a point of departure for a cultural and cinematic reflection).
Truth never vields itself in anything said or shown. Uine Calmol just point a camera akil to
catch it the very effort o dosow 1 Kill i, 1 is waorth quoting here again Walter Benjamin for
whom, “nothing is poorer than a truth expressed as it was thought.” Truth can only be
approached indi rectly if ane does not want to lose it and find oneself hanging on to a dead.
empty skin. Even when the indirect has to take refuge in the very figures of the direct, it
continues to defy the closure of a direct reading, This is a form of indirectness that | have to
deal with in Sursame VIET, but even mare 50 1 SHooT, Because here, there i necessarly,
among others, a lavered play between political discourse and puetical language, or between
the direct tole of men and the indirect role of women.

Flrat leaids me to some questons that 1 had about your Tatest film hecause you choose Mae s polthcal

[igure and b 5 also one whe plirys with language. There is a quole i the filen " Mao ruled throwgl the pimer

of rhynes and proverbs.” | gk this e o very apt stafemment about the scope of the felen. I're curions as o Wiy
¢ hirad ™ You mentaomed before abowt Bow yesr et progect or yonr wet fulm s @ rupture from the priviaus one
Ko was going 10 Clrina just @ complete change Jram Sumsame VIET?

It's not quite a rupture. | Jon't see it that way. Nor do | sce one film as being better than
another: there is no linear progress in my filmic work, There is probably only a way of raising
s tions differently frum ddifferent angles different comtexs, The rupiure I mentinned
carlicr has more 1o dowith my general educational background. So why Chinat Une can sy
that there is no mMore 20 answer o this question than to: “Why Africat”™ which often pet, and
“Why Vietnam?” (laughter), which 1like 10 also ask in return, Indeed. when people ingure
matter-of-factly about my next film in Vietnam, [ cannot help but ask “why Vietnam:" Why
do [ have 1o focus on Vietnam? And this leads us back o a statement I made carlier,
concerning the way marginalized peoples are herded to mind their own business. 5o that the
area, the "homeland”™ in which they are allowed to work remains heavily marked, whereas
the areas in which Euro-Americans” activ ities are deploved can goon unntarked, Cne is here
confined o one’s own culture, cthnicity, sexuality and gender. And that's often the only way
fur insiders within the marked boundaries to make themselves heard or 10 gan approval.

This being said, Chinais avery impoTTant step in my 1:-L'r'.~u|:.1| itinerary, vven though the
gquest inte Chinese culware has, in fct, more to do with the relation hetween the two
cultures— Vietnamese and Chinese- than with anything strictly personal. The Vietnamese
people are no exception when it comes to natonalism. Our languige 18 equipped with
numerous daily expressions that are extremely pejorative 1ow ard our neighbors, especially
toward Chinese people. But Vietnam was the site where the Chinese and Indian cultures met,
hence what is known as the Vietnamess culture certainly owes much from the crossing of

these two ancient civilizatons.
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Every work | have realized was designed to translform my own comsciousness. IEDwent
1ox Alrica to dive into a culture that was rnnlill_x' unknown 1o me then, [ went 1o China
mai:r:!_x becavse | was curious as to how [ could |JL1]'l:|rL from what | knew of Her. The
prejudices that the Vietnamese carry vis-a-vis the Chinese are certainly historical and
political. The past domination of Vietnam by China and the antagonistic relationship

Speaking nurtured between the two nations [_thl:i r::l.'ﬂinn:.hll'l has only been normalized some

fearhy

maonths ap| have been w-:l:._l‘hll'lg S0 Iu-.u'il_t an the Vietnamese ]‘n}'k'lh.' that very often
Vietnamese identity would be defined in contradistinetion to evervthing thoughe to be
Chinese. And vet it merits looking a bit harder at the Vietnamese culture—at its music, to
mention a most explicit example—to realize how much it has inherited from both China
and India, 1t is not an easy task to deny theirinfluences, even when people need 1o reject
them in order 10 move on. An anecdote whose humor proved 1o be double-edged was that,
during my stay in China, [ quickly learned o restrain myself from telling people that 1 was
|11"|Hi1u|.|_',' from Yietnam-—unless someone real |jv.' wanted o kow f|\n.-|.'iwh' becuuse of the
high ension berween the two countries at the ume ). The local intellectuals, however,
seemed o be much more open vis-i-vis Vietnam as they did not think of Her as an enemy
country but rather, as a neiphbor or “a brother,” This. to the point that one of them even
told me reassuringly in a conversation: “Well vou know it's alright that vou are from
Vietnam; after all, She is 2 provinee of China.” (langhier)

Sor ot vetfries thot power relafumshiy

Yes_ right . .. {laughter). On a personal level, 1 did want 1o go further than the facades of
such a power relationship and to understand China differemly. But the task was not all easy
because to go further here also meant Lo go back to an ancestral heritage of the Vietnamese
culture. I've tricd 1o bring this out in the filim througl a look ac poline via the arts,

I thenk Wi Tian Ming's commentary i the falm groes a very good descripluon af the present state of the arts
e i, 1 have amother question, To your baok When the Moon Waes Red dhere o chapter on Bathes
aind Asta. This is where you talk about his mation of the vord and how it 5 snpostant wot to have any frxed natsons
of what Asta s supposed to be about. You've stated that SHOOT FoR THE CONTENTS 5 precisely about thal
vd, ot e t:lr.rhl.'-l.h_ﬂ;ll.-"]]hl." abont creaiing o space where there can be a voud e rb.-_,f.'h-r that s people are
trarerved P.':lr i thene is alsa the Pp_rs:'h.fl'r_r of n'l'ﬁ'.:ﬂﬁ sereatypies, a.fllr n'i.ﬁ-rrllq the notton of A s as ather or as
exlic, ar_fi::n:neJre_ or mysterions. Do you think that thes was somethung vou had thoight abowt fa:{,l"u”_i i
making vour film or in the process of making your file did thas issue cnme up?

[t always does, with every unﬁ_l']q: film that [ have made. And the risk of having viewees
misreasd one’s Tl through their own closures is always there, The only consistent signs that
tell me how my films may have avoided falling into these ready-made slows s the
controversial and ab times contradictory nature of the readings they have suscitated. But o
sav the space of the Void can reify stereotvpes is already to reity the Void, Pechaps before 1 go
anv further here with Sncor, Ishould ask vou what in the film makes vou think that people
could fal] right back on a stereoty ped image of Chinat

Fassibly when there are different scenes of China. In the fulin one cuts from one locaton 1o anther. so you
see seenes that are i noethern Ching and then the west fow frames you see Xishuanbana from sourhern Chira
and they are all conflated as ove image ar representation of Chana. I saw thes film with several Ching schilars
and they were very concermed wath the image of Chona as heiny engmalac, a3 a space that 5 a void whech canna
I defined, and the possible reifteation of Ching as o mystery

free these sebolars from bere 1n the States or from China®
These aren's Chinese frionds

Mavbe that is one difference worth noting, because as T mentioned carlier, there s no
speaking subject that 1s apalitical, and sometimes [ have had very different readings of my
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carlier films from Africans than from African-Americans for example; not 1o mention Euro-
Americans .. although generalizations are never adequate, andl vou will always have peaple
who cross the lines. First of all, 1o take up the point you make about conflating the images
from different cultures across China: the film has a structure that momentarily calls for this
deliberate violation of internal borders, but other than that, this structure is devised precisely
nn4~nunnphmhr1hchﬂcnuwnrhynffhmruwuduwandthvpnﬂhunddnﬁrmuvuwhhm
i—hence the impossibility to smply treat China as a known Other. Il vou remember, itis at
the beginning of the film, when Mao's concept of The Hundred Flowers is being introduced
that vou see a succession of images from different places in China. Thisis the very wlea of the
hundred flowers which the visuals indirectly evoke. But as the film progresses. the cultural
differences that successively demarcate one region from another are sensually and politically
set into relicf, and never do any of these places really mix, The necessary transgression and
the careful differentiation of cultural groupings have always been both structurally very
important in my films, in Snoot, as well as in the three previous ones.

As far as the Void is concerned, the comment certainly reveals how people understand
and receive the Void in their lives. For some, “void™ is apparently only the opposite of “full.”
As absence 1o a presence or as lack o a center, it obviously raises 2 lot of anxicties and
frustrations because all that is read into it is a form of negation. But [ would make the
difference between that negative notion of the void, which is so tvpical of the kind of dualist
thinking pervasively encountered in the West, and the spiri ual Void thanks to which
possibilities keep on renewing, hence nothing can be simply classifed. arrested and reified.
There is this incredible fear of non-action in modern society. and every empty space has to be
filled up, blocked, occupied, talked about. Itis precisely the whole of such an economy of
siifure l:?uu.h'krrr]. a5 filim theorists calls it 1hat s at stake in this context of the Void

Nobady who understands the necessity of the Void and the vital open space it offersin
terms of creativity, would ever make that comment {which is mysufying in wselt as it equates
uud“uhcnmnuandnquuﬁihw4uuwherﬂﬂrm1wivnnyﬂnnganmndusndnrunhr
Void, So why all this anxiety? What's the problem with presenting life in all its complexaties?
And, as we have discussed earlicr, isn't such a reaction expected after all when the authority
IJﬂMLu“ﬂﬂprkawmhkkﬁHWhﬂgrhd!H¢hﬁ\th%tﬂhﬂ|"ﬁﬂ”#fkﬁﬂﬂfm|WHHM
also like to remind us here, that when the film opens with a remark such as “Any look at
China is bound to be loaded with questions.” that remark is both supported and countered
bw the next statement, which begins alfirming “Her vistble faces are miniscule compared te
her unknown ones,” but ends with the question: “Or is this true”" As in a throw of the dice, this
casual guestion is precisely a point of departure for the filr and the reflection on the arts amd
politics of China. It is later on followed by another statement that says "Only in appearance
nhum{1ﬂnuﬂﬂbrnnr\rnhﬁnﬂngrhxr1uthu“1uhl"Ru1hfknn“ﬂhhuuulunknnuuHran-
never presented as being mutually exclusive of one another.

A distinction that may be usetul here is the one theorists have made between a “radical
|nguuuny"andarugunun,Thrnrgmﬂnniiuhntthrnrgnﬁrv.duuhhﬁrrrhhngnﬁthrwnﬂ
points to; while a radical negativity entails a constant questioning of arrested
representations—here, of China, This is where Barthes” statement on the stereotyped being
the antonym of the poetic, is most relevant. There are a few immediate examples that Tean
mention {although specific examples never cover the scope of the issue rased, they just <l
bﬁuammlﬂmﬂnﬂupﬂﬁhmhnuhuhnmwhmncnnmfmmMWhudhmmahnukhnhuMN
10 prevent its readings from closing off neatly within the knowable or unknowable categoncs
Again, the question of language: the dialogue between the two women narrators features not
unWaJMﬁrmcmuhumﬁﬂthmadﬂmmumnﬂwnudauhpmhngHmhunﬂwcm
mm@mmmMmMMhmmummmﬁHmMmmHmemmmmHmwmmﬁmwm
andLhr-nhcraﬁthvlnghuLlincarnndlhqynjﬂ{languagv:ﬂFwdnknldﬁrnurﬁnIf[hean1h
ennrely done with only one of these twa languages. then the risk of it falling it the confines
of one camp or the other is very high. But in Snoot, you have both, and the parritory’
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dialogue 15 alse pummrnl all along by the direct speeches of the imerviews, or else by songs
which offer a link berween the verbal and the non-verbal

Alse by the tear bself where yon kave Erglish and € Thinese characters as wel! as Confacing aad Map

[ Exactly, Sometimes, it is strategically important to reappropriale the stereotypes and o

Spaaking juxtapose them next 1o one another so that they may cancel sach other out. For example the

Heathy fact that in the film, the "Grear Man” can be both Confucius and Mao, makes these two
F L]

giants' teachings at times sillily interchangeable. Such a merging is both amusing and
extremely ironical for those of us who are familiar with € “hima's history and the relentless
campaigns Mao launched against all vestiges of Confuciznism i Chinese society, The
merging therefore also exposes all wars [oughtin the name of human rights as beinp first and

foremost a war of language and meaning. In other words, what Mao called “the verbal
struggle” is a fight between “fictions.” The coexistence of oppusite realities and the possible
interchangeability of their fictions is precisely what Lhave attempted to bring out on all levels
of the film, verbally as well as cinematically. If the only feeling the viewer retains of SHo0T is
that of a negative void, then | think the film would just be falling flat on what it tries wo dogit
would be incapable of provoking the kind of vexed, as well as elated and excited reactions it
has so far,

You mention the vicwer quite offen, and in another interview you once said that awdience-making 15 the
responsibility of the filmmmaker. Can vou taalle about who yeur viewers are, what sudence. or for whom are you
making a file, of sich a purpase exesrs?

There are many ways to approach this guestion and there are many languages thar have
been circulated in relation to the concept of audience. There is the dated notion of mass
audience, which can no longer go unguestioned in woday's crinical context, because mass
implics first and foremost active commodification, passive consumption. Mass production, in
other words, is production by the Tewest possible number, as Gandhi would say (kiughter). And
here vou have this other notion of the audience, which refuses to et usell be degraded
through standardization, For, as Lemn would also say, and [ quote by memery, “one does nol
bring art dewn to the people, one raises art up 1o the people.” Such an approa h woald avoid
the levelling out of differences implied in the concept of the “mass” which delines the people
as an anonymous aggregate of individuals incapable of really thinking tos themselves,
incapable of being challenged in their frame of thought, and hence incapable of
understanding the product if information is not packaged for effortless and immediate
consumption. They are the ones who are easily “spoken for” as being also smart consumers
. whase growing sophisticated needs require that the entertainment market produce vet faster

goads and more effectual throwaways in the name of better service, Here, the problem is not
that such a description of the zudience is false, but that s reductive ranonale reinforces the
ideailogy in power.

The question “for whom does one write?™ or “for whom does one make a flm?" was
extremely uselul some thirty vears ago, in the Gk, Tt has lad its histoncl moment, as it was
then linked to the compelling notion of “engaged art.” Thanks wo it the demystification of
the creative act has almost become an accepted fact: the writer or the artist is bound to look
critically at the relations of production and can no longer indulge in the notion of “pure
creatvity.” But thanks to it also, the notion of attdience waday has been pushed much further
in its complexities, so that simply knowing for whom vou make a film is no longer sufficient,
Such z tarpeting of audience. which has the potential 1o change radically the way one writes
or makes a film, often proves to be ne more than a commuon marketing ool in the process of
commodification. Hence, instead of talking about “the audience.” theorists would generally
rather talk about “the spectator™ or “the viewer." Today also, many of us have come to realize
that power relationships are not simply o b tound 1 the evident locations of power—here,

in the establishments that hold the means of production—Dbut that they also circulate

443




449



Sreaking
faarhy

430

HITI !l[]i“ ;].I]d W i_lhl!'l_ I,'ILlfSI_'l'H_‘S |_‘.II.'L'.3 LIWe I'.I'll'_' W il} we wrile &ntl. ik kL' Till'ﬂ?« I~ the ‘-\'1_\ W ].'?I.Jh]'l.ll.l]'l
urselves socially and politieally. Form and content cannot be separated.

Furthermore, in the context of “aliernative,” “experimental” ilms, 1o know or mr 1o
know whom you are making 2 film for can both leave vou trapped in a form of escapism: vou
declare that vou don't care aboul audience; vou are simply content with the circulation of
vour work among friends and a number of marginahized workers like vourself: and vou
continue to protect vourself by remaining safely within identified hmits. Whereas | think each
il one makes is @ bottle throw into the sea, The Tact that Wit alw ay's work on the very
lirnits of the known and unknown audiences, vou are bound 1o ITIﬁHl'IfF these limits whaose
demarcation changes each time and remains unpredictable to vou. This is the contextin
whach Lsind than the filmmaker is responsible bor building his or her audience,

S of importance today, is to make a film in which the viewer—whether visually present
or not—is inscribed in the way the film is scripted and shot. Through a number of creatve
stratepies, this process is made visible and audible to the audience who is thos solicited o
interact and to retrace itin viewing the film. Anvbody can make Reassemsiacy for example,
The part that cannot be imitated, taught, or repeated is the relationship one develops with
the 1ools that define one's actvities and oneself as Glmmaker, That part s irreducible and
unique to each worker, but the part that could be opened up to the viewer is the “unsutured”
process of meaning production. With this, we'll need to ask what accessibility means: a work
in which the creative process is offered to the viewer! Or a work in which high production
values see to it that the packaging of information and of fiction stories remain mystifying to
the non-connoisseur audicnce—many of whom still believe that you have 1o hold several
millions in vour hand in order to make a feature of real appeal 1o the wide number:

You ve answered on many levels bur your list powt draws attention to she stave of andependent art and
expersmental filn kere i the ULS. Conld vou comment an your expestence with or antesactions with fase who
fry to cateqorize your work as docunentary, as ethnographic, as avant-garde feminist, as independent: Could you
tafe about e process of wdeperdent filmmaking estead af more sainsiseam films?

Independent filmmaking for me is not simply a question of producing so-called "low-
Isucdger” films owtside the funding networks of Hollywood. It has more 1o do with a radical
difference in understanding filmmaking. Here, once a film is completed. vou're not really
done with it, rather, vou're starting another journey with it. You cannot focus solely on the
creative process and leave the responsibilities of lundraising and distribution to someone else
{even if vou work with a producer and a distributor). You are as much involved in the pre-
and the post- than in the production stage itself. Once your hilm is released vou may have o
travel with it amd the direct contact vou have with the public does impact thie wiy vou'll be
making vour next lm. Not at all in the sense that vou serve the needs of the audience, which
is what the mainstream has alwavs claimed to do, but rather iy the sense of a2 muroal
challenge: vou challenge each other in your assumptions and expectations. So for example,
the fact that a number of viewers react negatively to certain choices vou have made or to the
direction vou have taken does not necessarily lead you to renounce them for the next time.
On the contrary, precisely because of such reactions you may want o persist and come back
toe them yerin ditferent w a8,

In my case, the contact also allows me to live out the demystification of infenteos in
filmmaking. With the kind of interaction | solicit from the viewers—asking cach of them
actually to put together “their own film” from the film they have seen—the flmmaker's
intention cannot account for all the readings that they have mediated w their realities.
Thereby, the process of independent filmmaking entails a ditferent relationship of creatng
and receving, hence of production and exhibinion, Since it s no casy 1ask o build one's
audiences, the process remains a constant struggle, albeit one which 1 am guite happy to carry
on. Viewers also need 1o assume their responsibilines by looking criucally av the
representative place from which they voice their opinions on the film. lronically enough,




those wha inquire about the audience of my films often scem Lo think that they and their
immediate peers are the only people who get to see the film and can understand it. What

their questions say in essence is: We are your audience. s that all that you have as an audienve?
{lasghter). I that is the case, then [ think that none of us imdependent lilmmakers would
continue to make Flms. For me, interacting with the viewers of our films is part of
independent filmmaking. The more acutely we leel the changes in our audiences, the more g

it demands from us as filmmakers. Therefore, while our close involvement in the processes  [gepk
of fundraising and distribution often proves to be frustrating, we also realize that thismunal - T
challenge berween the work and the film public, or between the ereative gesture and the  Trink
cinematic apparatus is precisely what keeps independent fil mmaking alive,
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