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rphe fflovI of I.efuffees
Activist Chinese artist Ai Weiwei switches media to produce film
By Charles Desmarals

AiWeiwei,the6o-year-oldChineseartist
whohaslongbeenanactivistthomintheside
ofhiscountry'spoliticalleadership,hasac-
quiredintemationalcelebritylargelybymaking
a career of honoring others. His 2ol4 Sam Fran- + i -`
-eiscoexhibiti®rL,-"@harge:AiWeiweiOnA1--Tffit--ng
catraz," which focused on incarceration policies
aroundtheworld,drewnearly9oo,ooovisitors
in its seven-month run.

Now,Aihasproducedanepicdocumentary
finn,nearly21/2hourslong,drawingsympathet-
ic attention to the circumstances of some 65
million refugees across the globe. "Human

Ai continues on E3

Amazon Studios

Director Ai Weiwei (left) and an unidentified refugee
in "Hunlan Flow," opening in the Bay Area Oct. 2o.



Ai Weiwei's film
viewofrefugees
AI firom Page EI

Flow"opensinSanFranciscoon
Friday, Oct. 2o.

TheChroniclespokewithAi
Weiwei in Sam Francisco before
the screening. This interview
hasbeeneditedforlength.

Q.What'sthequestionthat
hoonehasaskedyou,butthat
youwishsomeonehadasked
aboutthisfflim?
A.Ithinkthequestionwouldbe,
we'relivinginthe21stcentury.
And I think that as humans we
arealready,maybe,atthemost
prosperousorhavethehighest
self-confidence.Andalso,quite
possibly,wealreadyseetheend
iscoming....

Weallliveonthisplanet.
PlanetEarth.Andthatplanetis
sosingledoutfromtherestof
theplanets.Weknowthat(an-
otherplanet)iscoldorit'shot,or
it is not a condition that has life
orspecieslikeus.

Butwearenotsoappreciative.
Wearenotevenjustcelebrating
life itself. It creates so much
difference, it is so difficult for
(other)humanbeings.Andit
leaves them in unthinkable
conditions.Itisverycrudeandit
showshowprimitivewecanbe.

So,thatisveryhardtoaccept,
actually.Wereallyhavetospeak
out,yellout,foicertainideasor
ideologies.

Q.Howlonghaveyouworked
on this fflm?

A.Ifyouaretalkingabout
(when) I had a consciousness to
makethisfilm,it'saboutayear.
Butthepostproductiontakes
abouthalfayear,andthedis-
tributionandpromotiontake
another half.                        ;

Inthisperiodoftime,we
alreadydidabout2omuseum
shows...Imean,bigshows,that
take the whole museum. And of
course I did hundreds of in-
terviews.

Q.Whydoyoudoallthat?
You don't need more fame.
Youdon'tneedmoremoney.
A.Idon'tneedanything.Ijust
wanttoburmmyselfout.It'slife;
youbetteruseit.It'sthewaywe
celebrate our life ....

Ihavetogetoutofmyself,get
myselfintounfamiliarsitua-
tions.Thatisthewayofleam-
ing,thatisthewayofexperienc-
ingyourself,andit'sachallenge.
Itsoundsstupid,butinthatway
I feel life itself. Fresh.

Q.Youwereinedirector;you
did a number of the inter-
views....Whatwouldyousay
yourmostimportantrolewas
in this?
A.How1functioninthisfilm,
first,istheunderstandingabout
whatwearedoing.Andthescale
ofthefilm.Andpossiblelan-
guageofhowtostructurethis
film...becauseyouhavetode-
finethelanguage.

We know we all tell the same
story:It'sabouthumantragedy.

It is on the news all the time. But
how to come out with a film that
stillhasitsownintegrityand
whichargues(for)itsownexis-
tence?

Q.I'mgoingtomakeanas-
sumption,whichmaybe
wrong,thatyoudon'thavea
lotofexperienceatfilmmak-
in8.
A.Ineverhadexperiencewith
thiskindofcommercialtype.
But1dohavealotofexperience
inarchitecture,whichisvery
muchlikefilm.Everythingis
concept,design,fabricationand
furmishin`g.

Assomeoneveryexperienced
in journalism, in china, I ended
updoingalotoffilmstoputon
thelntemat:investigations,
quickresponse.Ididatleast2o
documentariesandputthemon
thelntemet.Thenextday,mil-
1ionsofpeoplewatchitinChina.
Thatiswhylntemetissodan-
gerous...becausethatkindof
truth-tellingreallychallenges
everybody'snerveswhenthey
watch it. So, yeah, I am quite
experiencedabouthowto
achieveavisuallanguageto
reach the audience.

Q.It'slong,the fin.
A.It'slong,butitistooshortfor
thiskindofstory....

Doingthisfilmgavemea
chancetogetknowle¢ge.My
knowledgeaboutrefugeesor
human flow was from zero.
BecauseChinawasasociety,
where1grewup,offrozenhu-
manbeings.

Restrictions are characteristic
of this kind of authoritarian
society.Theyalwaystellyouyou
cannotdothis,youcannotdo
that.Peopletakeitaspartof

Human FLow
Documentary. Starring lsraa
Abboud, Hiba Abed, Rami Abu
Sondos. Directed by Ai Weiwei.
(PG-13.140 minutes.)

nature.Like,todayisrainy,
tomorrowiscloudy.Nowitcan
beasunnyddy.Thisisthegener-
alcondition;everybodyun-
derstands that.

Amongthis65million,people
havebeenforcedtoleavetheir
home.Thatmeansiftheydon't
leavetheywilldie.Thecasu-
altieswillnotbejustafewhun-
dredthousand,itwillbe6o-
somemillionpeople,justdead.
Becauseitisnotjusttheirhouse
beingbombed;thewholecity
disappeared.Thoseimages,you
wouldneverbelieve.Onlyin
Hollywoodmovies,andtheystill
cannotcapturethatkindof
thing,youknow.

Butweseeitbeforebrealrfast,
orwhenwedrivetowork,and
weforgetaboutitbecausewe
haveotheragendastodo.Itis
veryinterestinghowourhuman
emotionsandlogicaredesigned.
Itislikeahugecomputer:emo-
tion,rationality,logic.Itpur-
poselycanbecutofffromone
another.Itprotectsusnottoget
crazyormad.

Q.Ithoughtrefugeesivere
poverty-stricken.Butthen
youhavethescenewhere
there'sthegeneratorrun-
ning,andeverybodyhasgot
theirsmartphonesplugged
in.Aremostoftherefugees
middle class?
A.Ifyouaretalkingaboutrefu-
geesfromSyria,theyaremiddle
class.Theycanpaythousandsof
dollarsforsmugglers,andthey

haveavisionaboutwherethey
wanttogo.Manyofthemare
engineers, doctors, lawyers,
professionals. The first one I
interviewed, I still remember. A
youngguyfromAfghanistan,
speakssevenlanguages.Sohe
becameatranslatorforthefilm,
workingwithmystudiofora
yearjusttranslatingeverything.

Butforcertainplaces,if you
lookatwhathappenedinMyan-
mar and Bangladesh, those  `
people-beforetheylosttheir
home(nowitisahalf-million),I
don'tthinktheyhadeverbeen
educated.OrAfricanpeople....
Ifyougototheirtents,itisridic-
ulo\us. The inside and outside is
thesame.Theyarelivingthere
forgenerationsbutthereisnoth-
inginside.Outsideisjustsand
andthewind.Itisnothing.

Q.Doyouhavehope?
A.Personally?Orforhumanity?
Thatisverydifferent,right?

Personally,Ienjoyeverymo-
ment. I still have consciousness.
Imeetpeopleandtalkabout
whatever we can talk about. It is
suchajoy.

But,ashumanity,Iwony
about this a lot. Because I think
thatwearfenotfullyappreciat-
ingwhoweare.Notevenun-
derstandthefragileconditionof
ourexistence.Thatisatragedy,
becauselifeissopreciousand
such a miracle.
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» For the longer version of this
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entertainment


