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Interviews Before Execution is one of the most extraordinary shows on 
Chinese television. The Times calls it “the most disturbing talk show on 
the planet”.  In China, however, it is Saturday night prime-time viewing. Yet 
it’s not some dystopian reality program, Interviews Before Execution is the 
highly rated—and regarded—output of a respected documentary channel. 
This intimate documentary looks behind the scenes at the making of this 
peculiarly Chinese phenomenon—a weekly death row talk show in which 
glossy female journalist-presenter Ding Yu invites condemned murderers 
to share their feelings about their crimes and victims with the viewing pub-
lic. “Whether you think the show ruthlessly exploitative or, as its presenter 
claims, deeply humane, it’s all but impossible not to be drawn in” (The Daily 
Telegraph).

Every week, Ding Yu sits face to face with a convicted criminal to talk 
about his or her life leading up to their conviction. The interviews take place 
just weeks, days or, even, in some cases, minutes before the sentences are 
carried out. 

This film follows Ding Yu as she interviews these men and women, 
all the while offering personal insight into their individual cases. Interviews 
Before Execution: A Chinese Talk Show is not for the faint-hearted. All of the 
interviewees are perpetrators of horrific violent crimes. They include a gay 
man who defiled his mother’s dead body after having murdered her; a man 
who mistakenly kidnapped for ransom a young girl—upon discovering that 
she was from a poor family he raped and killed her instead; a woman who 
burned her husband to death; a young couple who murdered her grand-
parents for their money. Yet, almost paradoxically, despite the horror of the 
crimes,  the series is less about crude titillation and more about changing 
Chinese society. Ding Yu’s passion for truth is the driving force behind the 
series. Her boss calls her “the beauty among the beasts”. She’s often the last 
female many of the condemned prisoners will talk to and, far more impor-
tantly, often the last (and sometimes only) person in whom they will confide. 
For the prisoners it is a chance to unburden themselves. For Ding Yu, each 
case offers the opportunity for an important morality lesson. For her docu-
mentary channel it is a way to inform and educate the public.

To date, Ding Yu has interviewed over 200 prisoners for her blockbust-
er reality series. Combining clips from the TV show, interviews with judges 
and Ding Yu herself, this one-of-a-kind documentary reveals the emotional 
burden of “talking to dead men.”
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