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Fan Popo and Zheng Xiao
Paper House, 2009
Three months after the 2008 Sichuan 
earthquake, Chinese director Fan Popo 
travelled to the province to film his 
documentary short, Paper House. The 
film follows a group of  Japanese and 
Chinese volunteers as they struggle – 
partly with their own cultural prejudice 
– to construct a school designed by 
legendary Japanese architect Shigeru 
Ban using his signature recycled 
cardboard ‘paper’ tubes, which he 
developed to aid disaster victims. 

What drew you to this subject?
I was drawn to the topic because 
through the construction of  the ‘paper’ 
schools, the volunteers attempt to build 
friendship between China and Japan. 
This was the aim of  Shigeru Ban, 
who said he wanted to make amends 
with the Chinese people. Also, he 
wanted more people to understand his 
architectural style. As he uses recycled 
cardboard, it’s also a project about 
protecting the environment.

Do you think attitudes towards 
the Japanese are changing here?
I think it’s about education. When I 
was a child if  somebody said ‘you’re 
Japanese’ it was a terrible insult, worse 
than saying ‘you’re a pig’. But now we 
watch more Japanese film, we get to 
see real Japanese people and not the 
image of  Japanese people in Chinese 
films. It’s changing a lot. 

Your film, despite it being 
a fiction, has elements of 
documentary...
The long take is a style of  filming that 
I like to use. Continuous, calm, it’s like 
we accidentally entered this place and 
saw it this way. 
 The crew was stationed in Sweet 
Food City itself. We filmed there for 
about six months, and we lived and 
worked with the residents. The people 

who live here and the world outside are 
completely different: there is only one 
road that links the place they live and 
the most prosperous area of  the city, but 
it’s like two worlds.

Are you pessimistic about 
urbanisation in China?
I think it’s a type of  destruction that 
has gone too far. If  destroying a city 
means losing the memories of  an entire 
generation, the cost is too great, so I 
don’t support it.

The first ever MiNi 
FilmFestival hits town this 
month, with the theme 
of architecture. Nicola 
Davison and Jake Newby 
talk to three of the directors  

Gao Wendong 
Sweet Food City, 2009
Sweet Food City is the second film of  
a trilogy from Dalian-based director 
Gao Wendong, looking at the effects of  
urbanisation on China’s youth. Set in 
a semi-dilapidated concrete compound 
called Sweet Food City, the fictional 
film follows prostitute Ting Ting 
and her love interest Sanbao as they 
try to make their way in a world of  
crumbling buildings, sporadic violence 
and never-ending cigarettes.

Where did you find the 
distinctive buildings in the film?
The real Sweet Food City is in Dalian. 
Twenty years ago, this was the meeting 
point for foods from all over China, 
so these buildings represent regional 
architecture, including northwest-
style, jiangnan [south of  the Yangtze] 
style, Muslim and so on. Due to 
unknown reasons the buildings weren’t 
completed, so they seem to be in decay. 
People hope that there’ll be a change or 
that they’ll be knocked down. But the 
buildings just sit there, even now. 

Flicks and mortar

Shanghai-rise A scene from David Lingerak’s Urbanisation in China, which focuses on Shanghai

‘If destroying a city 
means losing the 
memories of an 
entire generation, 
then the cost is  
too great’

David Lingerak
Urbanisation in China: Happiness 
is Seen Everywhere, 2010
‘The more city-like it is, the more 
happy they are,’ says urban planner 
Ye Yang in Urbanisation in China. In 
his first feature-length documentary, 
Dutch director David Lingerak 
focuses on different groups affected 
by urbanisation around Shanghai – 
from China’s nouveau riche occupying 
Holland Town, to the migrant workers 
drafted to pull down buildings.

What effect does urbanisation 
have on the rural migrants?
Many people that I spoke to who came 
from the countryside really regretted 
not having their own piece of  land to 
grow even a little of  their own food. 
They felt their security was owning 
land so they always have something to 
eat. There’s this sense that this current 
generation has to sacrifice, but the next 
generation won’t miss that land.

What struck you about 
Shanghai’s New Towns?
Holland Town is empty. The houses are 
mostly sold but there are not enough 
people living there. It’s the same in 
Thames Town, it’s an investment and 
apparently a good one – one person 
said that the price of  the houses has 
doubled in four years.

It’s funny for me, because I come 
from Holland, to see the Dutch style in 
China. When you actually go behind 
the façade it’s more like an open-plan 
gallery space. The only things the 
people know as ‘Holland style’ are 
windmills. Maybe they could have just 
built regular houses and a windmill.

In the film you talk to a family 
whose home is slated for 
demolition who seem happy to 
be ‘relocated’... 
That family appeared to be genuinely 
happy and not forced to say anything. 
They had to have a lot of  trust in 
the government; they said if  the 
government wanted to change the area 
then it is good for China and that the 
government will solve all their problems. 

MiNi FilmFestival is a new, non-profit 
film festival centred around a single 
topic; this time it’s architecture. The 
festival runs Sat 23-Sun 24, with 
shorts, documentaries and features 
screened between 2-8pm. For more 
information and a full programme, see 
minifilmfestival.org. For address and 
contact details, see Film listings.
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