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A MIRROR

To be honest | was totally terrified when Master Mou Hangyuan invited me to write the preface to his
photographic retrospective.

When | first came into contact with photography, as one of the younger generations of photographers, it was
under the influence of Master Mou. On a winter night in 1974 in the darkroom of the No. 3 Editor’ s Office of
the Sichuan People’s Publishing House, Master Mou guided me step by step through the process of
developing black and white negatives in a developing tank.

From that point in time, a whole new world of images opened before that muddled teenage boy, paving the
way for my later entrance into the world of photographic artistry. Ten years later, in 1984, Master Mou, then
Dean of the Editorial Office of Photography, recruited me as a professional photographer. Objectively
speaking, that | have made some achievement and continue my journey in photography is inseparable from
Master Mou’ s promotion and nurturing. At the time | was a conceited and contemptuous lad who always
thought my own photographs best, obstinate in my work and aloof from others in my profession. Master Mou
had decades of experience shooting and editing artistic photographs, and had spent a lifetime working
diligently and conscientiously, always with a humble and forgiving demeanor. Inspired and guided by him, |
gradually understood the meaning of the phrase “there is no end to the path of learning,” and through him |
learned that the real work of an editor is to respect and unite others in the same vocation and to possess clear
professional integrity.

In the mid to late 1980s, the Editorial Office of Photography entered a wonderfully productive period under the
direction of Master Mou. All of our colleagues worked cooperatively to advance our profession. One after
another, we published such large-format albums as Sichuan, The Fairytale Realm of Jiuzhaigou, Mount
Siguniang, Dujiangyan, The Stone Carvings of Dazu, etc., making a proper contribution to our province’ s
publishing industry. In all my days with Master Mou, what moved me the most was how he created an ideal
environment for junior photographers that gave us free rein and artistic license, under the sole condition that
we complete our work, while at the same time encouraging us to expand our artistic horizons and browse
diverse photographic subjects. As a good example of this, he actively took part in all kinds of photography in
the field, continuously enhancing his artistic creations and level of appreciation. At that time, Master Mou
always encouraged us to become actively involved with all sorts of nationwide photography events, providing
the opportunity to befriend fans of photography; he even urged us to squeeze time out of work so we could get
out to shoot our own creative works, going so far as to provide us with the requisite materials. | feel fortunate
to have met such a broadminded and visionary teacher, colleague and leader so deserving of respect.

This collection of Master Mou’s photographic works that is about to reach public attention is only the tip of the
iceberg in comparison with his several decades of artistic creation. Based on my own understanding of this
work, it can be divided into two parts, the first part a general chronology of his photographic experience: from
the solitary “Ancient Salt Wellhead at Wutong Bridge” of the 1950s to the tranquil and dimly discernable
“Wangjiang Pavilion” of the 1960s to the tearful “Landlord’ s Mansion” of the 1970s, the delighted and
devout “Light of Happiness” of the 1980s and the grand and magnificent “Jiayu Pass” of the 1990s, etc.



Each of these images is imprinted by a distinctive era; together they reveal the particular path a senior
photographer has taken. The second part displays Master Mou’ s strong individual character and distinctive
esthetic pursuit, realized in his use of nature as the object of his landscape photography. Master Mou,
although not unique in this regard, is an ardent admirer of nature. He is able to express this admiration
through his photographic work, adding another layer of grace that can only be savored through delicate
rumination and by responding with a quiet heart.

Speaking of landscape photography, the present economic development of society has given contemporaries
more opportunity to come into contact with nature than previous generations. Not only is there an increasing
abundance of methods and means to represent nature, but the famous mountains and great rivers in any
corner on the world can be reached in a day. As a result, there are increasingly diverse and attractive
landscape photographs to dazzle the viewer. While these works may have good color composition, marvelous
light and shadow effects, and to use a popular professional term, strong visual impact, many such works
remain empty, with their form dominating their substance, and they lack abstruse artistic expression
altogether. As such, most are cursory—showy but superficial—and mutually derivative works, replete with
manifestations of our modern social malaise: that superficial and impetuous mentality that is eager for quick
success and instant gratification. Master Mou, on the contrary, a senior photographer of his generation,
always approached nature with a sort of composed and detached frame of mind.

| remember midsummer of 1978 when, having just emerged from the battlefield of the national college
entrance exam, | invited a few childhood friends to climb Mount Emei to recuperate from our mental and
physical exhaustion. There | unexpectedly encountered Master Mou taking photographs atop Avatamsaka
Peak. | learned that he had lingered in the mountains for the duration of half a month in order to seize the
poetic charm of this abode of immortals. By day he followed the mists deep into the forests and clambered up
rocks, carefully observing the continually changing landscape, while by night he kept company with ancient
Buddhas by lamplight, moved to comprehend nature and appreciate life. Master Mou has taken many
photographs of Mount Emei over several years, many of them great works. Every time he came to Mount
Emei he always maintained a sense of reverence, for according to Master Mou, all of life’ s tribulations are
unworthy of utterance in the face of nature. The process of photographing nature, in fact, is a journey to purify
one's mind and seek one's spirit; nature is a stainless mirror, and in the mirror you can observe your
completely authentic self.

In truth, the collected works of Master Mou is such a mirror, and within this mirror we can see a venerated old
man who possesses a staunch faith in life, and a determined pursuit unmoved by fame and wealth, who is
brimming with benevolence for family, friends and colleagues. Of course, as readers, we can also use this
mirror to reflect upon ourselves.

Chen Jin
Dec.2005
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MY SICHUAN CONNECTION

My love affair with China began in 1982. That year | began work on a National Geographic
article about China’s great silk tradition. | arrived in Beijing with my wife Babs and our son
Yari, who was six months old, and 23 cases of camera equipment(including baby diapers).
Our plan was to travel for several months to the far reaches of China, studying and
photographing. It was our first visit to China and we were nervous.

The China Silk Corporation had sent an interpreter-guide to meet us at the airport. The guide
was the beautiful, young Mou Lan who greeted us like we were family and who became our
constant companion for our journey across China. This was a difficult project. China was just
beginning to open to the world and many people were wary of these foreigners traveling with
cameras. Mou Lan used her wit, intelligence and charm to make the project possible.

Mou Lan was from Chengdu in Sichuan and she held strong opinions about the food and
culture in other the other parts of China where we worked. In each place she would say, “The
food is very good here, but the food is better in Sichuan.” Or she would say, “These people
are very nice to us here, but the people are much nicer in Sichuan,” It was clear Mou Lan was
a bit homesick. One day she asked me, “Why don’t you do a National Geographic story
about Sichuan?” Sichuan was closed to foreigners at the time so | had to reply, “I would love
to if you can get me permission to visit.” This conversation repeated many times during my
first stay in China. Eventually we went home and | didn’ t think much more about it.

Two years later, | got a call from a man in the Consulate of China in New York. He told me |
had an invitation to visit Sichuan Province and make a photo story. | called the National
Geographic and a new adventure began. This time it looked like it was going to be even more
difficult to accomplish the work | had to do. Many officials in the government were unsure
about what | should be permitted to photograph and reluctant to make suggestions. Mou Lan
suggested that | talk to her father, Mr. Mou Hangyuan.

Mr. Mou had that same twinkle in his eye that | had come to see when | worked with Mou Lan.
That twinkle sent a message that said, “Don’t be discouraged. There are wonderful things
about to happen. Just have a little patience and everything will work out.”

Mr. Mou invited me to his office where he had his own collection of photographs. He brought
out mountains of black and white prints —pictures that he had taken over a long and



distinguished career—pictures that clearly showed a great love of Sichuan and her people. Mr.
Mou was a generous man. He clearly wanted my project to succeed. We spent hours looking
at pictures, discussing where they were taken, and how | might add these subject to my
itinerary. His own collection and his vast knowledge of the province became the foundation for
my own coverage. He encouraged me to go to difficult places. He gave me hints on what were
the best angles for photography. Most of all, he treated me like professional colleague and
gave generously of his time and knowledge. | suspect he might have also pulled a few strings
to make sure | got to see those places he suggested that | visit—places like Jiuzhaigou, Dazu,
and Zigong.

Mr. Mou’s photography was inspiring. His coverage of every event and every location showed
a creative and curious eye. The result was a celebration of Sichuan and her people. | was a
young photographer, terrified of failure on a major National Geographic assignment. Mr. Mou
may have sensed that. He calmed me down and gave me the kind of guidance that only
comes after great experience.

Traveling and taking picture for a living is a glamorous job but it can be a very lonely
existence. What makes it possible to keep moving ahead are the very special people who
take the time to help out and take you under their wings. | began my project in April, 1982 and
by October | was getting pretty homesick myself. Mr. and Mrs. Mou must have discovered the
date of my birthday on my traveling papers. They surprised me with a birthday party, complete
with a New York style birthday cake, lots of friends and family, and singing. What a wonderful
way to extend a welcome across the world of cultures.

The Mou family and my own family have become friends for life. In the time | knew Mr. Mou he
taught me some very important lessons on how to conduct myself as a professional and how
to work in the world. | miss him.

Cary Wolinsky
National Geographic Photographer
April 15, 2006
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