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There is nothing that says an artist’s work has to devel-
op in a linear fashion. To work is to revisit and repeatedly
interrogate one’s earlier works. Hao Jingban’s latest exhibi-
tion, “Over-Romanticism,” contains her work on dance halls.
Where her previous piece, I Can’t Dance, was more about
memory and history—the unavoidable diversity and dead
weight of the past—the new work is relatively lighthearted,
full of faces, expressions, and movement, their backstories
only faintly visible. The artist reuses leftover clips from /
Can’t Dance, but, instead of retreating from romanticism,
this time meets it head on. As her gaze falls again on familiar
objects, she also looks at her personal creative history.

While Hao Jingban chose dance halls as her creative muse
almost by chance, this choice speaks to a certain orientation:
an interest in looking at life simultaneously from close up and
from far away. Further research ultimately led to a reappraisal
of a period of history that could be similarly described. Time
stagnates within dance halls, where the furnishings, atmosphere,
and people themselves all carry obvious traces of the 1980s and
90s. Although their way of life is different, it coexists within
the same space and time as the present. These dance halls can
still be found throughout Beijing, withering away but still a part
of many people’s everyday lives. Because ballroom dancing is a
foreign import, it has risen and fallen with the tides of political
and economic change. I Can’t Dance was inspired by this fact,
in particular by the low point of the Cultural Revolution, when
dancing became a symbol of ideologies to be repressed. In a
sense, the history of dancing is a miniature cross-section of the
historical progress of modern Chinese society.

Dance halls are a complex and rich subject, but this isn’t
enough. Obstacles and problems suggest themselves: How can
the artist create a relationship with her subjects? What kind
of distance should be maintained? How can one intervene
without losing the feeling of curious voyeurism? Especially
vexing is the question of how to prevent romanticism from
affecting the work. The first work dealing with dance halls,
Little Dance, is both a character piece and a narrative work,
shaped from the artis
lens sketches out a middle-aged woman preparing to go out

impressions and imaginations. The

to dance, but, across the props, the plot, and the cinematog-
raphy, there is a strong sense of artifice stemming more from
the author’s filmic experience than from the subject’s reality.
When we get to Afternoon Scene, the camera has entered the
dance hall, and the cinematography has reached an agree-
ment of sorts with the characters: in shots of people waiting,
watching, getting up, and sitting down, the camera captures
faces, sometimes clear, sometimes indistinct. The characters

in this tableau possess a completely natural and yet construct-

ed relationship. The rhythm of the images is everyday and

routine. At the same time, the artist refuses to allow this to
become the endpoint of her work; a timeline of synchronized
movements continues to feel flat and smooth. Going from
Afternoon Scene to I Can’t Dance, there is a sense of friction,
a sense that, beneath the surface of things that can be touched,
there is a closed-off space that has preserved a bygone era
along with the reality of the everyday life. That said, is there a
deep connection between the two?

In I Can’t Dance, Hao Jingban deals with two lines of
history: the history of dance and the history of reconstruc-
tion, and the intersection of the two. She largely abandons the
the dancing tableaux of her previous films, but keeps a large
number of interviews with characters lacking visual charisma.
Textual and other non-visual forms of narration become the
only action in the present moment. What dance scenes remain
come from home videos of dancing competitions and old mov-
ie clips (1958’s Intrepid Hero and 1959°s Song of Youth). At
this point, the artist abandons the intimate touch of the dance
hall and moves into a space created by the material itself,
where the collective memories of the participants can be
found not only in certain historical moments, but also in the
interaction of image and reality. The artist is unable to accu-
rately reconstruct an era or record the present moment without
slippage. The weight and complexity of I Can’t Dance would
form a logical conclusion to this project, but “Over-Romanti-
cism” pulls attention back to the time of the present. This is
a trail that Hao is incapable of pursuing for the time being,
because her difference and estrangement from the objects of
her filmmaking carries with it a private concern regarding her
tendency to overly romanticize the situation.

“Over-Romanticism” is still feminine, still about appear-
ality of Little Dance
and the conscious perspective of Afternoon Scene, people of the
present time return to center stage, allowing the dance hall and
the history of dancing to retreat into the background. Voices
are an important part of the exhibition: Hao Jingban interposes
her filmmaking notes with self-introductions by interviewees,

ance and movement, but, unlike the artif;

fragmentary written discourses on visual imagery, and other
related texts. By allowing the voices to exist independent of the
imagery, she avoids any easy correspondence with the images on
the screen. Choosing to read some texts aloud herself, paraphras-
ing is almost unavoidable. The artist’s work is an homage to a
previous generation of filmmakers, such as Chris Marker and
Harun Farocki. Surveying the twists and turns of the project, one
discovers that the artist does not necessarily choose her subject
matter and methods: to the contrary, the direction of her work

is determined by the subjects she studies and the materials she
receives. Paying attention to the history of the 1970s has now led
Hao back to making films on factories, with the expectation that
she will have to spend an equal amount of time and energy on
this vastly complex and jumbled subject. Guo Juan (Translated
by Nick Stember)
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