Hu Fang in conversation with Zhou Tao
November 2013 in Guangzhou and Bangkok over Skype

Escaping
Beyond the
Cloud of

Performance



PR T 0 = A 2 R
Skype iR, 20134114

BT WVFRRATAT DL MAEIX SR AEE 3 P A S BE NG, 4 I E AR
Tii s B, A RERER T, MR A NIRRT,

2n?

JEE: A, EER UM, RZAAEME, PHAR AHLETH
o fEREANFEAXET, M IR B, S0 LAy B
WMGFIEEIFRE R Z 2, F, KFEA—Z], RINAHEL
R IX I SE

BB ITEEEN L SR Y, R T B TEE SRR S
TR BeRFRAY research, ERIHIERAR, LB
T, URCATEN MR A0 H A S AR T R, T
KR LED ATRIR T T AMTAFKIR (0%, LA — PR scudio ML
P TS GORIIR A, FEWU I rescarch BRI, BRI T AT A
B, AN A L SISO R, TSR AL

U BEAE S R T I

JHiE: bR BRI Z ARG BRI R, XA, 4
TAEME S0 AR ROROR, MBS eI T — A
B TR R, BT E AR, BT — N AMIEECRI SR
RIA . £ B BEARRZ S AEIX A, 12X LS, i1dip
T H SRR RS A, BN, PEREE IRECE 1, BT okAY
I PR AT AR BT IRAY music FIEERS, KZEWA—FFBkEE, REH
ERE BB, RIFIDE, REHE XA, BIMAET P
FhRBRFBT, MR L Eokl, EAFTER I A S —Fh 3k A1 57
PN AR o 17 HLFRAF B SCTEAR A4y AR, Heoriid, fE
"SRRI, IRE BB LR AEARE L, A ME— AR
JU, SRIEIRAMATLLE . TR ey, — TR T, — TR, ]
RS TR AR AR 1R, BURARMIREY, MR ESRESCOANMZIL,
HRIEMBAMI 2, IR wHRA RN, 24t 4.



Hu Fang: Perhaps we should start the conversation with the dog in
the protest. When it appeared in the scene of confrontation, you
weren't the only one to notice it; other people in the protest did as
well, right?

Zhou Tao: Yes. As the police rescued the dog, people from both sides
took photos. The presence of dogs at different demonstrations in
Thailand is quite interesting. In fact, their appearance is to some
degree similar to the complexity of the situation; suddenly we all feel
closer to life at that moment.

Hu Fang: It’s exactly these details of life that counteract the signifi-
cance, in a way, draped over the surface of the movement. In relation
to your research, it has to do with the space of the square. Before
you went to Bangkok you had already shot footage of daily life in Hua
Cheng Square in Guangzhou. People in the square were illuminated
by the ethereal light of the large-scale LED light, as if they were

at a photography studio. When you arrived in Bangkok to continue
research on public squares, you happened to encounter massive
demonstrations in which the public space presented another kind

of theatricality, and this suddenly raised questions about the connec-
tion between here and elsewhere.

Zhou Tao: Actually, I think there is a strong relationship between
the two locations. The space of the square gives the people inside it

a kind of psychological signal. The square in Guangzhou constitutes
an artificial centre of the city; people’s activities in the square feel
like performance on a gigantic stage, even more so when it came

to the demonstration in Bangkok. They have developed their style
and form of performance over the course of many years. For example,
first you hear chants and slogans followed fifteen minutes later by
soothing music and communal group dancing. A celebrity will then
typically make an appearance followed by more lights and sound, etc.
The performativity of life as revealed in the square is perhaps what
we could consider the theatre of reality. I'm particularly fascinated
by those moments and details. For instance, under the intense light
of the square, you see the woman shaking her head, and the children
sitting on the grass for a time, and the light changing from red

to blue to purple, fading into black, and then lit up brightly again.
All these delicate movements are incredibly dramatic! You almost
feel that these movements are maybe too delicate, too subtle, like

a mother tenderly caring for her children. But you also feel like there
is a certain drama going on under the spotlight, as if something is
about to happen.
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[ don’t think of it as formal theatre, but rather as a kind of theatri-
cality rendered through the specific nature of the lighting as well

as other characteristics of the space. The particular light and people’s
movements penetrate each other, bringing out a completely new
outline to their actions and behaviours.

Hu Fang: Yes, the various social forms of civil expression today

are, in turn, shaping the different spatial forms for these expressions.
You talk about lights, which are similar to lights on a stage, which
perhaps give the public space the charm of the stage, a stage that
provides everyone with the possibility of expression. In the footage
shot in Guangzhou, I noticed a kind of procedure in this expression,
a type of procedure that lingered between excitement, indulgence
and fantasy. It appeared to serve as a break from the banality of

the everyday, but meanwhile it also became a preconfigured mode of
pacifying. The splendid stage of Guangzhou seemed to enable everyone
to submerge into the imagination of the future, and to approach a
certain promise or vision for the future. While in the case of Bangkok,
individuals were more proactively constructing a collective imagina-
tion of the future. 'm not sure whether both related to the projection
of our present desires into the future, but the presence of this in

the square as a public space seemed to reflect the necessity for a transit
zone in today’s social space—a middle ground in which all forms

of expression seek understanding. However, this is often fictionalised
into lighting and visual performance.

Zhou Tao: Politics in Bangkok are very complex and involve rivalries
between different powers, groups and objectives. I couldn’t compre-
hend how different aspirations for the future of Thailand could achieve
some kind of common understanding. But as people started falling
asleep, perhaps that was the time their imaginations and desires were
really released. In other words, you could really feel these energies
released from their bodies. Even as they lay asleep, the light and music
were always there. As all these people were lying on the square, it
was then that you felt maybe this collective would generate a certain
demand and expression that was relevant to their bodies. Perhaps
this energy was what could help us realise our image of the future.
This was different somehow from the state of enjoying oneself in
Guangzhou’s Hua Cheng Square, which you described as indulgence;
but whart was the same was the collective desire for the future that
emerged from the square—an energy that perhaps condenses in the
illuminated night sky, a cloud of desire floating in the air, and the
rain that people are looking forward to. That’s how I feel at any rate.
I think my work is about stripping away these observations layer by
layer and then gradually presenting them.
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Hu Fang: Does it seem like there is an invisible hand guiding reality
to become performance in the way you stage things? In a sense,

this power is invisible. Individual actions might appear as unconscious,
but in fact, when you look at the broader scale of events through
images, these actions enter a kind of performative zone, the formation
of a reality of infinite delay and extension. It’s a bit like what you
said, hovering over something. The observation within your images
does not further confirm the existing social order in the square.

In other words, it does not serve as an affirmation of the community’s
expression; instead it raises many questions.

Zhou Tao: I think the so-called question is ultimately a suspension.
Thar is to say, time is always extending. It’s not about what has to
happen, but instead how to experience it, through the cycle of image
to the world, the dust suspended in reality. As a matter of fact, I often
react bodily and unconsciously.

Hu Fang: What we usually consider a method or genre of cinema,
for you, it’s part of the body, a sensory experience, a medium to feel
and touch reality. In other words, it’s your skin.

Zhou Tao: It’s actually part of the body, and maybe also part of me,
yes—since my feelings or my way of walking all scart from the body.

I've done such things before. When I found myself in a city
not doing anything particular, I would go into a park and sit down
next to a stranger. | might keep a little distance between us. My
thinking was that if they remained so... Actually, we both would
sense a period of psychological competition, or perhaps just a feeling.
Some people were indifferent, but some would pay actention. It’s not
that I'm concerned about the distance between the stranger and
myself; that’s not really the case. I think it’s more a matter of staying
with something. It might seem like I am just “staying” literally, but
actually I think it might be a lictle more complicated than just the
literal participation.

Hu Fang: Through symbiosis with the image; in fact, while you
observe you also become a test of reality—precisely because there is
a strange isomorphic relationship between image and reality today.
For example, you can see how the space of Guangzhou’s square

is being imaged, which in turn invites people into a dreamy studio-
like space.
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Zhou Tao: The space of the square in Guangzhou could easily
become a Hollywood sci-fi movie, a scene from a blockbuster,

in which image and reality perhaps form some kind of conspiracy.
In a Hollywood blockbuster, there is nothing ordinary about the
expressions, movements or figures, and the interesting thing is
precisely that when some humble-looking person appears, whose
behaviour is far from elegant, the dream is all of a sudden destroyed.
For instance, because it is so hot in the summer, people bathe in
the fountain in the square in Bangkok. They even lie down, which
actually messes up the blockbuster image a lictle.

Hu Fang: What changes are there from After Reality to Blue and Red?
In After Reality, the scenes also flic becween different spaces, from
subtropical Guangzhou—hot, humid, thick with vegetation, wild and
uncontrollable—to Paris, where everything is artificially controlled,
from the temperature to the environment in general. As a metaphor,
the conversion of locations indicates how individuals traverse spaces
of different modernities. At the end of the film, you appear in the
snow with a light, wearing shorts, draining your own warmth into the
cold, in search of something. In After Reality you appear as an element
of the overall scene, as one of the participants in the performance,
whereas in Blue and Red you are completely hidden behind the camera.
While you use the phrase “curning over” to describe the relationship
between image and subject, I might say “hovering” instead. “Shooting"
as a form of movement is in fact no longer an action of clear indica-
tion, by which I mean using images “to enter into reality” or “to suggest
an attitude”. You become much “lighter”, permeating through the
scene like air. But does this “lightness” come about because the reality
you are facing is becoming heavier? Is it because you are seeing
people being changed by the situation, or by a tremendous force trying
to change the situation? You're dealing with such a drastic force;
does it ever lead you to construct a different dialogue with reality
in your image?

Zhou Tao: Yes, one of the questions in Afzer Reality is how to deal
with the transition from Guangzhou—a green, subtropical environ-
ment—to a snowy Paris. I think my intervention is somehow
“confrontational”, a reaction to the situation. The urban planning
of Paris is fairly comprehensive, and there is hardly anywhere turbid
or ambiguous. It’s difficult to apply the same working methods

in Guangzhou and Paris, but [ think this is exactly where things
become interesting. Going from Guangzhou to Paris, I had already
produced one part in Guangzhou, but then what was the next
part? I felc like I was waiting for something to crack what I had
previously produced.
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Obviously, Bluc and Red is quite different from Afrer Reality. Like you
said, the change in performativity, the kind of “confrontational”
performance in After Reality was difficult to include in Blue and Red.
In fact, I felt extremely powerless in my ability to intervene in
whatever form of performance or action. The proposition changed
from using the body as intervention to determining how best to stay
within reality. The body had to retreat, while the impact of the
image formed a body in a different dimension. A sort of “doubling”
occurred as the skin and the earth’s surface coincided and extended.
This invisible “body”, breaking from the flesh while gaining a material
experience of the unknown, was light. My manuscript mentions “not
to struggle” and “shimmering figures slipping out of a thin layer of
film in the brain”, which I think reflects this change in performativity.

Hu Fang: In a sense, this is a bit like the dog in the protest, which
we mentioned at the very beginning. It appeared at a major incident
and just as we began to be less concerned about the fate of individ-
uals, it pulled us back to the foothold of reality—that is, the reality
behind the stage, the everyday space that we are parasitic on. [ think
this film is related not only to the square but also to your long-stand-
ing concern about the everyday and the performativity of reality.

Zhou Tao: I used to employ some performance of my own, like my
appearance in both South Stone and After Reality. At the time [ had
already started to consider how to represent performativity on a level
without “me”. I think the observation and discovery of reality—of
course there are still performances and rehearsals, but these perfor-
mances are more or less inconsequential—allows me to constantly
escape beyond the cloud of performance, underneath the background.
On what level does performativity exist? This is an interesting
question. For example, some people watch the footage and ask:

Is it real? Did you stage it? My answer is that it’s all real, but it’s also
ambiguous, and at the same time it blurs the genres in cinema.
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Hu Fang: Another subtext is that it’s also meant to blur our comfort
zone. When you wander across the line between the documentation
and the fiction, it triggers anxiety in the spectator—the anxiety of
being unable to register their relationship with reality.

Zhou Tao: I hope this film shows no beginning or end; that is, you
don’t know how such a thing ever came into existence. Integrity
necessarily requires a reference so that we can sense how integral it
is relatively, but the density I needed was much more important than
integrity. I think the relationship between the body’s perception and
the camera as an extension of the body can achieve a certain density,
which is the best intervention into reality.
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