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Abstract

Professor Chris Berry, a leading scholar in Film, Television and Cultural
Studies in this dialogue shares his views on Chinese cinema studies and a new
line of research-screen culture and its future development. Emphasizing its
uniqueness and importance in the Asian context, he explicates how and why
this emerging screen culture has become part of the everyday life. He mentions
the methodological challenges of engaging in this fluid and ever-changing
public screen culture research. He also illustrates the potentially comprehensive
applications and practical implications of insights generated from the study of
public screen cultures.
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Academic Dialogue with Chris BERRY

Public Screen Cultures:
An Emerging Field in Cultural Studies

AE: Anthony Fung and John Nguyet Erni
CB: Prof. Chris Berry

AE: For the past twenty years, the inquiry of cultural studies has

CB:

mainly centered on cultural issues of gender, sexuality, ethnicity,
identity, subculture, visual culture, and diaspora. How do you
conceptualize such trajectories of development? In the coming
years, what would be the new and important arenas of studies in
the field?

Although T think my work overlaps with cultural studies, and that is
why I have wanted to present it at conferences like Crossroads, it is
not my primary discipline. So, I can only answer that question from
the edges, looking in, so to speak. From that position, I would say,
first, that many of the listed issues you mention seem to stem from a
particular 80s/90s era. So, just as people have said that my main
discipline, film studies, is still heavily characterized by the issues of
the 80s, I guess the same could be said of cultural studies, and there
is a need for renewal. I think what makes cultural studies different
from, say, anthropology, is not only its focus on the here and now,
but also on issues stemming from a concern with power and social
justice. Therefore, I think that in this era, when the old politics of the
left seem unable to find a foothold, but at the same time people
recognize that there is a crisis (to say the least) in neoliberal
capitalism, cultural studies has to join a philosophical and critical
theoretical focus on what justice, freedom, and so on mean today,
how power operates in the world that neoliberalism has built, and
what kinds of practices attempt to instantiate justice, freedom, and
more. I think that means cultures of government, of governance, and
of political practice need to be researched, for example. But that is
way beyond my areas of competence!



Public Screen Cultures: An Emerging Field in Cultural Studies

AE: We know that you have been very actively engaged in cinema

CB:

studies in the Chinese-speaking world for a long time. What is
such an alluring attraction of the Chinese cinema that has
preoccupied you in this area of research? We suppose there might
be some key problematics found in Chinese cinema that are quite
different from the so-called global Hollywood study. What are
these?
On the one hand, I acknowledge that as someone coming to Chinese
cinema from a background growing up in the West, it is inevitable
that my thinking will be shaped by awareness of how Chinese cinema
is/is not like Hollywood or other Western practices that I was familiar
with before I encountered Chinese cinema. Furthermore, contrary to
those who would say this is simply orientalism, I would argue that
this way of thinking is not so inappropriate, because Chinese cinema
has itself always been highly conscious of Hollywood and in
competition with Hollywood for its local markets in many eras and
areas. However, on the other hand, I think the field of Chinese cinema
studies in English is big enough now that we don’t need to justify the
study of Chinese cinema in terms of its difference from Hollywood. I
think we understand now that it is has been and continues to be a
crucial part of Chinese popular culture and it circulates through many
other popular cultures, and that therefore it is something to be studied
in its own right.

In regard to my personal interest in Chinese cinema, that’s a long
and complicated story—too long to go through here! But I did
Chinese Studies for my BA. (If I start explaining why I did that, this
interview will never end, so let’s not go there.) There were almost no
Mandarin speakers in the UK then, when most Chinese people in
England were Cantonese speakers. So, we used Mandarin films to
practice aural comprehension. They were Mao era films, and they
were very different from anything I had seen before. So, that got me
curious. Things sort of went from there in a series of accidents and
openings. There was no huge allure, but it held my interest and,
having studied the language at a time when few people did that, I
thought there might be something for me to contribute. But after more
than thirty years of working with Chinese cinema, now it’s just what
I do.

11
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At different times I am interested in different things. For
example, at the moment, I’'m very interested in the intersection
between the independent film world and the gallery world, where it is
unclear whether someone who works with moving images like Yang
Fudong or Cao Fei should be called a filmmaker, a videomaker, an
artist, or all of the above. I am interested in how that is opening up a
new arena of possibility for Chinese independent cinema, which has
been very constrained by its existing field of practice, but also how
that new arena is shaping those new possibilities with its own
expectations and constraints. I also want to know more about the
burgeoning commercial mainstream in China, but I haven’t done
much work on that yet.

Having worked on an exhibition of films from and about the
Cultural Revolution era in Vienna last year with my friend Katja
Wiederspahn, I am also very interested in the film culture of the
Cultural Revolution decade at the moment. I have just finished a
piece on color in the films of the Cultural Revolution era, and also
co-authored an interview-based piece of research on what people
wore during the Cultural Revolution decade and how that was
informed by cinema culture. I found that to be a very powerful
experience for me personally, because I was talking to people who
had been young in what is now a repudiated era. Normally, people
are only expected to remember it as a time of trauma. They are rarely
given a chance to remember the everyday pleasures that still existed
then, and they were so happy to talk about those things with us, even
though sometimes it also touched on the more distressing aspects of
that time. It made me think about my mother’s life. She is 92 now
and grew up in Nazi Berlin. Perhaps not surprisingly, she doesn’t talk
about it much. I have a long abiding interest in post-authoritarian
cinemas and cultures, and I think this is all part of the reason why. I
am repeatedly drawn to work that engages with that phenomenon in
various ways—current Turkish cinema, for example.

And, finally, there is the work I have been doing on moving
image screens in public spaces, which is right at the edge of what
could be considered ‘“cinema and screen studies,” I suppose—and
maybe over the edge!
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CB:
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Public Screen Cultures: An Emerging Field in Cultural Studies

Screen culture is a special panel that you presented in the
Crossroads: the International Conference in Cultural Studies held
in Hong Kong in 2010. What is unique about this new line of
research? What are the theoretical differences between the study
of screen culture and cinema studies?

My interest in moving image screens in public places stems from an
effort to think about the future of cinema studies. A lot of work on
this topic has focused on the ontological change caused by
digitalization and other philosophical questions that are not always
grounded in historical and socially specific practices. As a result of
the digital, we cannot draw a clear line between cinema and other
moving image-based media as clearly as we could before, because we
cannot simply say that cinema is celluloid. While others have focused
on the philosophical implications of this, I have also been interested
in the social and cultural practices that result. Along with the
digitalization of the moving image, other technologies—such as the
mini DV camera—have transformed filming practices. This is part of
the reason for my strong interest in the Chinese independent
documentary movement, which has boomed after that change. And
moving image screens have changed, too. There are many new forms,
including various LED and plasma forms, which have made possible
the proliferation of moving image screens beyond the home and the
movie theatre, and into public spaces. The panel at Crossroads and
the work presented at it is—for me—part of an effort to think about
what cinema studies might be expanding to include as it becomes
moving image studies or screen studies, and also to think about how
these new objects and practices might fit into that expanded discipline
and be understood in it. But, of course, I also acknowledge that this
phenomenon is interesting from other angles, such as changes in the
intermedial assemblages of technologies and practices that
characterize our changing cities.

In what way is screen culture important and unique in the Asian
context? How do you see its future development in Asia?

Well, I suppose there are a lot of moving image screens in Asian
cities! But, to be serious for a moment, I think the issue is not about
some pan-Asian level of generality. When Anna McCarthy wrote her

13
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AE:

CB:

book on ambient television, it was still the era of cathode ray tubes.
She noted quite correctly that TV in public space is very site specific;
in other words that each one has to be understood as part of a very
specific combination or perhaps assemblage of elements making up a
particular space. That is also true for moving image screens.
McCarthy was working in the United States. However, as is often
true of people working in the US or the West, she did not specify that
—she wrote as though what is true for the US and the West is true
for everywhere else. So, I think what we need to be aware of is that
site specificity includes cultural specificity and the particular cultures
of individual cities. That’s one of the things I try to emphasize in the
essay I have written for this issue.

The future is harder to predict. But unlike monuments and
sculptures, one of the interesting things about those screens is that
you can always put different things on them. The TV sets that are
ubiquitous in coffee shops all over Cairo used to show mostly football
matches, MTV-style programming, and soaps. Ever since last year,
they have been full of political material. And big screens in public
spaces were beaming Mubarak’s trial live while it was being
televised. Once those public screens are installed, although they may
not seem so interesting right now, they can be recruited for all kinds
of things.

Can you comment on the unique methods surrounding the
research on screen culture, especially given the public nature of
screens and their fluidity and rapid change?

My essay in this issue is drawn from a project that compares moving
image screens in public places in Cairo, London, and Shanghai. So,
perhaps I can answer your question from that experience. Moving
into this project, whenever we mentioned it to people, they reacted in
two ways. They either said “Oh, yeah, those things are everywhere
now.” Or they assumed we were researching very exceptional huge
screens that were used for special art events or special occasions, like
the screens that were put up in Tahrir Square in Cairo to broadcast Al
Jazeera to the demonstrators. Actually, we were more interested in
the everyday screens, if you can call them that, the ones that inspired
the “they’re everywhere” reaction. But are they everywhere? The first
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methodological challenge was to step away from that assumption and
devise a method that allowed randomness and chance discovery. We
did that by walking through the city without a clear plan—a sort of
variant on the Situationist derive. So, I guess this could be seen as
part of a move away from text-focused research and also beyond
audience research to consider ways of researching context. In that
regard, I think the biggest challenge now is to devise research projects
that will enable scholars to apprehend and analyze the intermedial
assemblages that are ever-changing but very much part of our lives
now. What do I mean by that? When you are in public space now,
you are not only surrounded by billboards, but also by moving image
screens that may be billboards with advertising, but may also have
information on them that you need to navigate the space. You might
have your MP3 player with you and be listening to your personal
soundtrack, and you might also be using your Blackberry to do your
email. The combinations of all these things that are being used in
practice and how they shape who you are communicating with are
very complex and ever-changing, moment by moment and as new
technologies are introduced in rapid succession. We are used to
studying one medium at a time, but we rarely deal with only one
medium at a time in our daily lives. So, how do we study that
phenomenon? Perhaps that is where anthropology, media studies,
cultural studies, and cinema and screen studies all intersect.

Do you see any potential for “applied” outlets for insights
generated from the study of screen culture, e.g., in policy arenas
regarding urban development, film festivals, arts exhibitions,
media education, etc.?

Well, first, I have to say I am very resistant to the demand for “impact”
that government education bureaucrats are imposing on academia,
because it suggests that our research work has no value unless it can
be translated into immediate policy or “monetized” in some way or
other. But having said that, I do believe the study of public screen
cultures—and I assume that’s what you mean when you say “screen
cultures” in the context of this interview—can have all kinds of
practical implications. If people want to know more about what
engages visitors in museums and galleries and how screens and other
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media forms help with that, or what media can make the difficult and
crowded commute both more enjoyable and endurable, and so on, I'm
sure that we can work on that. But I also believe that if a government
department needs that kind of information, or a company or a
museum wants to know more about that kind of thing, they should
commission that research separately and fund it apart from existing
academic research funding. I believe that existing academic research
funding should be fenced around and reserved for the kind of research
that attempts to contribute to the understanding of larger theoretical
and conceptual questions in various ways—such as what the
deployment of public screens in everyday life says about subjectivity
and sociality under contemporary globalized neoliberalism. That kind
of work is the foundation that makes more applied research possible,
and even though there is a dialectical relationship between those two
research directions, I think it is vital not to mix them up. And, while I
am discouraged by the way in which bureaucrats think they know
better than researchers what we should be doing, and keep trying to
set directions and demand various targets, I am encouraged to see
resistance to this in academia. Grant applications are still peer-
reviewed, and I think that even our education ministries are not stupid
enough to think that the bureaucrats can or should take over that
function from us. In my work in those areas, I see more and more
peer reviews that turn down applications for funding that seem to be
driven by the effect to pander to the “impact” agenda alone, precisely
on the grounds that such applications lack the necessary core
intellectual properties to make them true academic research.

Thank you for taking the time to share your views with our
readers.

Selected Works by Chris Berry

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for Chris Berry’s
selected works.
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