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Film Review: ‘Chimeras’ 
MAY 6, 2013 | 05:36PM PT, by John Anderson 
 
This intellectually bracing, visually arresting documentary goes far beyond 
character study into a search for Chinese identity 
 
 
The West’s obsession with all things China should make helmer Mika Mattila’s 
intellectually bracing and visually arresting “Chimeras” a highly viable commodity, just 
like the art being scrutinized during this ethereal journey into a creatively conflicted 
East. Portraying two minds in aesthetic crisis — the troubled contemporary-art giant 
Wang Guangyi and the younger, tentative Liu Gang — Mattila also freeze-frames China 
at a moment when its aspirations are at war with its sense of identity. The film’s 
aesthetics should give it a shot at specialty play, but its political subtext could also win 
over audiences intrigued by the psychology of world power. 
 
There’s an obvious kinship between Wang and Gang, the former a pillar of the ’80s-’90s 
Chinese New Wave, the latter a fledgling photographer with an ironic eye. Both have assailed 
advertising and pop culture: Wang’s more famous canvases (one of which is shown going on 
sale at Sotheby’s for an opening bid of $1.5 million) synthesized the social-realist propaganda 
of the Mao era with corporate advertising for products like Coca-Cola, and dared the viewer to 
find a difference. Gang’s work, which becomes the subject of his first gallery show, are 
photographs of photographs — pictures of highly stylized Western banalities, which Gang 
carefully folds, spindles, mutilates and then reshoots. (“This one’s damaged,” his shopkeeper 
father says at the gallery, in one of the film’s more revealing and touching moments.) 
 
There’s the suggestion of a Cezanne tablecloth in a Gang landscape; there are echoes of 
Warhol in Wang’s satirical paintings. And there are Western influences everywhere in Mattila’s 
China: Tai chi practitioners exercise before an enormous, illuminated Cartier storefront; Gang 
photographs in a section of Beijing that might as well be Paris. The emulation of European and 
American architecture is everywhere in the city, suggesting a Chinese Las Vegas. It also 
seems that the gatekeepers of the Chinese art world are all Caucasian; in a fashion show 
captured early in the film, Dior appears to have co-opted the entirety of Chinese culture. (At 
this point, it’s worth noting that a chimera can refer to not only a mythological beast, but also 
an organism composed of two or more sets of genes, or an illusion.) 
 
Underneath the film’s shiny surfaces and lush photography (Mattila himself handled the superb 
lensing) is a sense of consternation. Wang states that he was brainwashed multiple times over 
his life — by the Cultural Revolution, for instance, and by the Western canon of art. In one 
scene, he boils over with anger toward a friend with a less-than-Sino-centric view of the world, 
but one senses Wang’s anger at himself, for having played into what he now sees as artistic 
imperialism. Gang, meanwhile, wants to devote his next effort to interpreting what he sees as 
his generation’s most important and influential issue: the one-child policy. But he’s constantly 
being told it’s a bad career move (i.e., dangerous). 
Both men are caught on the horns of dilemmas, but Wang’s is particularly sharp: Although he 
wants to be more nationalistic in his art, he also sees the Chinese ethic as contrary to 
individual expression. How else could the biggest disaster of his generation — namely, Mao — 
have been allowed to happen? In this, Mattila goes far beyond a character study of two 
fascinating artists into a search for Chinese identity, at precisely the right time. 
*



 
 

Documentary spotlights Chinese artists Wang 
Guangyi, Liu Gang 
By Clarissa Sebag-Montefiore 
May 10, 2013, 9:00 a.m. 
 
BEIJING -- One scene of the new documentary “Chimeras” shows the young Chinese artist Liu Gang 
wandering with his camera around a town in China that's been built to resemble an English village. Liu is in 
Thames Town, a development outside Shanghai that's eerily empty, aside from the couples posing in 
matching outfits for wedding photographs on faux cobbled streets. 

In a series of satirical, candid shots called “Better Life,” Liu explores China’s conflicted aspirations. Our ideas 
of a better life, the artist explains, are “all indeed fantasies from the West.” 

Finnish filmmaker Mika Mattila’s thought-provoking “Chimeras” -- which played this week at the San 
Francisco International Film Festival -- is a documentary about the search for a uniquely Chinese aesthetic in 
an international art world dominated by the West. But it is also an intimate portrait of two very different 
artists -- Liu Gang and Wang Guangyi -- as they navigate an explosion of possibilities along with feelings of 
frustration, even confusion. 

Mattila first wanted to make a documentary that elevated itself above “China” as  subject matter. With this in 
mind, he chose what he considered to be the suitably global world of Chinese art and picked five subjects to 
film. 

“I wanted to focus more on the dynamics of how the art boom was operating,” he explained. “But as I went 
along, the issues of identity, and East and West, emerged more and more. And Liu Gang and Wang emerged 
as the more central characters. Artists constantly examine themselves and how they are in relationships with 
society.”  

The more famous of the two featured artists, Wang is a striking, uncompromising, erudite man in his 50s 
often seen wielding a smoldering cigar. Early on in the film, an auction of one of his pieces starts at $1.5 
million -- and we learn that in 2008, a year before filming began, the annual auction sale of his works totaled 
$23 million, ranking him eighth among living artists in the world.  

Wang made his name, and fortune, in his “Great Criticism” series that combined Mao-era social-realist 
propaganda with Western brand logos such as Cartier, Hermes and Walt Disney. He has heavily drawn on 
the Western canon. But looking back, Wang believes he has been brainwashed -- first, by Mao Tse-tung 
during his childhood in the Cultural Revolution, and second by Western art history. He mourns: “We are 
always blatantly imitating the West.” 

“He is a paradoxical character,” said Mattila. “His opinions can be challenging for a Westerner. What he says 
and what he does, sometimes, at least, it feels contradictory.” 

This is displayed starkly. Wang attends glitzy dinners and hobnobs at Dior events. But during one informal 
gathering of artists and academics, he declares that every Chinese who has studied abroad should be 
executed. His friends take it as a joke but Wang is not laughing. You cannot help but think he is most angry 
with himself.  

Liu, by contrast, is tentative and contemplative, observing the world through a boyish fringe and his camera 
lens. He is torn in different directions: his girlfriend is pressuring him to get married; his parents want him 
to save marriage for later and concentrate on his career. 

He lives in a cramped apartment in Beijing and his parents are cooks at a school canteen in the southern 
province of Guizhou. At one of his first solo exhibitions in the capital’s most prestigious art gallery, where he 
is propelled to 15  minutes of fame, he is told: “Only in China could this happen.”   

If Wang’s story shows an artistic and intellectual giant at work, Liu’s is just as compelling, largely because it 



delves more deeply into his personal life. Mattila spent four years trailing both subjects and previously 
worked as a news cameraman in Beijing (“Chimeras” is his debut film). He is able to home in on the smallest 
of details.  

Some are painful. At one point, Liu’s father points out a crease in a photo during his son's first big art 
opening, saying awkwardly, “This one’s damaged.” The young artist winces at the comment, because the 
crease  is deliberate. At another moment, Liu rubs his eye as his family warns him against tackling the 
country's one-child policy as a subject of his art -- it is too political, they say.  

Liu’s work, like Wang’s, merges his personal quest for answers with China’s. His first series consists of 
photographic advertisements of housing developments and highways from newspaper. He cuts them out, 
creases them, folds them and crumples them before reshooting them. Sitting in a coffee shop in central 
Beijing this week to discuss the documentary, he explained that he named the series “Paper Dreams” because 
“paper is fragile. You can see it is easily destroyed.” 

In the documentary, Liu says: “I myself don’t have such big dreams. I just hope I can concentrate on my art.” 
Since filming finished earlier this year, however, the 30-year-old has taken a break from art to take up a 
stable job  to  better provide for his wife and new baby.  

A chimera is defined as a thing that is hoped for but is in fact illusory, or an organism containing a mixture of 
genetically different tissues, formed from fusion, grafting or mutation. Both definitions seem to pertain to 
Wang and Liu, as they examine and try to reconcile Chinese life and culture with global influences such as 
Coca-Cola and villa developments -- both in their art and for themselves.  

“Where are our roots?” Wang asks simply.  
 
 

 
 

Chimeras: Can China's art stars create a truly Eastern art? 
KATE TAYLOR 
The Globe and Mail 
Published Wednesday, Apr. 24 2013, 6:23 PM EDT 

!!!" 
 
• Directed by Mika Mattila 
• Classification G 
• Genre documentary 
• Year 2013 
• Country Finland 
• Language Chinese 
 
 
Finnish director Mika Mattila successfully illustrates a rather abstract theme in this intriguing film: Can 
China’s international art stars escape Western influence to create a truly Eastern art? His approach is to 
contrast the careers of two artists confronting the issue. The established Wang Guangyi, once a 
revolutionary pioneer of a Western-style avant-garde in newly opening China, is increasingly nationalist 
and seeks to Easternize art. Rising photographer Liu Gang, who is exploding into a white-hot art market 
with a critique of China’s new materialism that appeals to Western curators, still needs to placate anxious 
parents, a demanding girlfriend, interfering mentors and government censors. 
 

 



 
 
Fest Notebook: Form-Busting Films Get 
Warm Welcome at Hot Docs 
MAY 7, 2013 | 07:17PM PT,  John Anderson 
 
If you want to take the temperature of the documentary, go to Toronto in the spring, when Hot 
Docs delivers its cinema-crazed citizenry the cream of global nonfiction. Intl. Documentary 
Film Festival Amsterdam may have more films, and some of the U.S. docu fests, like 
True/False, may have more curatorial chutzpah. But Hot Docs, which just turned 20 last week, 
remains a hot spot for doc lovers. Unlike certain major festivals, this relatively intimate, 
decidedly democratic affair attracts more civilians than press and industry; there are free 
screenings for seniors and students; and ever since the festival moved into venues downtown 
(like its bigger cousin, the Toronto Film Festival), there’s more of a geographical balance as 
well. 
 
But among the films themselves — 205 this year, from 43 countries — one could detect a kind 
of stratification going on, not so much a class system or hierarchy, but rather a formation of 
genres within the genre. There was also a more-than-insistent suggestion that, at this 
particular moment, the documentary is the freest format for movie art. 
This is a contrary notion, to be sure: The nature of the docu, conventional wisdom says, is to 
be constrained by truth. But with 3D technology, CGI and a franchise philosophy controlling so 
much studio product, and the so-called independent world afflicted by the kind of conventional 
thinking imposed by economic insecurity, the documentary — with fewer commercial 
expectations anyway, and more of a cowboy attitude — has become a wellspring of formal 
innovation. 
 
Over 11 days, Hot Docs presented 11 official programs and handed out 13 official awards. 
Unofficially, films fell into messy categories: Political films became art films became socialissue 
docs became biographies, and music docs seemed to attract the lion’s share of 
audience voting. Some of the hardcore political docs, such as “Pussy Riot: A Punk 
Prayer,” “The Kill Team,” “Narco Cultura” and the more-than-cautionary online privacy 
movie“Terms and Conditions May Apply,” incorporated a variety of stylistic flourishes and 
inventions, while more straightforward films — the Sundance-preemed Anita Hill 
bio “Anita” and “Occupy the Movie,” a fluid but clip-heavy assessment of the Occupy 
movement — relied on the traditional interview/archival structure. 
 
Then there were hybrids: Patrick Reed’s “Fight Like Soldiers Die Like Children” (pictured 
above) featured former United Nations general Romeo Dallaire and graphic-novel-style 
animation; Penny Lane’s “Our Nixon” made inventive use of White House homemovies. Even 
when addressing the weightiest subject matter, documakers have been freed to use what they 
feel is necessary and right to make their statements, and perhaps their always-limited 
commercial options have loosened up accordingly. As noted by filmmaker and Hot Docs 
regular Peter Wintonick, there were a lot of tube-friendly 56-minute movies in Toronto, which 
indicated some optimism in advance. 
 
What stood out in particular were the films lurking around the margins of the form, 
expressionistic exercises in creative filmmaking that would only barely fit any purist’s definition 
of a documentary — and one needn’t go as far as the work of Canadian avant-gardist Peter 
Mettler, who received a mid-career retrospective from the festival (and gave a live filmperformance 
presentation with the musician Biosphere). 
 
“Aatsinki: The Story of Arctic Cowboys,” by the gifted Jennifer Oreck (“Beetle Queen Conquers 
Tokyo”), is a work of ethereal beauty that employs no music, no narration and very few 



explanatory titles, offering a strictly observational, utterly engrossing account of the lives of 
reindeer herders in Finnish Lapland. “Expedition to the End of the World,” a travelogue/thriller 
set among previously inaccessible fjords of northeastern Greenland, was a meeting of the 
Stone Age and state-of-the-art, a cutting-edge portrait of a pristine world. And Mika 
Mattila’s “Chimeras,” an oblique take on the Chinese mind at a key historical moment, used 
the art of its two principal subjects, and a survey of the Western influences permeating Beijing 
architecture and culture, to create an ominous portrait of a global power in transition. 
 
What “Chimeras” and some of the other more adventurous docs at Hot Docs noted was the 
ability of filmmakers — and the capacity of the genre, in league with modern technology — to 
make movies about abstract ideas, even when conventional visual materials aren’t readily 
available and may not even exist. In many cases, documentaries are becoming art films, 
whether or not their subject is art. 
 
 

 

More Bests of Sheffield Doc/Fest 2013 
 
Chimeras 
July 10th, 2013 
 
The teasing question of whether or not Chinese contemporary art can escape the suffocating 
tendrils of globalisation and, specifically, Western influence, is central to Mattilaʼs elegantly shot, 
drily amusing dual character study. 

Weʼre first introduced to young photographer Liu Gang, a working-class student making waves at 
the prestigious Beijing School of Arts. His sly, John Stezaker-esque collage work is concerned with 
skewering Chinaʼs ongoing cultural colonisation by the West, even if he himself seems defeated by 
it (“My generation has grown up in the globalised world. Itʼs impossible to resist it”). 

Seemingly bearing out his prematurely jaundiced worldview is his counterpart in the film: leonine 
fiftysomething Wang Guangyi, founder of the trailblazing avant-garde North Art Group in the 1980s 
and now one of the worldʼs wealthiest artists. Secreted in a modernist palace of riches, Wang cuts 
a palpably uncomfortable figure, struggling to reconcile his current moneyed status with his radical 
revolutionary past. 

Over and above finding such richly compelling figures upon which to focus, Mattilaʼs masterstroke 
is not to force comparisons between the two men. Instead, though intelligent, theme-driven editing, 
he opens up space for the viewer to draw their own connections and process the fount of cultural 
and historical information dispensed and discussed by Gang and Guangyi in sensitively captured 
private moments. (An unobtrusive, restrained presence, Mattila has snagged tremendous access 
to his subjects.) 

Alison Klaymanʼs 2012 film Ai Weiwei: Never Sorry, while enjoyable, never dug particularly deep 
into the core sociopolitical issues underpinning Chinese contemporary art; thankfully, Chimeras fills 
in the yawning gaps created by Weiweiʼs gigantic personality. 

Ashley Clark 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Chimeras: Film Review 
1:15 PM PDT 10/30/2013 by John DeFore 

Mika Mattila follows two Chinese artists whose work critiques China's embrace 
of the West. 

THE HAMPTONS, NEW YORK — A doc about culture change in China that doesn't stop at 
lamenting vanishing folkways or cluck-clucking at rampant consumerism, Mika Mattila's 
Chimeras looks at the struggle between Eastern and Western mindsets through the work 
and lives of two celebrated artists. Tightly focused but appealing to both art lovers and 
those seeking insight into an evolving China, the picture should satisfy at festivals and in 
niche theatrical engagements. 
 
The artists in question are a young, timid-seeming photographer, Liu Gang, and Wang 
Guangyi, the Pop-leaning art star who emerged in the Eighties with the North Art Group. 
(We're told that 2008 auctions of his work reaped around $23 million.) Mattila shadows 
both men, avoiding talking-head interviews in favor of narration accompanying well 
photographed scenes of them at work -- Liu with his camera, looking lonely amid the 
pastiche architecture of China's faux-European theme parks -- or in social settings -- like 
the gathering of North Art Group vets where Wang silences a room by declaring that a 
colleague's work is meritless, even destructive to Chinese identity. 
The nation's soul is the central theme here. Wang says he has been brainwashed many 
times in his life -- not just by Mao's Cultural Revolution, but by the West's art history, a 
system of aesthetics that had no room for traditional Asian art. Liu has based whole series 
on deconstructions of the luxury being hawked to newly wealthy Chinese: His photos of 
crinkled-up newspaper advertisements turn glossy fantasies into soulless, degraded 
ephemera. 
 
Mattila spends enough personal time with both artists to find ironies in the contrast 
between how each man lives and the philosophical underpinnings of his work. But he 
doesn't harp on these observations, and this thoughtful, serious film instead positions 
them as more clues about a nation struggling to understand itself while being forced to 
assert its place in a world long dominated by Western Civilization. 
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Kaksi taiteilijaa, kahdenlaiset arvot 
Mika Mattilan erinomainen esikoisdokumentti pääsee syvälle nyky-Kiinan henkiseen 
ilmapiiriin 

Leena Virtanen | HS, Julkaistu: 17.02.2014 06:3 

Mika Mattila saattaa hyvinkin olla seuraava kansainvälisen tason suomalainen dokumenttiohjaaja, tai 
oikeastaan hänestä tuli jo sellainen heti tämän ensimmäisen dokumentin myötä. Chimeras, unelmia Kiinasta 
on herättänyt huomiota maailmalla ja kerännyt kehuja esimerkiksi Variety-lehdessä. 

Mattilan (s. 1974) nimi putkahtaa melkein tyhjästä. Hän on tätä ennen toiminut kuvaajana, ja Kiinassa hän on 
kuvannut muun muassa Mika Koskisen dokumentin Punaisen metsän hotelli. 

Mattila on asunut Kiinassa useita vuosia, ja tänä aikana hän on myös kuvannut materiaalia debyyttiinsä. 

Kiinassa on miljardi tarinaa, ja lännessä tehdään jatkuvasti dokumentteja, joissa yritetään tavoittaa edes 
ripaus siitä, mitä mahtimaassa on parhaillaan tapahtumassa. Useimmat niistä kaatuvat siihen, että 
perspektiivi on sittenkin auttamattoman kapea. 

Mattila on sukeltanut Kiinan henkiseen ilmapiiriin kahden nykytaiteilijan ajatusten kautta. Hän on oivaltanut, 
että juuri taide voi heijastaa niitä hitaita prosesseja, jotka liikuttavat ikivanhaa kulttuuria. 

Kiinalaisen nykytaiteen nousu taidemaailman keskipisteeseen on ilmiö sinänsä, ja sitä on syytä lähestyä 
kriittisesti. Ovatko kaikki Mao -kuvat oikeasti arvokasta taidetta vai pelkästään länsimaisten taidekeräilijöiden 
pinnallinen päähänpinttymä? 

Mattila on seurannut kahta eri-ikäistä taiteilijaa. Wang Guangyi on yksi Kiinan menestyneimmistä 
taiteilijoista, joka oli perustamassa legendaarista pohjoisen taideryhmää 1980-luvulla. Nykyään hän on 
miljönääri. 

Nuori Liu Gang on Wangille loistava vastapari, joka vasta aloittelee uraansa. Dokumentissa mennään Liun 
ensimmäisen näyttelyn avajaisiin. Teosten hinnat alkavat 10 000 dollarista, ja näyttely päätyy suoraan 
Newsweekin sivuille. Avajaisyleisöstä näkee, että vähintään puolet on länsimaisia taidekeräilijöitä. 

Liu on kuitenkin vaatimaton mies, joka pitää koko ajan yhteyttä vanhempiinsa ja kotiseutuunsa. Sitä kautta 
myös dokumenttiin tulee sivujuonne, joka kuvaa kiinalaista arkitodellisuutta. 

Liu on vanhempiensa ainoa lapsi, ja häntä kiinnostaa yhden lapsen politiikan vaikutus koko hänen 
sukupolveensa. "Emme elä itsellemme", Liu tiivistää hienosti kiinalaisen kollektiivisuuden, jota länsimaisen 
ihmisen on aina vaikea täysin tavoittaa. Se on oleellinen ero idän ja lännen välissä. 

Samaan aikaan Wangin ja hänen kollegoidensa keskustelut herättävät hämmennystä. He toivovat 
kiinalaisten arvojen leviämistä laajemmalle. Toisaalta ne arvot asettuvat juuri länsimaista materialismia 
vastaan. Kiinalaisen nykytaiteen menestystarinassa yhdistyy monta kulttuurista paradoksia. "Ristiriita on 
minussa", Liu sanoo. 

Mattilan dokumentti on jopa kiinnostavampi kuin supertähtitaiteilija Ai Weiweistä tehty parin vuoden 
takainen Never Sorry, jonka heikkous on siinä, ettei taiteilijan kanssa puhuta juuri lainkaan rahasta. 

Mattila ei osoita ihailua vaan jättää runsaasti tilaa katsojan omille pohdinnoille. 

Chimeras on myös toteutukseltaan upea, ja erityismaininnan ansaitsee siinä käytetty moderni kiinalainen 
musiikki, jota kuuntelisi mielellään vaikka erikseen soundtrackinä.!
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"...the least classifiable titles often prove to be Hot Docs’ most memorable” 
- Artforum 
 
"Finns – like the Danes – know how to do docs.....   Artistically crafted, Mattila’s doc is even more 
memorable for its philosophical content." 
-Filmmaker Magazine 
 
"La regia di stile nord europeo di Mattila si sposa perfettamente alle ambientazioni sospese degli 
ambienti metropolitani cinesi.Chimeras" è cinema documentario puro con influenze visive che 
vanno da Kaurismaki a Jarmusch per passare ad atmosfere “alla Tokyo – Ga” di Wenders." 
(The directorial style of north European Mattila , the perfect answer to the lingering expectations of Chinese 
metropolitan environments...Chimeras " is pure documentary film with visual influences ranging from Kaurismaki to 
Jarmusch with nod to the atmosphere "at Tokyo - Ga " Wenders) 
-Cinema Italiano 
 
"Subtle and thought-provoking.... fascinating glimpse of contemporary Chinese artistic culture, and 
an extremely absorbing watch." 
- Grolsch Film Works 
 
"Mika Mattila is ingenious in the way he makes the two artists strong contrasts, and at the same 
time a single voice of Chinese contemporary art’s uneasy relationship to the West... this is, already 
by this point, a beautiful and elegant film." 
- Flickfeast 

 
“… a critical and unflinching frame on the Chinese art world…” 
- Blouin ArtInfo 
 
“Mattila’s camera steps back and observes, offering a contemplative work on a complex 
subject.... as committed to deep thinking as it is to art.” 
-Torontoist 
 
...shot in a beautifully naturalistic style with an artistic eye -- is imbued with layers of 
meaning and profound moments of intimacy with his subjects.” 
- Rabble 
 
“Mika Mattila has the courage and the skill to bring us stories of contradictory men who 
work within the system, without judging their motives or choices.” 
- Next Projection 
 
“File Chimeras under the “food for thought” category of doc and watch it for a thoughtful 
probing into some very relevant and urgent questions.” 
- Pretty Clever Films 
*
"Mattila’s debut is undoubtedly one the year’s most successful Finnish feature 
documentaries....  considerable cinematic, aesthetic and technical flair.” 
-YLE News 
 
“Mika Mattilan esikoisdokumenttielokuva on kansainvälistä tasoa… hienossa 
dokumenttielokuvassa globaali brändimaailma törmää kommunistisen taiteen raunioihin.” 
-Voima 
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