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Film Screening | Remembering the 1980s

TIANANMEN

“We Respect Life, Just as We Respect History.”

Yuhua Wang, Professor of Government, Harvard University

Rowena Xiaoqing He, Senior Research Fellow, University of Texas Austin;
author, Tiananmen Exiles: Voices of the Struggle for Democracy

Sam Maclean, Communications Manager, Fairbank Center for Chinese Studies;
former film critic, Slant Magazine and In Review Online

Tiananmen’s 8 parts will screen in groups of two, with short breaks:

12:00 PM Introduction, followed by Part 1: The Old City (56 min.), about survivors of the
imperial court, including interviews with the last living imperial eunuch and Puyi’s family
members, and Part 2: Residences (51 min.), which explores everyday life in courtyard homes.

2:15 PM Part 3: On the Street (52 min.), about forms of commerce and social activities, and
Part 4: On Stage (54 min.), a survey of theater actors, street performers, and rock musicians.

4:15 PM Part 5: Going Places (48 min.), about intellectual life at universities and inside private
enterprises, and Part 6 Guest Performers (48 min.), on foreigners who live and work in Beijing.

6:00 PM Part 7: On the Way (50 min.), about entrepreneurs in the entertainment industry, ad
agencies and models, and Part 8: Memories (1 hour), a look at a history of sociopolitical unrest.

The final episodes will be followed by a Zoom Q+A with
Rowena Xiaoqing He and Tiananmen co-director, Shi Jian.



Statement from CHEN Jue (F5&83), co-director of Tiananmen
September, 2024

As a co-creator of Tiananmen, 1 would like to first express our sincere gratitude to Harvard
University and the Fairbank Center for Chinese Studies—a prestigious institution with a long
history of pursuing truth—and to the Center’s Executive Director, Dorinda Elliott. It is an
immense honor to have the opportunity to revisit and discuss this documentary, which emerged
at a crucial turning point in China's transformational era and holds significant symbolic meaning
on multiple levels. Showcasing it here, at this time, in such a meaningful way, is invaluable.

At this time of great uncertainty, re-screening Ziananmen invites us to engage in active dialogue
with its non-fiction content and its intricate ties to a complex historical past. It allows us to
revisit and understand China’s transformative era, the multifaceted perspectives on Beijing, and
the complexities of life during that time. The film also reveals the subtle signs, brewing in
everyday life, that preceded the significant yet largely unrepresented events which erupted
unexpectedly. In capturing such profound, large-scale moments—despite the near impossibility
of doing so at the time—7iananmen stands as a testament to the filmmakers’ unwavering
determination to document and reflect on these monumental changes, amidst adversity.

The experience of watching this film today might evoke a sense of being transported to another
world, yet filled with a blend of emotions—intimate, nostalgic, even humorous. The most
inspiring and meaningful aspects, particularly the historical connections and reflections on

Beijing, China, and life during that era, will resonate with today’s China, the modern world, and

all of us. This reflection is made possible thanks to this Center’s thoughtful curation.

I would like to thank Professor Yuhua Wang and Dr. Rowena Xiaoqing He for their commentary,
which will provide essential context for understanding this work. Tiananmen, with its
multifaceted narrative, intricate issues, and portrayal of a transformative period, can be difficult
for younger viewers—those who did not live through that era—to fully grasp. The background of
many filmed subjects, the filmmakers’ multi-perspective observations, and the limitations of
expression during that time may leave today’s audience feeling distanced or confused. As a
result, the historical, social, and human significance may seem increasingly obscure.

This is why we are deeply grateful to these two scholars, whose profound knowledge of China—
and, in some cases, firsthand experiences of Beijing—opens windows of understanding and
guides us through a richly rewarding discussion. Their perspectives bridge the past and the

present, allowing Tiananmen's three-year chronicle of Beijing to reveal its ongoing relevance and

meaning today. Their insights allow us to better grasp the historical figures, lives, and moments
documented in the eight-part series, along with the personal experiences and challenges that
defined this transformative period. Through their efforts, 7iananmen takes us back to the
memories of Beijing’s last nobles and the everyday lives of common people, as portrayed in The



Old City (Part 1) and Residences (Part 2). The documentary captures the realities of Beijing from
1988 to 1991, showing fleeting moments, struggles, frustrations, and hopes that once seemed
possible—all while inviting your reflection and participation in this meaningful dialogue today.

We also must express our appreciation to Sam Maclean, a young scholar who has a passion for
understanding China—Ilike his renowned great, great uncle, Edgar Snow—and has been
conducting in-depth research on Chinese documentaries and independent productions from the
1980s to the beginning of the new century. This screening would not have been possible without
his unremitting efforts—and he can also introduce our work from the perspective of documentary
aesthetics. Without Sam’s efforts in preserving Tiananmen and investigating its background
during the isolation of the pandemic, today’s important screening would be unimaginable.

It’s necessary to point out that the biggest difference between Tiananmen and various excellent
Chinese documentaries made during the same period, inside and outside the state system, is
that Tiananmen itself is a work of self-transformation, transitioning from a production with rich
institutional resources, a collective work, to an independent production mode, and evolving
further into a work shaped by both the public sentiment of the era and the personal vision of the
author, as guided by the will of the filmmaker as a witness. This is the key reason why it stands
apart from—and surpasses—most documentary works of its time, which often focus on single
events, characters, or issues. In contrast, this work offers a broader social scope, a larger scale of
character documentation, a multidimensional perspective on change, a more comprehensive
portrayal of the era’s ecology, and greater innovation in its aesthetic expression.

This documentary, and its unique position, subsequently led to the formation of SWYC
(Structure, Wave, Youth, Cinema), an experimental film group composed of Shi Jian, Kuang
Yang, Wang Zijun, and me. This creative alliance represented shared ideas and pursuits, and it
played a pivotal role in the development of China’s New Documentary Movement. This
movement brought together the most important documentary filmmakers of the era, both inside
and outside of the state system, and resulted in the 1991 Beijing New Documentary Seminar.

When Sam visited us in Beijing this August, a clear and captivating historical thread began to
unspool—carefully and logically revealing a possibility and hope that left a profound impression
on us. No matter how challenging or silent the struggle, with a desire for truth, confidence in life,

and loyalty to core values, the act of recording, reflecting, and expressing the enduring lives,

people, and events shaped by unwavering beliefs will shine through. Their brilliance and power
can transcend time, break through barriers, and defy forgetting.

Just like the scenes, faces, voices, and moments captured in 7iananmen, this remarkable
screening today will allow these echoes to resonate with all viewers at Harvard. I believe that the
images, sounds, and stories in Tiananmen will resonate with audiences for years to come.

Thank you,
CHEN Jue
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