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SYNOPSIS

Based on three different places, the film portrays the infractions to which people living in modern day China
are subjected due to rapid developments: in the deceptively idyllic Jiuxiancun in the rainy south; in the
apocalyptic coal mining site of Mingin and Wusutu in the parched north; and in Chonggqing, the megacity on
the Yangtze River. The protagonists give their moving accounts of an unresolved past, an uncertain present
and their tentative steps into the future. The film thus paints a complex image of the mental state of the
people in this complicated country. “Watermarks” is a subjective snapshot in time that takes a poetic look at

the changing everyday life in China.

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT

“Since the crushing of the democracy movement in 1989, | have followed the upheaval in China with equal parts
amazement and irritation: the country looks like a huge construction site and seems to be involved in a
precipitous search for itself. In this unstable present the protagonists are taking tentative but courageous steps

into the future.” (Luc Schaedler)

THE TOPIC OF THE FILM

During the research and filming in China | kept returning to a topic that had preoccupied me in my earlier films:
namely, how people respond to external events, ruptures and life changes, and what this means to them in
their daily lives. | took this question to heart in my new film and continued my search for answers. After MADE
IN HONG KONG (1997) and ANGRY MONK (2005), the current film Watermarks (2013) also marks the end of my
Asian Trilogy.

MY RELATIONSHIP TO CHINA

My relationship with China began over 20 years ago. Since the crushing of the democracy movement in 1989,
| have travelled repeatedly through China. | have followed China’s economic development and the associated
political and social upheavals with equal parts amazement and irritation. The social changes triggered by
fast-paced economic development unsettled the people. They registered the growing pollution of the
environment and water with concern. Entire landscapes as well as a part of their own family history and the
cultural history of China were punctiliously ‘flooded’ by progress. My love-hate relationship with China is
reflected in the ambivalence of many Chinese, who are simultaneously proud of and disconcerted by

developments in their country. These are the contradictory feelings that | have attempted to capture in my film.
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COLLABORATION WITH MARKUS SCHIESSER

In the project Markus Schiesser was responsible for the interviews with the protagonists as well as sound. To
complete the research (2009/2010) and filming (2011), we travelled together for months through China and
shared in the everyday lives of the protagonists. Markus and | made a good team. His relationship to the

people grew out of his quiet ease and the fact that he speaks fluent Chinese. This brought him a great deal of
respect. He was simultaneously an insider and an outsider. | was the stranger, as well as being more extrover-
ted and louder. | had to build my relationship with the people through non-verbal means, by gestures and looks.
In a cultural and political situation which treats the spoken word with caution and relegates most things to the

deeper level of trust, we complemented each other ideally.

Markus Schiesser studied Sinology and ethnology in Zurich and China. For over 12 years he has lived and
worked in Beijing and Shanghai. He is married to a Chinese woman. We have been friends since the Zurich

youth riots of the early 1980s.

OUR WORKING METHOD

Water is the visually binding element in the film. Like a river, it flows through the individual scenes, stories and
interviews. In China it makes sense to comport oneself like water. Wherever it flows, one lets it go, and
wherever it is dammed, one gives way to it and finds another route. In this sense, time and patience are very
important factors. What appears to be obvious whenever one works with people in a film turns out to be
doubly important in China, for cultural and political reasons. In China, if you want to get close to the people,
you have to give yourself a lot of time. It is a complicated but not unpleasant ritual, during which you spend
weeks building up trust, step by step: a first conversation, a second one, drinking tea, smoking, chatting, eating
together, slowly getting to the point and always coming back to another toast. The first contact, and how you

behave at that point, is crucial.

THE PLACES IN THE FILM

Mingin (Gansu Province) and Wusutu (Inner Mongolia) both lie in the coal and industry belt that stretches for
over 1000 kilometres west to east across northern China. In addition to the destructive exploitation of the

landscape the region suffers from severe pollution and water scarcity.

Jiuxiancun (Guangxi Province) is a small rice-growing village that dates back to the time of the Qing Dynasty
(1616-1912). It is situated in the south of China, not far from the tourist-centre of Yangshuo, where rain is
plentiful. The region is known for its iconographic landscape, consisting of innumerable karst hills rising above
the rice fields. In no other province did the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) rage with such devastating force as

in Guangxi.

Chongging (an independent administrative unit) is a booming mega-city on the Yangtze River, the largest river
in China. With over 30 million inhabitants, it is currently the most populous city in the world. In recent years, it

has grown with greater intensity and the city is in a constant state of upheaval.
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BIO- FILMOGRAPHY OF LUC SCHAEDLER

Born in 1963 in Zurich, Switzerland.
Studies in Cultural Anthropology and Film.
Ph.D. in Visual Anthropology (2007).

Collaboration with the arthouse cinema Xenix and establishing of the children’s filmclub Magic Lantern in

Zurich (1986-2002).

Head of the department of Visual Anthropology at the University of Zurich (2006-2008).
Since 1996 independent filmmaker and producer (go between films, Zirich):

1997 MADE IN HONG KONG (Leipzig, Competition),

2005 ANGRY MONK (Sundance, World Cinema Competition),

2013 WATERMARKS (Locarno, Semaine de la critique).

CREDITS

With Wei Guancai, Wei Jihua, Liu Xueqin, Li Yuming, Li Yunchuang,
Chen Chaomei, Wang Yu, Chen Zaifu, Wu Dengming
Written & directed by Luc Schaedler

Co-director & Interviews Markus Schiesser

Production go between films gmbh (Luc Schaedler / Josy Meier)
Co-production Schweizer Radio und Fernsehen (Urs Augstburger),
SRG SSR (Sven Walti), 3sat (Rajan Autze), RTS (Irene Challand)
Editing Martin Witz

Camera Luc Schaedler

Sound Markus Schiesser

Picture Design Patrick Lindenmaier (Andromeda Film)

Sound Design Roland Widmer (Zentralton)

Dubbing Mixer Dieter Lengacher (Magnetix)
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