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WANG 
XIAOSHUAI

Wang Xiaoshuai is a film director,  
author of Beijing Bicycle,  

Shanghai Dreams, and  
Chongqing Blues

Interview by 
Dominique Musorrafiti,  

Matteo Damiani

In 2004 we met at the 
Venice Film Festival, a 
young Wang Xiaoshuai. 
We had the opportuni-
ty to talk about the new 
Chinese cinema and the 
sixth generation of Chi-
nese filmmakers. 



You studied painting for a 
long time, the main char-
acter of “Frozen” is an 
artist. Are there any au-
tobiographical elements 
in your movies? How 
much of your roots can 
be found in your works?

In my films, in the charac-
ters, from the point of view 
of their intimacy, of their 
attitudes, their spirituality, 

and their feelings, there is 
much of me. It is absolute-
ly not said that the plot, the 
story has to do with my per-
sonal life. For example, in 
“Frozen” this character that 
is full of discouragement, 
calls my feeling. The way I 
feel when I can not make 
movies. There is the same 
anguish, the same anxiety, 
the same sadness.

What are the most inter-
esting Chinese contem-
porary directors?

All in all, I like a director 
who is of my generation, a 
little younger than me, Jia 
Zhangke.

What story have you di-
rected  are you most fond 
of?

No doubt the first film I shot, 
“Dangchun De Rizi” (The 
Days) and then “Shanghai 
Dreams”, the last one.

Today you are a famous 
and a well-known direc-
tor worldwide. What 
kind of problems did you 
find at the beginning of 
your career to get fund-
ing since the topics of 
your movies were not 

those of mainstream cin-
ema?

At the beginning when I 
started shooting movies, 
there was the economic 
problem, but the real big 
challenge was that in China 
I could not shoot movies 
the way I would have liked. 
And so this was the real big 
difficulty rather than find-
ing funding to make a film: 
this was the number one 

Wang Xiaoshuai 
won the Silver Bear 
Jury Grand Prix at 

the Berlin Film  
Festival for Beijing 

Bicycle



problem. So in these years, 
I moved without ever losing 
sight of my goal, I contin-
ued, I held firm, every time 
someone gave me funding 
I always reiterated the con-
cept “I can not assure you 
that I will be able to you to 
give back this money”.

Which Italian and Chi-
nese directors have artis-
tically marked you?

I love De Sica a lot and when 
I was studying at the Beijing 
Film Academy I saw “Bicycle 
Thieves”. But after seeing 
him at the time, when I was a 
student, I never expected to 

make “Beijing Bicycle” in my 
life. When I was filming “Bei-
jing Bicycle”, I was chatting 
outdoors  with some of my 
friends. We wondered what 
we have in China, what’s 
Chinese, really Chinese, and 
the bike came out. So, “Bei-
jing Bicycle” was not born 
for a direct link with De Sica. 
But then when we started 
to make this project, to put 
it on its feet and to shoot 
it, we said “Oh the bike! oh 
my God is DeSica, what the 
hell do we do now? “What 
can we do NOW?  we do 
not make it because there 
is such a high-sounding, il-
lustrious precedent, we do 
not shoot it ?” So I said, “No, 

sure, let’s shoot it anyway. 
We’ll do something differ-
ent. Anyway there’s a bicy-
cle, what’s more Chinese 
about the bike”. Who could 
have imagined that since 
the movie was released in It-
aly, I would have constantly 
experienced this joy to see 
my name combined with 
DeSica? So instead of being 
a competition, because they 
are two different things, it 
eventually became an op-
portunity to see my name 
tied with DeSica. I have seen, 
loved and appreciated direc-
tors like  Federico Fellini, Mi-
chelangelo Antonioni, Ber-
nardo Bertolucci. Somehow, 
if they have not influenced 

me directly, they are part of 
my heritage as a scholar and 
a student of cinema. I also 
loved “La Stanza del figlio” 
by Nanni Moretti. All Italian 
directors that I have loved 
and love. A director named 
Fei Mu, in 1948 made a film 
called “Springtime in a Small 
Town”. I think is the best 
Chinese film ever, which 
was remade by Tian Zhuang-
zhuang about 3 years ago.

Wang Xiaoshuai won many International 
awards: Cannes’s Prix du Jury award, a 

Silver Bear for Best Screenplay, the 
Pusan Promotion Prize. In 2010 Wang 

was appointed a chevalier of the Ordre 
des Arts et des Lettres.



Italian architect Stefano 
Boeri is the mind behind 
a model for sustainable 
buildings. His project of 
metropolitan reforesta-
tion aims to regenerate 
the environment and the 
urban biodiversity with-
out expanding the city 
upon the territory. Pro-
tecting and increasing 
permeable and green 
surfaces is the solution 
for those cities that are 
responsible for climate 
change problems. Boeri 
is pushing the architec-
ture to a whole new lev-
el in China.

When and how did you 
start your work experi-
ence in China?

It began in 2012 when we 
opened our studio in Shang-
hai and we started to have 
a series of very important 
opportunities in China. In 
the beginning, it was mainly 
consultancy, and we were 
occasionally present. I’ve 
been to China many times. 
The first time happened 
when I was a young boy in 
1979, with my mother, who 
had been invited by the Ital-
ian Ambassador to China. 
Then I came back to China, 
many times and I also or-
ganized a series of cultural 
events. My real business has 
started with the opening of 

Stefano Boeri, Forest Revolution, 
and Urban Forestry Pioneer

From Hanging garden to Vertical Forest for the future  
of a sustainable landscape architecture

Photos courtesy of Stefano Boeri Studio 
Interview by Dominique Musorrafiti

We imagine a model 
of small, totally green 
cities surrounded by 
high-density green: 

Vertical Cities

77



the studio in Shanghai, in 
2012, when we incorporated 
our Chinese company, which 
manages the studio and our 
business in Shanghai.

How many projects have 
you already completed in 
China and how many are 
ongoing?

Many, around twenty. We 
won the restructuring of the 
Stock Exchange Bank, the 
Shanghai Stock Exchange. 
We finished this project 
three years ago. Our stu-
dio is inside the Shanghai 
Stock Exchange building. 
We finished a major proj-
ect in Beijing, the Sino Ita-
ly Design Center. We have 
completed another project 
for a cultural space relat-
ed to design in Shanghai. 
We are under construction 
at Pudong airport, in Nanjing 
on the Vertical Forest proj-
ect and on a fashion school 
in Shanghai. We are starting 
construction in Xi’An and Li-
shui. We have a project for 
a large housing develop-
ment area in Chang Chung. 
We are starting to work on 
the project for a large hotel 
in Shanghai. We have a proj-
ect in Qingdao and another 
one in Chongqing. We have 
many, many projects right 
now. Many, at the moment, 
are already in construction 
and functional phase.

What are the main differ-
ences between working 
in China, compared to 
other countries?

I find myself very well in Chi-
na. In some ways, I like the 
speed and the density of 
work. Working in China ob-
viously means accepting a 
particular way of interacting 

with the client, but this hap-
pens in every country where 
we work. We are working 
a lot in Europe. We worked 
in the Arab countries and 
also in South America. 
We learned to adapt our-
selves to the decisional con-
text, to the way in which 
the project construction is 
directed. Political issues, 
consensus issues, relation-

ship with public-private, are 
all important topics that 
an architect must know 
well. China is very unique, 
but when you accept some 
rules and some ways of 
working, you can work very 
well. We are satisfied with 
the way we work in China. 
 
We have a rather large stu-
dio, which handles the 
works very well. Moreover, 
we also have the habit of 
discussing the work we do 
in China, even here, in the 
Milan studio. So sometimes 
we analyze Italians projects 

in China and Chinese proj-
ects in Italy.

What is the most chal-
lenging project you are 
doing in China?

The restructuring of the 
Shanghai Stock Exchange 
was a great challenge, for 
sure, also because this proj-
ect started in 2012. At the 
time, it was the first major 
project in China. There is 
no great tradition in the re-
covery of historical build-
ings in China. So even at the 

beginning of the work, we 
were aware that we were 
doing something new. I am 
also thinking of the Vertical 
Forest of Nanjing, which is 
now underway while the 
two towers are climbing 
up. According to Times, 
this project is one of the 10 
most important and beau-
tiful projects of 2018. It will 
indeed be an important proj-
ect because it’s a building 
with all facades completely 
covered with green plants 
and trees. In China, it’s a big 
challenge. Even at the be-
ginning, naturally, as hap-

“According to Times, The Forest of Nanjing is one of the 10 most 
important and beautiful projects of 2018”

“China is very unique, but when you accept 
some rules and some ways of working, you  

can work very well”
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pened in Milan and in other 
places in the world, where 
we are designing Vertical 
Forests, it turns out to be a 
project that, from a certain 
point of view, moves the 
imagination and the imagi-
nary and responds to many 
real needs but at the same 
time, however, it frightens. 
It’s a new thing, something 
that creates skepticism and 
so we had many discussion 
in Nanjing, two or three 
years ago. A certain amount 

of time has passed before 
being sure to do it.

Do you think the Forest 
Revolution and the Urban 
Forestry are the future of 
housing and part of the 
solution to improve the 
quality of health and life 
in cities like Chinese 
metropolis that are fac-
ing severe pollution 
issues?

Yes, it’s one of the solu-
tions, but not the only one. 
We have begun to deal with 
these issues in Nanjing and as 
well in Shijiazhuang, which 
is an industrial city, within a 
large megalopolis involving 
Beijing and one hundred mil-
lion people. This highly pol-
luted industrial city asked 
us to imagine an alternative 
model of growth. Naturally, 
in China, the urbanization 
is an unavoidable problem, 

because every year there 
are millions of Chinese who 
leave the countryside, they 
arrive in the city and this 
means that they are going 
to build new pieces of cit-
ies. We tried to propose, in-
stead of building additions 
to existing cities, to imag-
ine a model of small, totally 
green cities surrounded by 
high-density green: Vertical 
Cities. The reason was that 
from the quantitative point 
of view, we can offer a sim-
ilar solution for the service 
spaces and residences, but 
from the qualitative point 
of view, this model is much 
more efficient and great in 
quality, and above all, it con-
tributes to reducing pollu-
tion instead of creating it. 
From there we were called 
by the administration of Liz-
hou to implement a project 
about a City Forest, which 
we presented and which 
was then approved. Now we 
are working on Lishui, which 
is another city near Xi’An, to 
carry out a similar project: 
this idea of building green 
neighborhoods and forests 
is becoming a theme. Of 
course, it’s not the only way 
to solve the air pollution and 
CO2 production, but it’s one 
of the most effective. At the 
same time, we are working 
with Slow Food China, set 
up in October 2017, to inter-
vene in the farming villages. 
Try to show that is possible, 
with a minute and sustain-
able interventions, to make 

sure that these villages be-
come more active and more 
solid in their agricultural 
production capacity. If we 
could prove that the farm-
ing villages system becomes 
a vital, fertile and active 
place, we could give a very 
important signal, not only 
in China. Obviously, in Chi-
na, everything is much more 
important because the num-
bers are extraordinary. I am 
very passionate about Slow 
Food China project.

What are the most fre-
quent questions asked 
by Chinese clients?

It depends a lot on the type 
of project if it’s about build-
ing a residential project, rath-

er than a commercial, cul-
tural or infrastructural one. 
For example, in Macao we 
are planning a Highline for a 
totally green cycle route that 
runs alongside the railway 
line, which we are also rede-
signing, revising all the sta-
tions. In this case, we were 
asked to think of an infra-
structure that was not just 
a bicycle route but also had 
other functions. We are also 
building, with the Highline a 
recycling system. We built a 
system for water collection. 
In this case, we tried to give 
an answer that was not sim-
ply about green, but also an 
answer useful to satisfy oth-
er questions that are very 
important in a city like Ma-
cao.

“Shijiazhuang asked 
us to imagine an 

alternative model of 
growth”
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Do your iconic buildings 
and projects in China in-
clude elements of feng 
shui?

Yes, we care about it in a 
quiet way, it’s not an ob-
session. We start from the 
project, from the custo-
mer’s questions, from the 
aesthetic quality we want 
to do, then we also conside-
ring feng shui, but we do it 
because we know that it’s 

an important issue and it’s 
a question that very often 
customers ask to respect, 
not always, but we take it 
into consideration anyway. 
Certainly considering the 
orientation of the building 
is an important thing, be-
cause it includes the inhabi-
ted spaces, also the themes 
related to the icon and the 
shape of the project are ad-
dressed. Feng shui is inter-
preted in a very different 
way. They aren’t strict rules 

anyway. These rules change 
and must be interpreted ac-
cording to the situation. So 
it’s like opening a parallel 
conversation with the client 
or with the administration. 
When a project is presented, 
a parallel channel of nego-
tiations regarding the “feng 
shui” is opened. However, it 
shouldn’t be understood as 
a law but rather as a parallel 
channel of communication.

What are the new featu-

res presented in the Tru-
do Vertical Forest in Ein-
dhoven?

Every time we try to build 
different Vertical Forests. In 
Paris we are starting with a 
new project of Bosco Verti-
cale, a 54-meter-high tower 
with all-wood structures. 
While in Eindhoven we are 
working on an innovative 
social housing project, who-
se construction cost will be 
under 1300 euros per square 
meter. In Netherland, it’s a 
cost that makes it possible 
for this building to be rented 
at a very low price, especial-
ly for young couples. So it’s 
a great success for me to be 
able to do a Vertical Forest – 
Social Housing in Europe. It 
proves that we can have the 
quality we achieved in the 
Vertical Forest of Milan, whi-
ch is a project that is aimed 
instead at wealthy families, 
which it cost a lot because it 
was the first project. It was 
the prototype and so we 
had to spend a lot on ma-
terials research, on typolo-
gies, on structures. In some 
sense, we couldn’t follow 
that way. During these ye-
ars we worked in China, and 
even here in Italy to try to 
show that the same kind of 
quality, the biological and 
plant presence, we have in 
Milan can be found in buil-
dings that are cheap, that 
are addressed to people 
who have few resources. It’s 
clear that when we can de-

monstrate that forestation 
isn’t simply just an environ-
mental issue, but a theme 
that also solves the condi-
tions of poverty, of housing 
problems, we would have 
taken a fundamental step in 
the right direction. It’s clear 
that when we can demon-
strate that forestation isn’t 
simply just an environmen-
tal issue, but a theme that 
also solves the conditions 
of poverty, of housing pro-
blems, we would have taken 
a fundamental step in the ri-
ght direction. This is very im-
portant to me. We are truly 
working on this. So Eindho-
ven is very important.

Do you think it is possi-
ble to export a similar 
project of social housing, 
in Chinese society, which 
has a varied social level?

Absolutely yes. We are doing 
it in China, in Lishui, in Lizhou, 
these are projects of whole 
sites having buildings with 

all exteriors with trees and 
green vegetation. So it’s not 
just about luxury residential 
towers but schools, hospi-
tals, social security spaces. 
Certainly, it’s possible and in-
deed in China, in some ways, 
it can also be less expensive, 
in some cases make these 
buildings. Naturally, there 
is a climate of innovation, 
from every point of view. In 
some cases, the structures 
used can be reinforced con-
crete. In other cases, can be 
used the wood, which has a 
historical tradition for social 
housing building. In other 
cases it is possible to use a 
mixed structure of steel and 
concrete or even wood and 
steel, there are a series of 
variations that must be stu-
died well to reduce the cost.
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Li Wei
Li Wei, the creator of stunning art images 

playing with gravity

Photos courtesy of Li Wei 
Interview by Dominique Musorrafiti



Li Wei was born in Hubei 
province 1970. In his late 
teens he moved to Bei-
jing and in 1993 enrolled 
at the Oriental Arts Col-
lege to study painting. 
Through some financial 
and artistic struggles, 
Li Wei taught himself 
photography and video 
and by 1997 he had ad-
opted performance art 
which has become his 

preferred form of ex-
pression. His work often 
depicts him in apparent-
ly gravity-defying situa-
tions.

What does photography 
mean to you? 

Photography is the most im-
portant thing of my artistic 
expression, and it is part of 
my religion.

Wei’s works have 
been published on the 
cover of the following 
magazines: Flash Art, 
Work, Magazin-Frank-

furter Rundschau, 
Out of the Red, Zoom, 
Juliet, Contemporary, 

Theater Forum, NY 
Arts, Fine Arts Litera-

ture, Lapiz and Arte Al 
Limite.



What do you want to 
communicate with your 
photo projects? 

“The world is flying” is the 
theme of my photography, 
fly is the end of the free-
dom! The body, the nature, 
the imagination and the 
thoughts are united!

What keep you inspired? 

My inspiration comes from 
my life, and from my dream, 

and the growth of my learn-
ing from others.

What was the first reac-
tion from the public and 
critics in China? 

They’re shocked by the real-
ity of the Chinese society in 
my works.

Your photography proj-
ects are a mix of gravity 
photography and perfor-
mance art. What is the 

most complicated aspect 
of the realization? 

Gravity is only an expres-
sion but not the core of my 
works. Flying is the core 
and the freedom of flying. 
The most complicated thing 
is how to fly freely, how to 
use a proper device to make 
people fly freely, for exam-
ple, the crane, the plane etc.

Did you face some unex-
pected moment during 
your photography proj-
ects? 

Yes, many, such as the sud-
den change of the climate, 
and new ideas to be insert-
ed.

Can you share with us 
any story behind your 
photos, that makes them 
special for you?
 

I worked with many friends 
from different backgrounds, 
but the same thing is the 
happiness. In 2012, I did a 
project in South France, 
and I was hung up in the sky 
with a yacht, when we’ve 
finished shooting, I was ac-
cidentally fell into the water 
with the yacht. And I broke 4 
ribs. And I laid on the bed in 
the hospital for one month 
and thought about the life 
and art. And I finally realised 
that what I do is what I like 
and it is my religion.

His work is a mixture 
of performance art 

and photography that 
creates illusions of a 

sometimes dangerous 
reality
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Born in Shaanxi, Hui He 
completed her musical 
and vocal studies in her 
home country. In 1998, 
she made her first ever 
onstage appearance at 
the Shanghai Grand The-
ater as Aida. Chinese 
soprano Hui He has be-
come not only one of 
the most famous inter-
preters of Cio-Cio San to 
be heard but also one of 
the most acclaimed in-
terpreters of the titles 
roles in Aida and Tosca. 
She has sung at most of 
the world’s leading the-
aters.

How did you decide to 
study singing and spe-
cialize in opera? 

I like singing since I was a 
child. When I was 18 years 

Hui He
Hui He classical singing voice with a 
highest vocal range of all voice types

Photos courtesy of Hui He 
Interview by Dominique Musorrafiti

old, I decided to enter in the 
conservatory for learning 
music as a professional sing-
er. The first time I heard a 
CD of “La Boheme” I felt full 
of emotion. I started to cry. 
I immediately loved opera. I 
thought it’s the most beauti-
ful music I ever heard. 

How did you start your 
singing career? In which 
opera did you debut?

When I was 26 years old I 
made my debut as Aida at 
Shanghai Grande Theater: I 
won Placido Domingo com-
petition and Giuseppe Verdi 
competition. My Interna-
tional debut was in 2002, as 
Tosca in Royal Opera House 
of Parma. After this big suc-
cessful performance, I got 
a lot of invitation from oth-
ers important Opera House 
as La Scala, Vienna State 
Opera House, Metropolitan 
Opera House, Arena di Vero-

na, Liceu Opera Barcellona, 
Munchen, Berlin …
Besides passion, study, 
determination, and will, 
have you had to make 
sacrifices to achieve the 
technique of opera sing-
er?

I must study always. A 
professional opera singer 
needs a lot of concentra-
tion and energy to be bet-
ter and better. I feel very 
lucky to make sacrifices 
for art because I’m always 
in love with my new roles.  

What were the most im-
portant milestones of 
your profession as a so-
prano?

Chinese soprano Hui He 
breaks down the barriers 
of time and culture in the 

world’s greatest opera 
houses.



say Manon Lescaut is my fa-
vorite role. My favorite com-
posers are Giuseppe Verdi 
and Giacomo Puccini. Also, 
I’m in love with La Gioconda 
of Amilcare Ponchielli.

What do you love most 
about your job?

My job is full of beauty, 
imagination, and challenge. 
 
What do you feel before 
performing on stage? 
What is the stage that 
has excited you the most?

Before performing, on 
stage, I feel always excited 
and a little bit nervous. Use 
my voice to give love to au-
diences, for me, is the most 
exciting thing!  

During your career, did 
you find any difference 
in performing in China or 
Italy compared to other 
countries?

In China, most of the audi-
ence is very young, for them 
is very exciting to attend 
opera. In Italy, most of the 
audiences have an elder age 
and they have a lot of ex-
perience. After 20 years of 
career, I think every show 
stage is the same. I must do 
my best and give my best to 
audiences because my voice 
is the most beautiful gift I 
had from God.

I think the most important 
milestones was my debut in 
La Scala as Tosca. It was the 
first time La Scala invited 
one Asian singer as the title 
role of most famous Italian 
opera. Also, my career in Vi-
enna State Opera House and 
Metropolitan Opera as Aida 
and Madama Butterfly is un-
forgettable.

Is there a role you pre-
ferred to play in your ca-
reer? What is your favor-
ite author?

I love every role I did in my 
career, Aida, Madama But-
terfly, and Tosca became my 
most famous roles, but I can 

She is the star of a 
Musical documentary: 
The Soprano from the 

Silk Road



Yan Hua Wang 
Tai Chi Master

Yan Hua Wang gradu-
ated from Yunnan Chi-
nese Medical Univer-
sity. While in school, 
she was the disciple of 
numerous nationally 
renowned Tai Chi mas-
ters. In 2000, Wang had 
been awarded the Tai 
Chi Martial Arts Medal 
as well as the silver med-

al recipient for her out-
standing Double Sword 
performance at the New 
York International Mar-
tial Arts Championship 
Tournament. She fur-
thered her endeavors 
and won the gold med-
al for her Tai Chi Double 
Sword. Wang combined 
her traditional medical 

Yan Hua Wang Master of Tai Chi Chuan and Double Sword 
that combines traditional medical training with martial arts

Photos courtesy of Yan Hua Wang 
Interview by Dominique Musorrafiti

training with martial 
arts when teaching. She 
moved to America and 
she has trained many 
students in the art of 
Kung Fu, which includes 
sword techniques and 
Tai Chi Chuan.  Wang is 
currently teaching at 
the New York Chinese 
Culture Center. 

Yan Hua Wang was 
invited and served many 

times as one of  
the judges in the 

International Martial Arts 
competitions. 



Can you please tell us a 
little about Tai Chi?

Tai Chi has its root in ancient 
Chinese culture and tradi-
tion. It is an internal Chinese 
martial art practiced for 
both its defense training and 
its health benefit. It is differ-
ent from physical exercise 
since its movement origi-
nates from the Daoist phi-
losophy: The opening and 
closing of each movement 
is full of beauty, combining 
the hardness and softness, 
the forces of yin and yang. 
The phase could be fast and 
slow and the practice will 
benefit the elderly and the 
young.

What attracted and in-
spired you? Why did you 
choose to be Tai Chi mas-
ter?

I chose to be a Tai Chi Shifu 
because of what I men-
tioned above. 

How many years have 
you been training? How 
often do you train?

For over forty years, Tai Chi 
has played a big role in my 
daily life. When back in Chi-
na, I practiced every day. 
Later I moved to the States, 
I tried to keep up with this 
routine.

How has Tai Chi enriched 
your life? What has it 
done for you? Which Tai 
Chi aspects are most im-
portant for you?

To practice and to teach Tai 
Chi makes me feel bless-
ed since I have met a lot of 
friends and students who 
are interested. Under my 
lead, they start to achieve 
the mindfulness of both 
their physical and mental 
self. Actually, I should attri-
bute all these health ben-
efits to Tai Chi and its pro-
found power. I joined New 
York Chinese Cultural Center 
in 2001 as the Tai Chi Shifu, 
which is an important chap-
ter of my life.

What have been your 
personal and profes-
sional successes?

It is not the success that I 
am seeking for, through the 
teaching of Tai Chi, I have to 
say. I simply consider it as 
my passion and my life.

What are the main as-
pects of your teaching 
and practice?

I would like to share with 
the general public the ben-
efits of Tai Chi. Also to pass 
down the Chinese tradition 
and culture to the next gen-
eration.

Can you tell us some-
thing about the main 
benefits of Tai Chi? 

The practice of Tai Chi in-
volves your full body to 
improve the circulation of 
blood and Chi. It is not fierce 
or intense thus won’t make 
people overdraft. It accords 
with the law of life and does 
not harm the human body. 
Mental and physical health, 
longevity, beauty, and youth 
are just some of the many 
benefits of practicing Tai Chi.

In 2005, Wang 
received her 

certification as an 
instructor and judge 
in martial arts in the 

First U.S. Martial Arts 
examination



Boris Wilensky Hurban Vortex 
Travelling, meeting people, urban 
life, music, words, and boxing are 
just some of his many passions

Boris Wilensky is a 
45-year-old French sto-
rytelling photographer. 
He captured his first 
frames in the hip-hop 
music scene by taking 
portraits of artist such 
as Kool Shen, Oxmo Pu-
cino, Kery James, and 
IAM. He then began 
making remarkable pho-
tographic diaries during 
the course of his many 
travels.

How and when did you 
get into photography?

I entered the world of pho-
tography by chance. Initially, 
I traveled and took pictures 
for my pleasure and I under-
stood later that I could share 
these emotions through im-
ages. That’s what I liked!

Why did you choose pho-
tography as your style of 
communication?

I think there are two me-
dia that are truly universal: 
music and photography. 

Photos courtesy of Boris Wilensky
Interview by Dominique Musorrafiti
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No matter how old you are, 
your skin color, where you 
are born, everyone is sensi-
tive to these two major arts. 
For my part, I wanted to 
treat universal themes in a 
personal way.

Who influenced you as a 
person and as a photog-
rapher?

I think everything is inspir-
ing for who knows how to 
look. Life itself is a huge 
source of inspiration. Trips 
and meetings that can be 
done abroad are themselves 
very inspiring. As a photog-
rapher, I really like the work 
of Raymond Depardon who 

has managed to combine 
writing and photography

How would you describe 
your photography proj-
ect? How do the idea and 
the title “Hurban Vor-
tex” came about?

My project is a photograph-
ic trilogy. I really wanted to 
tell a story that evolves over 
time. I think that man and 
city have a bound destiny. 
And it also seems to me that 
the city and modernity tend 
to take away our humanity. 
That’s why I added the let-
ter h to urban. To remind us 
the essential, the city is only 
a decoration and it is the 

most important human. The 
vortex illustrates the dou-
ble movement of inspiration 
and aspiration

When did you start 
this series, did you plan 
ahead, or do you fol-
lowed the flow?

I did the first part of this work 
in 2008 when, by chance, I 
discovered in Tokyo the dou-
ble exposure in digital. All 
the double exhibits of the 
Origins series were made di-
rectly on my camera. Then I 
went back to Tokyo in 2011. 
Just after the Fukushima di-
saster. I then discovered a 
city that had darkened. Mo-

dernity and progress then 
became sources of anxiety. 
This gave me the idea of 
dealing with the subject of 
man and the city but also 
the meeting between the 
economy and ecology. I real-
ly wanted to talk about the 
future in pictures and make 
anticipatory photography. 
Therefore, I decided to leave 
7 months in Asia to work on 
my subject. I sequenced my 
work and for four months 
I toured the largest Asian 
cities to achieve the maxi-
mum photographic urban 
and architectural. Then I 
spent almost three months 
in Cambodia to make human 
portraits. The idea was to 
confront the extremes. As 

many cities as Shanghai or 
Tokyo are rich and connect-
ed, Cambodia is a poor and 
disconnected place. I think 
that the art of confrontation 
of extremes and contrasts 
are very interesting because 
they raise questions.

How long does it take to 
make the whole project? 
How many photos, plac-
es …?

Several years! I started my 
shoots in 2008 and finished 
this part in 2012. Then, for 
two years, I worked at home 
to build the three series and 
tell my story. I had in stock 
nearly 15,000 urban photos 

and about 5,000 portraits. 
In 2015, I edited Hurban Vor-
tex in self-publishing and 
concentrated on distribu-
tion and then exhibitions. In 
fact, I think it’s a job that will 
never really end. He evolves 
and he is always moving, like 
life!

Can you share with us 
any story behind your 
photo project?

When I was in Cambodia, I 
asked my assistant photog-
rapher to explain to people 
that I wanted to take a pic-
ture of my approach. Very 
often he would come back 
to me and be very amused 

Organised into 
three separate 
photographic 

series: Origin – 
Collapse – Post, 
the images and 
words of Hur-
ban-Vortex in-

vite you to think 
about mankind, 
the urban space, 
modernity and 

the future.
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and say to me: “You know 
Boris, I talk to them about 
ecology and the internet to 
explain the Hurban Vortex 
project but the people here 
do not know what it is that 
the ecology and do not use 
the internet “. I replied that 
it was a good sign because 
it’s exactly the kind of con-
trasts I was looking for. In 
Tokyo or Bangkok, everyone 
knows what it is. Opposing 
opposites, there is nothing 
more interesting. This opens 
up very interesting perspec-
tives for reflection.

Do you have a favorite 
photo? What makes it 
special for you?

My favorite photo is always 
next. The one I have not 
done yet ; ) The most import-
ant for me is the emotion 
that emanates from a face. 
That’s also why the photos 
and the genre I prefer is in-
dubitably the portrait.

What relationship did 
you get with the people 
you’ve portrayed?

For the Hurban Vortex proj-
ect, I wanted to do photo-
graphic staging. I did not 
want a reflection of people 
for what they are but for 
what they could bring to my 
story. So I asked Cambodi-
ans to wear black glasses 

and gas masks to illustrate 
the future. So they were a 
bit like actors. That’s why 
I planned a budget before 
leaving. All work deserves to 
be paid and it seemed nor-
mal to pay people to help 
me tell the story I had in 
mind. In the end, everyone 
was happy and it must be so 
if we want to do a good job.

Does your creative pho-
tographic reportage also 
have a human rights mes-
sage?

A humanist message most 
certainly. I wanted to put 
man at the center of the 
reflection on progress, the 

city, economy, and ecology. 
Show that it is not just a sta-
tistic or a commodity but the 
most important element. If 
the cities are beautiful and 
modern but the human is no 
longer in its place, there is a 
big problem.

Do you think your work 
can increase the aware-
ness of a different reali-
ty?

I think that this work, like 
any artistic project, is in-
teresting because it carries 
with it a reflection. Reflec-
tions do not necessarily 
change things but they are 
invitations to ask questions. 

The double exposure is in-
teresting because it also al-
lows passing messages in a 
watermark. An image tran-
scribes a reality while two 
deliberately mixed images 
give a point of view.

What is your relationship 
with Asia today and how 
does this project suggest 
you go back to telling 
new stories?

I chose the Asian continent 
for this work because I lose 
all my references and I re-
alize that I need others to 
move forward. The need to 
have others and to realize it 
is essential, I believe. We do 

not create alone but under 
multiple influences and with 
others. Asia was the first step 
in this work and I hope very 
soon to have the pleasure of 
continuing it on other con-
tinents. In Africa, Europe or 
South America, for example. 
The subjects I treat are glob-
al and universal. Everywhere 
there are humans and cities 
so it would be interesting to 
have a broad vision of this 
work because the problem 
is global.
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Re-TROS (Rebuilding the 
Rights of Statues) began 
in the underground mu-
sic scene of Nanjing, Chi-
na in 2004. Formed by 
lead singer/guitar/keys 
Hua Dong and, singer/
bassist Liu Min, Re-TROS 
soon became a semi-
nal band in Beijing. Hua 
Dong was exposed to 
rock music from an ear-
ly age and began writing 
songs in his teens. After 
a few years studying in 
Germany, Hua Dong re-

turned to Nanjing where 
he began drumming for 
Chinese post-punk band 
PK14 and met bassist 
Liu Min. Min and Dong 
soon moved to Beijing, 
enrolled local drummer 
Ma Hui, and formed 
Re-TROS, began play-
ing out in Beijing clubs, 
and recording their de-
but EP for Modern Sky 
Records in 2005, which 
includes keyboard con-
tributions from Brian 
Eno on several tracks 

Interview with  
Hua Dong

Before the Applause 
 & Beyond

After a hiatus of few years, Re-Tros recorded the 
amazing ‘Before the Applause’, released  
15 September 2017

Photos courtesy of Re-TROS 
Interview by Matteo Damiani



– the two shared a stu-
dio in Beijing. Drummer 
Huang Jin has joined the 
band for about a couple 
of years. The band has 
since toured the world 
playing festivals in Eu-
rope and the U.S., sup-
porting bands including 
Gang of Four and PiL. 
Dong credits Bauhaus, 

Joy Division, Television, 
and Pere Ubu among 
his greatest influences. 
After a hiatus of few 
years, Re-Tros recorded 
the amazing ‘Before the 
Applause’, released 15 
September 2017, record-
ed and mixed by Hector 
Castillo Mixed at The 
Basestation (NYC).

How did you meet and 
how did you start to cre-
ate music?

I’ve been enjoying listening 
music when I was young, 
from pop music to rock, I was 
really into the atmosphere 
which made by different mu-
sical instruments and voices. 
When I was about 14 or 15, 
I started to listen to many 

rock bands from the UK and 
USA, someday a friend of 
mine introduced an album 
called “17 seconds” of “The 
Cure” to me, which was 
very impressed. The music 
was super simple and cool, 
then I thought, well, would 
be wonderful if I could also 
play in a band and perform 
on the stage in front of a lot 
of people just like what The 
Cure did. I guess that might 
be the first flame to me of 
thinking about the possibili-
ty of creating music.

How did you choose the 
name of the band?

The Name was chosen by all 
the three members of the 
band. Each of us picked up 
a word and we built these 
three words together to a 
whole name. My choice was 
“ the right”

How is changed the Bei-
jing underground scene 
from the early 2000s?

Honestly, I’m not the right 
person who can tell you 
about the development of 
the BJ underground music 
scene. I’ve been keeping a 
distance from the main mu-
sic circle in BJ since the first 
day I arrived here and just 
focusing on my band

What are the major influ-
ences on your sound?

The 70’s and 80’s Post-Punk 
/ New Wave used to be the 
main influence of Re-tros, 
such as Bauhaus, Joy Divi-
sion, Siouxsie and The Ban-
shees, Television, the Birth-
day Party… but now we are 
more interested in many 
experimental/electronic 
bands/ musicians, such as 
Battles, Liars, Xiu Xiu, Steve 
Reich… their music made 
me think about more musi-
cal possibilities and dimen-
sions, which are super funny. 
 
‘Before the Applause’ re-
ally impressed me. It’s in-
novative in its way, and 
it doesn’t sound main-
stream at all. How was 
it received from the local 
Beijing audience? And in 
the rest of China?

Thank you for enjoying “Be-
fore the Applause”, it’s our 
second full-length record 
after 8 years. And also the 
direction of our music is 
changed a lot as well, from 
early Post Punk to fusional 
style. I think the audience 
is divided into two differ-
ent parts, some of them 
are pretty into this record 
and really enjoy the change 
of our music, and others of 
them cannot receive the 
change of Re-Tros and still 
like our old music direction, 
I can totally understand this 
audience very well , but un-
fortunately we won’t be 
back, I’d definitely make 

Now we are more 
interested in 

experimental bands 
such as Battles, Liars, 
Xiu Xiu, Steve Reich… 
their music made me 
think about more mu-
sical possibilities and 

dimensions, which are 
super funny.

“Before the Ap-
plause” is our second 

full-length record 
after 8 years. The di-

rection of our music is 
changed a lot as well, 
from early Post Punk 

to fusional style
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The Name was chosen by all the three members of the band. Each 
of us picked up a word and we built these three words together to 

a whole name. My choice was “ the right”

Re-Tros keep on moving for-
ward and trying to do more 
interesting things.

How did you meet Hector 
Castillo in NYC to record 
‘Before the applause’?

We met Hector around 7 
or 8 years before when we 
were in NYC to take part in 
a project called “Rubber 
Tracks”, sponsored by Con-
verse. Hector was the engi-
neer worked with Re-Tros 
in the studio for one week. 
He’s amazing and super 
nice. That’s the first time we 
met him.

How is your sound 
changed from ‘Watch 
Out! Climate Has 
Changed, Fat Mum Rises’

I think the album “ Watch 
Out “ was more like a bridge 
between our first EP “ Cut 
Off” and the new one “ Be-
fore the Applause “. We 
were trying to add more ele-
ments to our music to make 
it more on-limits and inter-
esting. “Watch Out” was 

the little step of our first ex-
periment, it’s a little bit con-
servative but indicated the 
change of Re-Tros.

Do you have any plan 
to work on a movie’s 
soundtrack?

Yes I’d love to. But the most 
important premise does not 
affect the plan of Re-Tros’ 
own record or rehearsal

Will you tour worldwide 
again anytime soon
 
I think so.
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He Sen
He Sen is a Yunnanese born painter, graduated from 

the Sichuan Academy of Fine Arts, and currently 
living in Beijing.

Photo courtesy of He Sen, Red Gate Gallery
Interview 2004

His works have been dis-
played in Paris, Milan, 
New York, Hong Kong , 
Los Angeles and many 
other cities During the 
first decade of 2000s, 
He Sen created provoc-
ative portrays of youth 
struggling in China’s 
fast-changing modern 
society. Most of his sub-
jects are women smok-
ing in their homes, pre-
sented in seductive 
underwear and poses, 
in contrast to their bod-
ies & facial expressions.

When did you start work-
ing? What led you to de-
cide to become an artist?

I started my second year of 
university in 1987, but I be-
came an independent artist 
only in 1991.

What are the most im-
portant influences in 
your work?

The most important influ-
ences come walking the 
streets, going to the bar, go-
ing shopping, in short, from 
the everyday life around me. 
In any case, the most im-
portant is the facial expres-
sion of people.

What do you think of the 
new Chinese artists?

I believe that the new, 
young Chinese artists of the 
late ‘90s, are substantially 
different in the approach/
application of ideas and ma-
terials compared to those 
artists who began working 
in the’ 80s. Moreover, the 
early contemporary artists 
used to use images such 
as Mao, Coca-Cola or Mac 
Donalds in their works. To-
day, however, young artists 
are more introspective, and 
give more attention to their 
private lives.

“Toys are some-
thing that is 

associated with 
childhood, 

something that 
can be played by 
anyone without 
requiring a great 
deal of energy. In 
my paintings we 

see adults playing 
with toys. An easy 
thing to do, which 
does not require 

any effort. An 
escape.”
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Why did you decide this 
theme (girl, smoke, toy)?

My interest derives from 
the fact that this specific 
“mood” is rampant in the 
new Chinese generations: 
they seem to be frightened 
by responsibility, almost as 
if they wanted to escape. 
These three things, the girls, 
the smoke and the toys, 
mixed together, seem to 
somehow exemplify this 
feeling. Moreover, the girl 
with a toy caught smoking 
a cigarette is still a child, she 
is young and still beautiful, 
but somehow it is trying to 
shy away from its responsi-
bilities.

What do toys symbolize 
in your performances?

Toys are of course some-
thing that is associated with 
children, childhood, some-
thing that can be played 
by anyone without requir-
ing a great deal of energy. 
Thus, in my paintings we see 
adults playing with toys for 
children. An easy thing to 
do, which does not require 
any effort. An escape.

Why do many characters 
in your paintings seem to 
not see? And if they can 
not, what do they not 
see?

This was obviously inten-
tional: if there are no eyes, 
there is no soul. This rep-
resents a lack of widespread 
spirit among today’s youth. 
There is no true spirit. So, if 
people have eyes, they also 
have spirit, but these are not 
my true feelings. There is 
an expression of undefined 
boredom on the faces of the 
girls.

What types of materials 
do you prefer to use for 
your work? What is your 
attitude towards colors?

I only use oil paints, I have 
never used any other means. 
It is an expressive choice. 

In the past, I did not use a 
lot of colors. But I decided 
to change when I realized 
that using color would help 
me to achieve what I felt. 
Although I prefer red and 
blue, I decided to work with 
pink and pale blue for these 
last works. These two colors 
seem to be somewhat con-
tradictory if used togeth-
er: they are two colors that 
normally generate a certain 
tranquility of mind, but in the 
context of these paintings 
can not instead generate a 
kind of anxiety in those who 
enjoy the work, and anxiety 
is a product of a large num-
ber of current societies.



Ming 
You 
Xu

Ming You Xu is a professional artist with 
over 40 years of experience

Photos courtesy of Ming You Xu 
Interview by Dominique Musorrafiti



Xu decided to go to 
Singapore to advance 
his art career and gain 

experience abroad 
between 1995-1998. 
He worked at Top 
Fresh Art Gallery 

while painting 
commissions on the 

spot outside amongst 
tourists and residents 
alike. Shortly after, Xu 

emigrated to 
Canada with his 

family to Toronto and 
participated annually 

in the Toronto 
Outdoor Art Exhibi-

tion.

Ming You Xu was born 
in Tianjin, China in April 
1963 to a family of 8 
– living with his par-
ents as well as 4 broth-
ers (including himself) 
and 2 sisters. By the 
age of 4, Xu developed 
a strong passion for 
drawing and with the 
support of neighbors 
and his siblings, Xu was 
often found drawing 
with chalk on pavement 
grounds. In 1985, Xu par-
ticipated in the National 
Youth Art Exhibition and 
came in third with the 
lithograph work “归” 
(Gui) which means “re-
turn” in Chinese. This 

winning artwork was 
collected by the Nation-
al Art Gallery of China. 
During his final year at 
the academy, Xu made 
a trip to Mongolia for 
ideas and came back in-
spired by the motivation 
to capture the Mongo-
lian culture, lifestyle and 
their traditional ways of 
living. This became a se-
ries of paintings which 
Xu became very known 
for. After graduation, Xu 
found a job as an art ed-
itor at the Tianjin Yang 
Liu Qing Art Press and 
worked there till 1995. 
By then he already had 
a one-year-old daughter.

How did you discover 
your painter’s vocation?

I developed a strong passion 
for drawing at a young age 
and so I naturally pursued 
art throughout childhood. 
At the time, I received a lot 
of support from my siblings 
and people around me ac-
knowledged my talent so I 
continued drawing till this 
day. Looking back, even 
though there were no art-
ists in the family, my mom 
used to do embroidery and 
carried many artistic talents 
and traits. For example, she 
would create embroideries 
freestyle by hand without 
doing any rough sketch or 
drafts.

Where did you study and 
develop your skills?

Aside from being self-
taught, I was able to learn 
art through the education 
system and developed my 
skills through competitions 
as well. During elementary 
school, I started going to 
Shao Nian Gong (school of 
extracurricular art programs 
for youth) after school and 
during grade 4-5, I began 
participating national art 
competitions and exhibi-
tions. By high school, I was 
able to take art classes and 
continued attending Shao 
Nian Gong. I attended Tian-
jin Mei Shu Xue Yuan (Tianjin 



Academy of Fine Arts) and 
graduated with a degree in 
lithography.

What does painting 
mean to you?

Painting, in essence, is a part 
of me, part of my life, and a 
means of living. It’s a way 
of capturing the beauty and 
inspiration for others to ad-
mire and see.

How long does it take to 
make a painting?

Depending on the medium 
and size of the painting, it 

can vary from a few hours 
to 3 months. For my larger 
and detailed oil paintings 
with people’s faces such as 
my Mongolian series, it can 
take around 3 months to 
complete. Pastel portraits 
usually take a week or two 
to complete and smaller 
paintings as well. Occasion-
ally, I also enjoy painting live 
outdoors and usually spend 
a few hours on landscapes

There is an art movement 
from the past or an artist 
that you love in particu-
lar?

One of my favorite artists is 
Andrew Wyeth and I also ad-
mire the impressionists such 
as Van Gogh. I’ve always en-
joyed buying art books and 
studying the works of other 
masters that paints people 
figures and portraits. It’s a 
source of inspiration and a 
way to seek improvements 
in my own paintings.

Why did you decide to 
make the series dedicat-
ed to Mongolia?

For my graduation project 
at Tianjin Mei Shu Xue Yuan, 
I decided to go to Mongolia 
for inspiration and when I 
arrived, I was in awe at the 
vast green pastures and 
bright clear blue sky. More 
so, watching the Mongolian 
people attend to their daily 
chores and their tradition-
al way of living inspired me 
to capture those images in 
paintings. Their culture and 
traditions such as their cloth-
ing are simply beautiful.

What does it mean to be 
a painter today in the age 
of social networks?

For me, it is an opportunity 
for recognition growth and 
building networks without 
physical boundaries. I can 
now be connected to art gal-
leries not just within my ter-
ritory but across countries 
and prior to the use of social 
media, artists are heavily re-
liant on word-of-mouth and 
art galleries to spread your 
works and name. Everything 
is easier from sharing my 
artworks to gaining more 
exposure, and now there’s 
even a lot of online exhibi-
tion.

Xu is renowned and 
has frequent 

commission requests 
by famous Canadian 

people and 
businessman for 
portraits. Clients 

include the former 
Foreign Minister of 

Canada, Barbara Jean 
McDougall
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Josh Summers
Photographer, travel writer and  

expat entrepreneur based in Xinjiang

Photos courtesy of Josh Summers
Interview by Dominique Musorrafiti



Josh Summers is living 
in the far western prov-
ince of Xinjiang, China 
with his family. He has 
lived there since 2006 
as a teacher, a student, a 
traveler and a business-
man. Josh enjoys shar-
ing his experiences in a 
part of the world that 
still remains mostly a 
mystery. He has spent 
years visiting the most 
remote parts of the Xin-
jiang region, meeting 
with some of the most 
precious local families 
and tasting the most 
wonderful local cuisine.

Why did you decide to 
travel to Asia? What 
about your first time in 
China?

My wife and I first stepped 
foot in China in August of 
2006. The heat was stifling 
and the jet lag was terrible. 
We had a total of 48 hours 
in Beijing before we were 
escorted to the remote 
western region of Xinjiang. 
Our new home. Initially, we 
made the decision to travel 
to Asia because we couldn’t 
find any other jobs that fit 
what we wanted as a couple. 
I didn’t have much interest 
in Chinese culture, honestly, 
and even my knowledge of 

Asian geography was em-
barrassing. We came for the 
adventure, but we’ve stayed 
this long because we quickly 
fell in love with this corner 
of the world and the unique 
people who inhabit it.

What cultural differences 
did you find at the begin-
ning? What inspired you 
most?

What makes Xinjiang so 
special is that it offers a per-
sonal glimpse of a number 
of different cultures. Obvi-
ously, we’ve learned a lot 
about the Chinese culture, 
but there’s also the Uyghur 
culture, Kazakh culture, 

and even some Russian cul-
ture. The very first thing my 
wife and I noticed was the 
incredible hospitality that 
each of these cultures dis-
played. Keep in mind that in 
the western part of China, 
foreigners are still a rare and 
interesting thing to local 
people. On a weekly basis, 
we would be asked to din-
ner and brought into differ-
ent people’s homes. It was 
wonderful.

Can you share with us 
any story behind your 
travels?

One of my favorite memories 
traveling around Xinjiang 
was a trip out to a friend’s 
childhood village during the 
big Chinese Spring Festival. 
We spend over 10 hours on 
buses that wander past gor-
geous lakes and up into the 
Tianshan mountains. We 
were going so far out that 
one of our “rest stops” was 
literally stopping on the side 
of the road and letting ev-
erybody relieve themselves 
behind a rock. We stopped 
for about 15 minutes and 
didn’t see another car the 
entire time. When we ar-
rived at our friend’s home, 
which was near the moun-
tains that separate China 
from Kazakhstan, we were 
offered a nice room on their 
property that was heated 
by a stove filled with cow 
dung. It was small but end-

ed up being very cozy. The 
time spent with our friend’s 
family was priceless. It was 
a beautiful time, despite not 
being extremely comfort-
able. I still laugh to this day 
when I think about my wife 
screaming at the farm hog 
that scared her while she 
was using the outhouse!

What motivated you to 
move to China? What are 
the pros and cons that 
you have faced?
 
I was motivated by a sense 
of adventure. It’s amazing to 
me that there are still places 
in the world that are “undis-
covered”, and I live in one of 

them! Obviously, this comes 
with a number of pros and 
cons. The pros are that I get 
to explore places that most 
people never get to see and 
be an ambassador to a place 
that receives very few for-
eigners. Life here is full of 
daily adventures, that’s for 
sure. On the flip side, we’re 
a long distance away from 
our families as well as any 
good healthcare. There are 
no Starbucks or McDonalds 
anywhere nearby and it’s 
hard to get imported goods. 
Oh, and then there’s the 
censored internet, which 
makes it extremely hard to 
do online business ;)

What makes Xinjiang so special is that it 
offers a personal glimpse of a number of 

different cultures
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How the idea of FarWest-
China came about? Why 
do you decide to focus on 
Xinjiang?

At first, FarWestChina was 
a simple Blogspot blog (be-
fore Google got blocked). 
It was a way for me to com-
municate with friends and 
family back home what we 
were seeing and experienc-
ing. I focused on Xinjiang 
because, well, that’s where 
I was at. As I began to see 
more and more people in-
terested in what I was writ-
ing, I took what I was doing 
a bit more seriously. There’s 
very little good information 
available on the Xinjiang re-

gion and the little bits that I 
was sharing each week were 
turning out to be very useful 
to travelers heading out this 
way. I later took the infor-
mation that I had gathered 
on the website to publish 
a travel guide for Xinjiang, 
which thankfully has been 
very well reviewed.

Can you tell us something 
about your website Trav-
elChinaCheaper?

If FarWestChina is laser-fo-
cused on Xinjiang, then Trav-
elChinaCheaper is a site that 
has allowed me to write on 
broader, China-related trav-
el topics. The target reader 

for TravelChinaCheaper is 
somebody who has yet to 
travel or move to China but 
is starting to do their initial 
research. What do I wish I 
knew before I first landed in 
Beijing back in 2006? Those 
are the things that I try to 
share.

How much has China 
changed compared to 
your first travel? What 
are the main differences?

Oh wow...so many chang-
es. The list could go on and 
on, but I’ll just say that my 
favorite changes have been 
those related to train travel 
and those related to mobile 

payments. When I first ar-
rived in China, I remember 
having to stand in line to 
buy train tickets and hoping 
that there were tickets even 
available. The earliest I could 
buy tickets was 10 days in 
advance, so I never knew if 
we were really going to be 
able to travel or not. Fast 
forward a decade and you 
can buy train tickets online 
in China up to 60 days in ad-
vance. It’s so much better! 
As I’m traveling, I also like 
the fact that now I don’t rely 
on cash as much as I used to. 
Sure, there are many plac-
es that now accept foreign 
credit cards, but the best 
change has been in mobile 
payments. I’ve connected 

my China bank account to 
WeChat and now I pay for 
pretty much everything us-
ing WeChat pay - which is 
how the locals do it as well. 
It’s an amazingly conve-
nient payment solution that 
makes Apple Pay look anti-
quated.

Did your experience 
in China influence and 
change your way to see 
the world and people?

Absolutely. I believe that 
any trip beyond the bor-
ders of your home country 
changes your perspective 
on the world. Living in Chi-
na and understanding the 

culture better helps me to 
read world news better and 
interpret what is really hap-
pening (as opposed to just 
what’s being reported). I 
also believe that if ignorance 
breeds fear, understanding 
promotes open-minded-
ness. We often fear what 
we don’t understand, so the 
more we travel and expe-
rience different places and 
people, the more we open 
our minds to global differ-
ences and throw away our 
prejudice and stereotypes.
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