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HSBQEGQ. a day in early June of 2009. It was
bright and sunny in Frankfurt. A crew from the
German TV station ARD took me out on the street,
and had me walk around with the city as a backdrop
for an on-camera interview. First, they took me to
Frankfurt's infamous red light district. The neon
lights there flirtatiously flash flesh even in the
sanitization of daylight.

The crew attempted to interview me in the
doorway of a dubious establishment, but its equally
dubious proprietor immediately emerged to hustle
us off. After several more similarly unsuccessful
attempts in similar settings, they gave up and
had me stand at a busy intersection to respond to
their first question. They then had me sit or stand
in several other chaotic places as the interview
continued.

My German translator trailed behind me the whole
time, grumbling in Mandarin that Frankfurt has
many beautiful places, and why weren't we going
there instead? Why shoot the backward bits of
Frankfurt?

Now, Robert van der Hilst is publishing his
Chinese Interiors in China. I think that perhaps
some Chinese people in reaction will grumble like
my German translator that day in Frankfurt. They
will say that China has experienced thirty years of
rapid economic growth. It is the world's third largest
economy, booming everywhere, but Robert van der
Hilst is only interested in shooting the backward
parts of China. While he has also photographed
China's affluent, they are rare in his work.

Many Chinese people may feel that Van der Hilst
has insufficiently explored China's transformation of
the past three decades. While his work does portray
a changing China, the problem is that the few of his
works that depict the affluent life ooze vulgarity,
while the poor are conveyed as simple and sincere.
Consequently, some Chinese may puzzle, what

Seeing

——Yu Hua

China

drugs are this Dutchman on?

I understand that these sorts of critics consider
themselves patriotic. Whether in China or other
countries, patriotism is often exploited as the
best excuse for criticizing art and artists. I do not
consider this to be genuine patriotism — it is a
slippery spittle type of patriotism, or a nationalistic
disease that reveals deep-rooted human vanity.
Inside, our house lies in ruins, but we flaunt our
showy garden.

It is like being a slob at home but elaborately
dressed and coiffed when going out. All but the most
destitute and desperate worry about appearances.
Given the choice between looking unkempt or
decent when in a camera's sight, I think everyone
would prefer to look good. Robert van der Hilst and
1 are no exception; this is every human's vanity.

Of course, this is also every human’s dignity.
The problem is that people have different ideas
of dignity. Some believe that dignity is found in
wealth and prosperity — in the forms of forests of
high rises, cobwebs of highways and shops dazzling
with luxuries, Others disagree. They believe
dignity comes from inside, that it shows in people’s
nxvﬂmmmozm, and has no connection to material
wealth.

I thus am pleased to introduce Robert van der
Hilst’s Chinese Interiors — because 1 can see that
his photographs come from the heart, and they
genuinely express human dignity.

Robert van der Hilst meticulously composes the
canvas he needs, and then clicks his shutter. I feel,
when he is shooting, his heart is full of respect
for his subjects. Van der Hilst appreciates the
participation of people and objects alike.

This Dutchman who speaks no Mandarin has
spent day after day wandering China’s countryside,
towns and cities, trying to integrate himself into one
Chinese home after another. Asked how he traverses

the two cultures, he answers, “I use eyes, emotions
and exchanged experiences.”

He succeeded in this unlikely communication.
His respectful heart towards those unprivileged
Chinese families was rewarded with warm hearths
and open doors, with invitations to come in and
stay for weak tea and simple food. Van der Hilst
recalls, “T was particularly struck by the enormous
curiosity, hospitality and kindness of the families
I photographed. Once inside their homes I could
also feel the determination, the courage and the
willpower these people possess. For them there
seems to be just one way to go: forward.”

If anyone still questions why Robert van der Hilst
does rarely photograph affluent Chinese families, I
would respond with this question: would the doors
of China’s multi-millionaires be as open to this tall,
grey-haired Dutchman? Chinese people like to say
that we are a hospitable race. Robert van der Hilst’s
work informs us of the irony that the tradition of
Chinese hospitality is being maintained by the poor,
not the rich.

Moreover, as this Dutchman focused his camera
on the faces of China’s poor, he sensed their
“determination, courage and willpower. Even in
their poverty, they know there is just one way to go:
forward."

I highly appreciate the objectivity in Robert van
der Hilst’s works, and Chinese Interiors will prove
a memorable book. Its photos genuinely present
the Chinese living condition. I recall one image,
a portrait with intense eyes. In the background,
four alarm clocks were arranged on a table. I want
to remind people that, even after thirty years of
immense change in China, in many Chinese lives
progress has merely meant going from having one
alarm clock to four.

March 2010
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The Robert I Know

wmx years ago, a Mandarin-speaking French
photographer called me from Paris, saying he had
a friend who wanted to come to China and who
he wanted to introduce me to. Perhaps due to my
"Longtang" roots, I have an aversion to Western
civilization’s intonations of superiority, especially
from the mouths of those speaking only foreign
languages and no Mandarin. I really have no
enthusiasm for the pretentious drama of foreigners
flaunting their privilege. Nonetheless, to give my
friend face, I agreed to a meeting at my studio — and
that is how I came to know Robert.

Robert is a Dutch young old man, living in
Paris: a sixty-something with the demeanor of a
Hollywood star and noble bearing. The day he came
to my studio, he brought with him a local assistant,
named Lily. An adept translator, Lily made vividly
clear their reason for coming, and the glint in
Robert’s eyes convinced me of his sincerity. Robert
establishes with people a strong sense of affinity,
without any intimation of condescension. After the
mincing small talk of our initial greeting, I turned
blunt, asking him, “What works can you show me?”
Robert brought out his Cuban Interiors book, a
painstaking effort of several years spent shooting in
Cuba, and also showed me his first Chinese Interiors
photography. He expressed that he hoped to spend
three to four years in China, shooting interiors.

Honestly, in these many years I had not seen such
images. They leap suddenly into the eyes, with a
moving sort of intimacy, with such a familiarity
they feel like one’s own work. Encountering the
common people he photographs, one observes no
dominance of the strong over the weak. Instead,
the photographs tranquilly record human nature’s
inherent luster and how that is expressed through
a calm lifestyle. His pictures are very meaningful,
from the arrangements, the scenes and the people
to their expressions in the moment of capture. They
stylistically resemble the Dutch oil paintings of the
Seventeenth Century. They give people a feeling

of love, as if we were very far apart, but suddenly
become close.

When discussing the photographic technique of
Chinese Interiors, Robert’s entire person exudes
an imaginative passion. He knew the challenges
his project would involve: as a Westerner, it would
be very difficult integrating into average Chinese
homes. Although I did not say so explicitly, I felt he
would need a lot of assistance.

I thought about how Robert did not understand
a lot of the conditions in China, and decided that
I would help him to get to know China, deeply.
I would introduce him to photographers all over
China so that they would also help him, and
with that in mind I suggested he exhibit “Cuban
Interiors” at the annual Pingyao International
Photography Festival. Although the organizing
committee had not previously heard of Robert, they
followed my recommendation and allowed him to
participate in the foreign photography show.

This was Robert’s first big exhibition in China.
Before the show and during its set-up, he attracted
no particular attention due to his lack of fame in
China, but I had complete certainty that it would
prove a spectacular China debut.

I went to Pingyao during the show. As soon as I
arrived onsite, the brotherhood of photographers
from all over China gave me a succession of thumbs-
up. They said I had done a great deed, introducing
them all to one of the world’s best photographers. I
later made a special trip to see Robert’s show, and
learned that his works had attracted the attention of
many Chinese photographers. Even the organizers
were profoundly impressed. They decided to
have Robert give a lecture series during the show,
and the seats sold out, which is unprecedented at
Pingyao. Come the evening of the televised Pingyao
International Photography Festival Awards Gala,
Robert and his assistant Lily were special guest

hosts, and they practically upstaged the original
Phoenix - TV host, that is.

After all this, I fully understood the great charm
of his work, and how they allowed Chinese people
to accept Robert. A while later, Robert began a
series of trips to places around China like Yunnan,
Guangxi, Sichuan, Inner Mongolia, Xinjiang,
Zhejiang, Henan, Guizhou,Tibet and more. In each
place, the photographic brotherhood offered him
warmth and support. Coming back to Shanghai at
the end of each trip, Robert would call me. Although
due to language limitations, our communication
is limited to “Haiwen, hi!”, “Drink up, drink up!™
and “Very good!”, we would nonetheless promptly
meet up for a few drinks. Before saying goodbye
again a few days later, Robert would have learned a
few new words in Mandarin, like “cigarettes”, “red
double happiness”, “China”, and “booze”, or would
have brought several of his friends and family
around for me to meet. Robert has several times
complained that I have yet to visit him in his Paris
home; I think he is rather mad at me about that.
However, I am too worn out to travel abroad, and I
know he has been working tirelessly on his “Chinese
Interiors™ too busily, too tirelessly, and for too long,
so I have awaited the happy news of its completion.

Today, Robert's Chinese Interiors project is
complete, and he has brought his photographs to
share with me — and with us. Encountering these
sophisticated, yet simple and highly detailed
works, I feel that Robert’s enterprise of these past
three to four years has delightfully lived up to my
expectations. [ am therefore very happy to be able to
publish Robert’s first photo book in China, entitled
Chinese Interiors, and share it with my fellow
Chinese. In the book as the person, there is not the
slightest artifice. Robert and his camera, Robert and
his work, are to us very dear, and very close.

Nanjiao Xiaoyoae Shiayen
anjlao Xiaoyuan angnai
¢ Y¥%¥March 2010
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"It is not truth that makes men great, but men that make truth great.”  Confucius
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ERBAFRES/ I REHEE /2006 Yao minority man and alarm clocks. Youlin Town, Guangdong Province. 2006
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Couple in their kitchen. Shanghai. 2005
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