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Xie has held his personal exhibitions at home and

abroad for many times. His photographic works have

been successively collected by China Photography

Museum, Guangzhou Art Gallery, Wuhan Archives and
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PREFACE

Fan Feng (Curator Wuhan Art Museum) BSOS EEENENENENOEENER

Xie Guo’ an, now a professional photographer, used to
work in art museums in 1980s. I’ ve gotten to know him
since then. He is a very talented documentary
photographer, who continues to dig on the same subject
of Wuhan and can be regarded as the first person to take
documentary photographs systematically, holding a
crucial place in China's documentary photography
circle:

Since the end of 2008 when the new Wuhan Art Museum
was opened, it has provided Wuhan people an
opportunity to enjoy aesthetic pleasure and learn new
knowledge. The Museum has organized and held a series
of photograph exhibitions displaying famous works, such
as works by Marc Riboud, the world-renowned French
photographer; the first photos taken by westerners
recording old China (for example, scenes of Wuhan when
opened to foreign traders); works by Horst Wackerbarth,
who likes to travel around the world with a red couch; as
well as works by John Rankin, who challenges the
traditional aesthetics. All those photographers have
impressed the world with their unique pictures, guiding
people to be aware of a certaih period of history, a story
or a fantastic world. What’ more important, they have
directed people to focus on their own state of life through

their cameras. This is true of Xie Guo’ an's works.

Early photography centered only on portraits and
landscapes. With the development of photography,
however, photographers have gradually broken the
tradition and added their own ideas and thoughts into
their works. They shifted their attention to chronicling
reality and social life, in pursuit of the essence of
freedom and reality. Documentary photography, simply
put, refers to a form of photography used to record and
chronicle reality objectively, comparing with other
genres such as straight photography, pictorial
photography and conceptual photography. Up to now,
despite its complex concept, photography has become a
daily art opens to common people and possesses huge
social mobilizing forces, gradually building up a thriving
visual world. The criterion to distinguish works by

professionals from “random shoots” by laymen

probably lies in the vitality of art works. The vitality in
Xie Guo’ an’ s works is embodied by both romantic
complex and the courage to face life and reality.
Photography, especially documentary photography, is a
primary genre of art to directly reflect reality. Without
doubt, Xie Guo’ an is the ideal person to record Wuhan.

Xie Guo’ an has developed the habit of shooting the
scenes of streets and allays in Wuhan. His works on
ordinary people and their social life not only reveal
distinct regional features and delights of local life, but
also depict human nature candidly. It takes him over
thirty years to explore and search exclusive themes for
photographing Wuhan. He has recorded the days full of
regional and epochal characteristics as well as life
transitions and the rich inner worlds of Wuhan people,
providing a grand prospect of cultural changes of

Wuhan.

The “historic value” of documentary photography can
only be manifested as time passes by. His realistic
perspective and preternatural appreciation of art makes
Xie Guo’ an a great photographer, who offers us a brand
new view to observe the past, present and future of
Wuhan. Thirty-year’ s hard work finally gets rewarded.
This exhibition which presents Xie Guo’ an’ s
distinctive, coherent and thoughtful works will be a
success and add a new element to the research and study

of Wuhan’ s photographic history.

-

At Wuhan Art Museum in 2013
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The most authentic record

Fang Fang(President of Writer Association of Hubei Province) FH BB EAHE R

I once went to see a photograph exhibition of Xie
Guo’ an’ s works with my friends many years ago. So
young was I at that time that I never took anything
seriously. By saying visiting the exhibition, I just meant
wandering around the exhibition hall casually. To our
surprise, however, we found those photos were all in
black and white, despite ‘:che fact color photos had
already dominated the fashion. What’ s more
astonishing was that all of those photos were themed
with daily lives of common people, who lived in narrow
and shabby allies and lanes, instead of beautiful
sceneries and models. From my point of view, Xie
Guo’ an seemed to try to challenge the mainstream
aesthetic taste and fashion with the most worldly life. I
knew little about photography though, I was impressed
by the profound significance revealed through the
transient expressions and eyes of those figures in his
works. I could not tell what it was. However, I seemed to
be able to see those peoples’ inner worlds just by
following it. So deeply touched by the exhibition that I
wrote an article titled The Power of Black and White when
I got home. And at that time I even did not know who was
Xie Guo’ an.

Life has changed tremendously in the past several
decades, whereas Xie Guo'an remains the same. He
continues to take black-and-white photos, centering on
the ordinary scenes of everyday life. Life is moving
forward, yet, he always seems to look back into the past,
worrying that many things may lose in the course of
improvement and it’ s his obligation to retrieve what
have lost in the way.

Because of his above-mentioned attitude, here we have
got several hundred photographs taken by Xie
Guo’ an’ .

Born and raised in Wuhan, Xie Guo’ an takes Wuhan as
his forever impetus of creation and background. In his
works, we can never find grand themes, magnificent
skyscrapers or luxurious scenes. Xie Guo’ an abandons
the common materials, such as beautiful sceneries,
elegant acts, grotesque scenes and models. Meanwhile,

he also refuses the pervasive expressions of tension and

006

intensity, sharpness and deliberateness, worries and
conflicts as well as grandiosity, bizarreness and despair.
Through his camera, we can only find the most simple,
natural and real records of the daily life of grassroots,
such as their humble and decadent living environment,

rough and messy as well as calm earthy lives.

All of Xie Guo'an’ s works are focused on people, who are
alive and moving, and their transitory postures and
expressions in movement. Through shooting the living
environment, working places and activity areas, Xie
Guo’ an shows his concern for common people, the
largest group living in cities. The life scenes he
photographed are vivid, casual and simple. Yet, the
contents are so abundant that we can get an overall idea
of the group by simple glimpses, including their
diligence, seriousness, insipidity, curiosity, broadness,
humor, noisiness and dullness. Besides, we can also get
to know how they live a poor life in shabby allies; how
vigorous and calm they are; how complacent and
desperate they are; how hard they try to change their
lives and fates but are changed in return. We are so
familiar with these scenes that we seldom stop to
appreciate them and leave them behind totally while
entering a new phase of life. Xie Guo’ an, however, finds
those scenes and moments special. With his camera,

these scenes and moments are permanently memorized.

As far as I remember, Xie Guo’ an, like most of his
contemporaries, is full of worries and anxieties. He
carefully observes and photographs Wuhan, the time-
honored city he lives in. In recent years, Wuhan has
undergone a lot of constructions, including
constructions of compounds, subways, skyscrapers and
tunnels, making the whole city a giant construction site.
All old buildings, either useful or not, have been
demolished. All old blocks have been reconstructed. The
historical traces deeply attached to locals and
expatriates as well as the lifestyles and customs passed
from generation to generation have all vanished with the
demolishment of old houses and streets. In spite of new
buildings and compounds, the city is absent of

vicissitudes of time and memories of the past. It is no



wonder that Wuhan locals, like Xie Guo’ an, all
somewhat share a bitter feeling when the familiar scenes
have become history. Maybe out of the worry that one day
the lifestyles and customs may be forgotten and cannot
be recalled or even worse, next generations have no idea
of the previous lifestyles and customs,, Xie Guo’ an
hurries to take photos to record life, trying to keep them
alive in memory forever. Through his photographs, he
demonstrates his perception and understanding of urban

life, leaving us with the most real records of urban life.

Sometimes I think that Xie Guo’ an is really a person
with distinct character When I skimmed through these
photos. Looked at individually, they appeared so plain,
usual, homely and conservative, but when they are put
together to build up combined force, you will find the
details, the commonplace, the crude and moderation that
other people would neglect because these photos
showing the most common and vulgar people who are
eating, sleeping, showering, photo-taking, walking,
playing, peddling, shop-keeping, shade-taking, show-
watching etc. are totally out pf time and public taste.
There are rough and uninhibited streams of life surging

and rolling in these static photos and frozen scenes.

Xie Guo’ an once said, “The utmost significance of a
city is to make its citizen enjoy the fun of life.” I see
through his remarks; however, both his disappointment
and his hope. Because of his disappointment, there is
always sadness and helplessness in his photos, but
because of his hope, his photos are full of practical sense
and vitality. People’ s transient facial expressions in his
photos seem to represent Xie Guo’ an’ s worry: with
both tranquility and sadness, both indifference and

helplessness.

What I still want to say is that, according to a city, the
luxurious office buildings and shopping malls standing
in the streets, or the concert halls, galleries and movie
theaters as city’ s coordinate buildings, or the flyovers,
expressways, etc., all of these buildings, which bring
modern sense to the city, are like skeleton of the city,
while the life, bred in the narrow lanes and alleys behind

these tall buildings, and all details in the life resemble

flesh and blood of the city. These two parts together make
up a gorgeous and affectionate city. Those outsiders just
see the external framework by a glance, and only people
live here can really be close to the fresh and blood of this
city, and feel the warmth of this city, then recognize that
the essence of city’ s culture comes from here. Only in
this way can people be caring, patient, considerate, utter

innocent, and humanistic to this city.

Xie Guo’ an asked me to write a preface for his
collection, which actually made me feel too uneasy to
accept the task. For photographing, I am totally a
layman. I wonder whether I can express clearly. But [ am
moved by Xie Guo’ an’ s photos every time I look at
them. I admire him and feel deeply warm in his
undisciplined way of life, in his aesthetic interests that
are not so beautiful but really true, in his attitudes of
noticing, concerning on, and caring for the world, and in
his values of focusing on the ordinary people. I can feel
the force hid behind these photos, that is, the power

comes from life.

Wuhan 2013
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