YOU ARE NOT A PLUCKY HERO UNTIL YOU'VE FILMED IN CHINA

by Sally Ingleton, producer/director of Mao's New Suit 

Last year I boarded a plane bound for Beijing, not able to speak a word of Mandarin but determined to make a documentary which would reflect China's changing face.

On a research trip I had located a couple of dynamic thirtysomething fashion designers. Sun Jian and Guo Pei were ambitious, attractive and armed with mobile phones. They were best of friends and articulated the driving energy behind China's new found individualism. They were eager to do whatever it took to lift their motherland out of its navy blue 'Mao suit'. 

I had planned a five week shoot which would follow the preparation, staging and aftermath of the designers' first collection during Shanghai's 'Fashion Week'. 

My crew and I were travelling 'light'. 43 pieces of baggage weighing in at over 460kgs - of which 6 kg's was an assorted variety of muesli and cereals! Breakfast in China must be the least appetising of all their dishes - thousand year old (read as mouldy) eggs, pickles, watery porridge and a stodgy white bun. The Chinese approach to the first meal of the day takes an iron stomach not an iron rice bowl.

If you want to film legally in China - it is mandatory to get a film permit. This took 9 months of negotiation - much of which was over the film's title  - Mao's New Suit.  'Mao Zedong is dead - we do not wish to discuss him anymore' was what the authorities kept saying. The irony of the title was lost and so to keep my intentions clear it became Fashion In China. I was given the green light.

Upon arrival we were met by a portly man in his 50's with a Beijing haircut - shaved short on the sides and square on top. Ma Wei was our government minder. Knowing the importance of gifts and food to business relationships in China, I planned a big dinner in his honour where I would present him with gifts. His request had been for videos and I had chosen Terminator 2; Pulp Fiction and Dumb and Dumber as a reflection of western culture. He glowed with importance and I felt assured he was on my side. The glow lasted 2 days before each filming request elicited a  'mei you' the all purpose Chinese saying for not have or euphemistically translated as'the man with the key is not here.' 

Part of the problem was that Ma Wei could not understand why I wanted to make a film about two fashion designers. Why didn't I want to interview important people? And where was my script? I'm sure he believed I was out to do an expose of the exploitation of Chinese workers in the textile industry and if so, then his head was on the line.

My focus was quite different. I was curious to explore how China's collective consciousness had been swept aside by individualism. 'Maoism' had become 'meism'. And nowhere was this independence more evident than in how people dressed. 'Fashion' was the catchcry. It was everywhere. And thanks to China's 'socialism with Chinese characteristics' - business women had a lot of spare cash to spend on clothes. Many now work for foreign companies and earn big salaries, yet their basic needs - housing and so forth are still covered by the State.

But 'dress sense' is still a mystery in China. Many women get confused about when to wear what. So it is common to see women wearing evening dresses in the supermarket or track suits and jogging shoes at a wedding. 

And so a whole new growth industry has emerged of personal image consultants and fashion designers.

Enter Sun Jian and Guo Pei chanting the mantra of 'to get rich is glorious'.

Our first major piece of filming was a trip to Inner Mongolia. Guo Pei was off to purchase wool from a mill in Chifeng - a small town of 3 million set on the edge of the Mongolian grasslands. We travelled by overnight train, managing to squeeze the four crew plus interpreter, Ma Wei, Guo Pei and all our luggage into 2 compartments. Despite protests from the train conductor we did a little filming along the way. One priceless moment was when a fellow passenger discovered that Guo Pei was a fashion designer. He pulled out his suitcase and immediately began canvassing her opinion of his entire wardrobe of navy blue shapeless jackets. 

Night fell and eventually we were lulled to sleep by the dulcet tones of a Chinese version of 'Auld Lang Syne' being piped through the train.

The three day trip to Chifeng was full of action - and food. No sooner had we finished doing a little filming then another banquet would appear and we would all be whisked away for a 2 hour meal. Foreign guests are rare in Chifeng so we were given the full treatment. Every meal began with tea made with rich mare's milk and for some strange reason - tapioca. To be polite it's essential to partake. Mistake no 1. As soon as a sip was taken, the cup was immediately refilled. Next - fierce alcohol was served in tiny glasses. 38% proof. To the Mongolians toasting at mealtime is what idle chat is to us westerners. Every 30 seconds someone around the table would stand, raise his glass and say'may we all become famous - gambe (bottoms up)'  .

After several 'shots' I innocently asked how they had made the alcohol. To my horror someone had come up with the method of aging rice wine in a barrel lined with straw which had been soaked in pig's blood. To this day I still wonder if the translation was correct. At one meal, a fish was placed on the table along with pork, mutton, chicken, and more mutton. The fish's head was tilted up and after the Chinese had begun eating the flesh, the gills suddenly heaved and the fish's mouth gaped open to breathe. I nudged Paul the sound recordist, who just smiled and whispered 'lucky Natalie isn't here or she'd be giving it mouth to mouth resuscitation" Natalie was our vegetarian Line Producer who had already come down with some lurgy after only a few days away from Australia. The Chinese of course felt they were serving us the highest honour - fresh fish!

On our final day in Chifeng the woollen mill decided to show Guo Pei the Mongolian Grasslands. Our destination turned out to be a Mongolian Theme Park, decked out with felt yurts, pony rides and hostesses dressed in colourful national costume. Guo Pei had become a tourist in her own country - marvelling at the mutton's head served on a platter and mustering up courage to get on a horse for the first time. Our hosts were so determined to make our grasslands filming authentic that to my horror they had even paid a shepherd to bring a flock of sheep over the hills for our camera. 

That night we were taken to a restaurant whose decor was 'cultural revolution' chic. Large images of Mao Zedong hung from the bamboo walls, waitresses were dressed in green worker suits adorned with red Mao badges, and the food was straight out of 1967 - doughy corn balls, tasteless white bread buns, and basic vegetable slop. Menu specialities included silkworms, scorpions and poplar leaves. It was packed with fortysomethings all taking a trip down memory lane and reminiscing over the days of their youth when they had been sent to work in villages in order to become good communists. Even Guo Pei said that the famine fare and portraits of Mao made her feel nostalgic about her childhood!

During our trip Ma Wei had been deeply suspicious of our motives filming this Chinese backwater. These suspicions came to a head one day when we saw a wizened old man reading palms. Guo Pei was keen to check her ambitions but when I decided it would be good to film, Ma Wei was adament that China was a modern scientific country and this kind of feudal thinking was not allowed - especially on international television. 

These kind of 'cultural and political differences' flared regularly. 

When I wanted to film 'old streets' - the official reply was 'we have no old streets in China.' When I wanted to film models posing against the backdrop of the imperial 'Forbidden City' - I was told that the previous home of China's Emperors was too sacred for models - unless I wanted to pay US$5000 for the privilege. When I wanted to film in a hairdressing salon I was made to sign a lengthy contract by the owner of the salon which declared that I would not harm the image of the motherland. 

The ultimate seemed to be a blank refusal for me to film a shot of Tiananmen Square from the top of Tiananmen Gate. This was the place where Chairman Mao had proclaimed China's independence and the view of this infamous piece of public space was sensational. The sheer monumentality of the Square and its surrounding garguantuan buildings such as the Great Hall of the People and Mao's Mausoleum was a mecca for both Chinese and foreign tourists who would go there by the thousands every day. Gone was the image of the 60's where the masses would congregate in their navy blue and khaki green cotton outfits proud to look the identical to the next person. At that time anyone who broke rank and showed interest in personal adornment was criticised for being bourgeois. A portrait of Mao still hangs in the Square but today he looks down upon youngsters wearing colourful mini skirts and ankle high stocking socks. Their hair is permed and streaked and they pose for photos or fly kites with an air of confidence signalling China's claim to the 21st century.  

It was a must to film and after much brouhaha  I eventually got permission. I began by filming the famous dawn flag raising ceremony - I could only film the flag going up not coming down - that was seen to be sedition. As for the Square I was given two rules for filming - 'as soon as a crowd develops around you - you must move'. This was pure torture given China's 1.2 billion people! Every other minute we would have to pick up the tripod, numerous camera cases and off we would go to another part of the Square. The other rule was 'no filming 'talent' in the Square'. Well this was a documentary so our designers were not actors but the nature of filming is such that you need to get a variety of shots.... needless to say the two designers were questioned again and again by many of the 400 police who patrol the Square. 

While some permissions seemed to take forever to negotiate, other things were relatively easy. We had absolute freedom in filming the two designers and their families. The Chinese minders never sat in on interviews and in fact would only appear around meal time. In jovial moments Ma Wei would ask me,'why are you making a one hour film about fashion'? Why not do a 30 part series on bridges of China? I would smile faintly - thinking - now there's a hit... The Chinese actually love series. The TV Guide was full of great titles like "Married Men ", "Divorced Men",  "Heroes Without Tears" - all 30 part series.

At the end of the day we would return to our hotel to be met by our favourite bellboy. Most hotel staff had a western name - usually John or David but for some reason this bellboy had been given the name Cupid Harem by a previous guest and had adopted it with aplomb!  In a computerised American accent he would say 'you look tired, why don't you take a break?'

Precisely! And we did. At night the crew and myself would collapse in one room surrounded by equipment and tuck into peanuts, vodka and whisky. We would swap stories of all the weird and wonderful things that had happened during the day including: the public toilets with open cubicles where people would queue and watch you pee into a communal trough; the loudspeakers outside Mao's Mausoleum which instructed people to check their inflammables, explosives, cameras and handbags into an office beside the hall before entry! Paul would read excerpts from 'China Daily' the government propaganda rag which specialised in obscure statistics like '4,434 tonnes of  mooncakes will be supplied to Beijing during mid Autumn festival..."

Late one night I was woken by a phone call. There was a pause and then a man's voice tentatively spelt out S - E - X.  This was the last thing on my mind.... I spelt back S-L-E-E-P and hung up.

Finally it was showtime in Shanghai. We were met at the airport by officials who told us our accommodation at the University where the fashion show was to be held was 'full'. It turned out that some students were demonstrating about the Japanese takeover of the Diaoyu Islands and the authorities were worried that we would film these protests. As far as they were concerned it was fine for the designers to go to the University and prepare for their show but we couldn't follow. This was one of those nerve wracking experiences that filmmakers often face. Conflicting loyalties between the needs of the people in the film and the responsibility for the film itself.  Fortunately the designers came down on my side and we managed to find other things to film around Shanghai until the impasse shifted - like shopping. Shopping has become a serious recreation in China. People are no longer classified by what they do but what they own. Consumer desire fuels China's Gen Xer's. They wear the latest designer labels and deck out their homes in 3 piece lounge suites making sure that the plastic covers stay intact. 

Once the student demonstrators had gone home we headed straight for the site of the Show. The designers were devastated. The hall was a dump. The catwalk was too short, the sound system was tinny, the slide projector wouldn't work and the student models were too afraid to wear some of Sun Jian and Guo Pei's sexy low cut outfits (let alone be filmed in them!). Depression set in - and we filmed it all.

But the show must go on and designers like filmmakers understand that these kind of setbacks are character building.

One of Mao's most famous quotes is "You are not a plucky hero until you've climbed the Great Wall'. Well here's to the Great Helmsman - 'you are not a plucky hero until you've made a film in China'!

