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Inaugural issue of Popular Photography,
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An artwork from the North River

Alliance period in Shanghai,

photographed by Gu Zheng, 1987
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Zhang Xinmin, Renmin South Street

Square, Chengdu, 1995
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I. Chinese Photography's Modern Transition and Dual Modernity

Contemporary Chinese photography's historical developmental thread has never undergone
rigorous sifting and analysis. The question of how to restore the historical circumstances and
photographic environment of the time is very important to the research of contemporary
Chinese photography. This would include such elements as the artistic control mechanisms, the
environment of photographic dissemination mediums, external influences, stylistic pursuits and
technical traits of the time.

The most important task, however, and the first one which should be completed, is a
discussion of the modern transition of Chinese photography. Only through deeper discussion and
research of this question can we reach relatively fair historical conclusions about the formation
and development of contemporary Chinese photography, especially that of the 1980s.

The author personally believes that efforts to achieve modernity in Chinese photography first
began in the early 20th century at the latest and reached scale in the 1920s and 30s. Photographers

began a pursuit of photographic language in various ways: Lang Jingshan through news
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photography and commercial photography, Zhuang Xueben through ethnographic photography,
Sha Fei through photojournalism, Jin Shisheng, Zhang Yinquan and Liu Xucang through artistic
photography, and Ao Enhong and Zhang Cai through urban photography. Unfortunately, the
collective efforts of these Chinese photographers were interrupted by war with the Japanese
during World War Il and the Civil War which followed. Thirty years of tight political control after
the founding of the People's Republic kept the modern transition of Chinese photography in a state
of suspension. It wasn't until the new waves of thought in the 1980s that the pursuit of a modern
transition in Chinese photography once again became a possibility.

In a sense, the efforts and explorations of Chinese photography outside of the mainstream
in the 1980s were a response to the call of the times as well as a pursuit and realization of the
unfinished modern transition in Chinese photography. Without war and revolution, would that
realization have required such tribulations? Would it have required two series of efforts separated
by forty years? On which fronts did the modern transition of Chinese photography unfold? In
which aspects has it been achieved, and which aspects are still in the midst of transition? The
perspectives and theoretical frameworks, through which we approach Chinese photography since
the 1980s, including how we deal with the concept of a second modern transition, will lead us
to a rich set of differing, open conclusions, rather than a single, definitive one. The subjective
explorations of a group of Chinese photographers in the 1980s formed the face of non-mainstream
photography at the time, while also providing experiences for all kinds of photographic practice
that would follow. In this sense, without looking at the conscious pursuit of photography-in-itself
by these non-mainstream photographers, including in-depth research into rebellious practices
against the system of photography, it would be impossible to write an integrated, continuous

history of contemporary Chinese photography.

II. Prehistory of Contemporary Chinese Photography (1949-1976)

In 1949, the Chinese revolution achieved victory. Through the 1950s and 60s, the existence
and development of photography was mainly limited to two aspects. One was news photography,
which was subject to strict political controls. News photography was only allowed to report things
in a positive light, and news was merged with propaganda, while documentary photography
was simply not allowed to exist. The other aspect was "artistic" photography under the guidance
of state ideology. The main task of "artistic" photography in post-revolutionary China was to

depict the changes brought by the new society. As Shi Shachua (who would later become the
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director of Xinhua News Agency) wrote in the first edition of Popular Photography back in 1958,
that photography's direction was to "serve the workers, farmers and soldiers, and to serve the
construction of the new society.” This had two implications. First, photography had to take the core
of the new society, the "workers, farmers and soldiers," as its main subject of depiction, and second,
"construction of the new society" had taken paramount importance. As a result, the depictive
content of "artistic" photography could be summed up by three main tasks: to shape the image of
the new society, to depict aspirations towards industrialization, i.e. modernization, and thirdly,
to promote collectivist values. All of this was in keeping with national development goals and
official ideology.While these propaganda photographs, with their utopian airs, influenced people's
understandings of their society, they sometimes came to form a sort of false history for those
who lacked historical wariness. Oddly, sentimentalist photography styles representative of literati
taste were allowed to continue under the name of "artistic" photography. That is because landscape
photography that sings the praises of the nation's scenery was useful in arousing patriotic
sentiments, but since it did not directly depict the social changes which followed the revolution, it
was relegated to the margins.

The relationship between photography and politics grew even more direct during the Cultural
Revolution, which lasted from 1966 to 1976. A case in point is the July 16, 1966 photograph of
Mao Zedong swimming the Yangtze River. Standing on the deck of the boat, cloaked in a large
bathrobe as he waves his hand to the breeze, he is showing the world an image of energy and
vigor. His image hints that he has the courage to break with the "powerful capitalist roader faction
within the party." His confidence in his health broadcasts his strong political self-confidence; he is
giving his opponents a show of force to apply psychological pressure. The display of the bathrobe,
a form of attire usually relegated to private spaces, alludes to Mao's unbridled character. This
photograph also destroyed the monotonous design of leader images that had previously wavered
between geniality and solemnity, providing a new understanding of what was already becoming
an ossified image of Mao, and providing new content and imagination for Mao worship. It also
presaged the rationality of his many surprising political moves that were to follow. Early Cultural
Revolution photography played an important role in reshaping and redefining Mao's image as well
as in political mobilization.

During the Cultural Revolution, photography permeated every aspect of social life. This
manifested not only in the political ritual of hanging a Mao Zedong portrait photograph in one's
home, but also in the ritualization of photography itself. Many personal portrait photographs

featured the subject waving Quotations from Chairman Mao in front of a revolutionary historical
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site, or using props and costumes to imitate the actions and poses of heroes from the model operas.
These showed the new requirements imposed on the body and behavior by ideology. These new
requirements and the control of the body were fully affirmed by the ritual nature of photography.
In family portraits, family members would wear Mao badges or other marks of the revolution.
During the Cultural Revolution, people would express their political loyalties and choices by
donning specific cultural symbols. The Mao portrait, which before the Cultural Revolution had
mostly been seen in public spaces and events, now relentlessly expanded into the private space.
This reflects the Cultural Revolution's total obliteration of any distinctions between public and
private. Through the visual medium of photography, ideology followed the gaze of the leader's
portrait to be projected into every corner of daily life. In their everyday setting, the people would
constantly meet the gaze of Mao Zedong, feeling his massive presence, spiritual tension, terror
and reassurance arising simultaneously. When facing the gaze of photography, they could sense
the presence of the massive, ubiquitous surveillance system behind the lens.

The many photographic "creations" that were distributed through the media during the
Cultural Revolution pushed Stalin's socialist realism to its logical extreme. In terms of content,
Cultural Revolution photography amounted to diagrammatic explanations of ideology. The figures
in the images carried out highly exaggerated actions with simple facial expressions, which were
inexplicably solemn, indignant or smiling emptily. In terms of visual rhetoric, the perspectives were
mostly looking up at the subjects. Lighting was usually cast from the side and the back for increased
dramatic effect. The composition mostly consisted of a group of people gathered around one
central figure. In order to ensure control over the overall effect of the picture, most were shot using
backdrops, a decision that was of course rooted in technical and material limitations. The highly
organized photographs were in accord with the highly organized society's need to control everything.
The fact that absolutely no loss of control over even the visual presentation of human activity
could be tolerated is a manifestation of the essence of uniformity in the aesthetics of the Cultural
Revolution. Every single thing was under control. Vision is first and foremost political. The so-called
"artistic photography" of the time was the use of these methods to visualize the political spectacle.

In April 1976, the mass folk-based movements mourning the death of Premier Zhou Enlai
were accompanied by spontaneous photographic documentation of these movements. This marked
the people's loss of faith in official propaganda photography. With the death of Mao Zedong, the
people moved inexorably towards openness. Here, culture played a role in spurring conceptual

rethinking and the liberation of ideas.
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III. Photography in the Post-Mao Era (1976 to the present)

The "April Photography Group," which appeared in Beijing in 1979, was the first folk-based
photography group in the post-Mao era to strive for creative freedoms. The photography group
craze of the mid 1980s, which saw the emergence of the Shaanxi Group, Shanghai's "North River
Alliance" Salon, Beijing's "Fission" Group and Xiamen's "Five Ones" Group, among others, made it
clear that this push for creative freedoms had become a nationwide phenomenon. These groups,
with their divergent aspirations and diverse memberships, formed a rich and varied landscape of
photography groups. At that time, individual photographers with their own independent views on
photography also began to emerge, such as Mo Yi of Tianjin, Li Xiaobin, Xu Yong, Yuan Dongping
and Lu Nan of Beijing, Zhang Hai'er of Guangzhou, Wang Yaodong and Gu Zheng of Shanghai
and Yu Deshui and Jiang Jian of Henan. Whether they were groups or individuals, all of these
photographers shared one fundamental pursuit, the right to control their own observation. Their
photographic observation was no longer from the perspective of the nationalist grand narrative,
but an observation for themselves and for the people who had been romanticized by the times.
Most of them were no longer willing to observe things as a "subject of the nation." Instead, they
wished to observe society as independent individuals and make individual evaluations of reality.
They would speak for themselves while also striving to change the face of Chinese photography.

Working on the foundation of this effort for self-determinant observation, Chinese
documentary photography began to emerge in the late 1980s and early 90s, and reached scale in
the mid 1990s, becoming an important phenomenon in contemporary Chinese photography.

In terms of subject matter, these documentary photographers broke official taboos, using
their lenses to collect the existential circumstances of the various sectors of society which had
previously gone unnoticed (especially the lower rungs of society), and striving to reflect every
aspect of social life. Their photography would no longer be manipulated by official ideology.
Instead, they would follow their own views and perceptions to document the massive changes
taking place in society. Meanwhile, others were seeking out the development of individual styles
within documentary photography, enriching the field even further. Representative figures of this
field include Li Nan, Zhang Xinmin, Hou Dengke, Jiang Jian, Yang Yankang, Wu Jialin, Han Lei,
Zhou Hai and Lu Yuanmin.

The state of Chinese society since reform and opening could be summed up as a process of
interaction between cities and the countryside, of the cities absorbing labor from the countryside and

of cities striving to gain control over the direction of their own development. Contemporary Chinese
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documentary photography basically amounts to the use of photographic methods to bear witness
to this process of social change. Whether these photographers focus on rural or urban life, whether
they convey external social change or use internal expressions to cast light on reality, they have all

preserved important visual documentation of the massive change which has taken place in this era.

A. Focusing on Change in the Countryside

China has always been an agrarian nation. Among the changes wrought on Chinese society by the
reform and opening, many of the most profound have taken place in the countryside. Many Chinese
photographers have been using documentary methods in a sustained effort to present the social life and
changes taking place in the countryside. Zhu Xianmin, Xie Hailong, Hou Dengke and Jiang Jian have
made profound contributions in this field.

Zhu Xianmin's series Two Sides of the Yellow River and Girls of the Central Plain, which
he shot throughout the 1980s, could be called the earliest significant photographic work focused
on documenting the existence of people along the banks of the Yellow River. Xie Hailong's
Photographic Documentation of Project Hope, which he began in the early 1990s, was the first
work of documentary photography to gain wide social recognition and understanding in China.
His photographs, which depicted the tragic condition of unschooled children and the state of rural
education in impoverished regions, did not only prompt the entire society to focus on this serious
issue and work towards a solution.

The Wheat Hands by the late Hou Dengke provided a profound example in the question of how to
localize the western form and concept in documentary photography. The Wheat Hands mostly depicts
the unique lifestyles of migrant wheat harvesters in the Loess Plateau, using panoramic narrative
methods to provide a glimpse into the existence of this special class of farmer. He spent ten years of
observation, presenting the details of their condition and life within the setting of their activities. His
deep, sustained observation provided rich material for the understanding and viewing of documentary
photography as well as the consideration of the unique traits of Chinese documentary photography.

Jiang Jian, who lives and works both in Beijing and Henan Province, uses a formulaic portrait
photography form, capturing details of the environments with a wide depth of field. As he creates
portraits of farmers living in China's Central Plains, he also presents the spectacle of orthodox ideology,
contemporary mass culture and traditional culture squaring off and coexisting in the living spaces
of these farmers. The homes of Henan farmers are the main content in his photographs. He makes

ample use of the camera's power to capture detail, thoroughly depicting every little detail of their living



spaces, which he used to present their lifestyles and characters, while using flashy colors to enhance
the aesthetic tastes of these Central Plains farmers. With a concept-driven formulaic (this is not meant
to be taken in a negative way) observation method, Jiang Jian has provided visual documentation for
understanding the lives of Chinese farmers in a certain region.

Throughout the 1990s, Guangdong photographer Zhang Xinmin was engaged in a massive
photography project entitled Laying Siege on the City — the Long March of Chinese Peasants to
the Cities. This project is made up of three parts, Town and Country, To the City and The City. The
series panoramically presents the most representative phenomenon of the changes taking place in
contemporary Chinese society: peasants leaving their land and entering the cities. In a sense, Zhang
Xinmin's work is more about how peasants survive in the city, rather than life in the city itself. In
contemporary China's urbanization process, however, their lives in the city have become an important
component of contemporary urban life overall. Zhang's photography has made an exquisite and detailed
presentation of the rich content surrounding their lives in the city.

The time that photographers such as Hou Dengke, Hu Wugong, Yu Deshui, Jiang Jian and
Zhang Xinmin spent documenting life in the countryside perfectly overlaps with the critical
formative years of Chinese documentary photography in the 1990s. Through a long period of
discussion, thought and practice, a group of Chinese photographers finally entered the late 1990s
with a collective awareness of the need to focus on life in society. Never again would their gaze rest
on literati-style natural scenery, and never again would they accept the falsehood of constructed
scenes of happy, beautiful lives. Their focus on the countryside and their practice of documenting
rural life has created a precious record of the changes that have taken place in Chinese society,
especially the profound external and internal transformations in rural society. The one unchanging
trait that can be found throughout their photographic practice is their eternally positive and

profound exploration of social change and human nature.

B. The Rise of Urban Photography

As the reform and opening began to pick up steam, some Chinese photographers finally began
to notice the complexity and charm of urban life. As the urbanization process gained momentum,
photographic expression of the cities became a real possibility. People finally realized that the effects
of urbanization on people were profound and multifaceted. Urbanization implies much more than a
modernization of material life. While the complex structures of urban societies and the real problems
they entail provided photographers with rich material on which to apply their skills, it also tested the
limits of photography itself. The complexity of urban life often presents itself with drama and absurdity
that cannot be replicated in other places. This complex, ever-changing reality of the city requires that
the photographer do more than just document it as a "witness"; he must also respond accordingly in the
dimension of "expression.” The city was the new challenge that photographers faced at the turn of the
21st century. How have they faced the challenges that urbanization poses on photographic expression?
How have they engaged in their exploration and experimentation? Perhaps some of the artworks
presented in this book will provide some answers to these questions.

The mid to late 1980s were the formative period for Chinese urban photography. Guangzhou
photographer Zhang Hai'er was one of the first urban photographers to present the individual
experience of urban life in highly individualized images. Desire stimulated and provoked by urban life,
found prominent display in Zhang Hai'er's photography. His photography was an extemporaneous
reaction of the individual to the city, a form of observation with a strongly subjective consciousness. In
the mid 1980s, Zhang Hai'er's photography was an outlier, but it turned out to be a significant hallmark
in the development of Chinese urban photography.

The "North River Alliance" photography group that emerged in Shanghai in 1986 was a folk-based
photography group that viewed the city as its spiritual wellspring. From the beginning, the "North River
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Alliance” consciously chose the city as its subject matter, with the images of the city created by You
Zehong, Wang Yaodong, Mao Yiging, and Gu Zheng standing out in particular. They openly declared
that they were unmoved by the city's flashy surface, and that they intended to use photographic
methods to engage in a struggle of resistance against the alienating effects of the city on the people,
pointing out the side of urban life that was contrary to human nature. Meanwhile in Tianjin, Mo Yi was
using his unique "anti-photography" techniques to engage in a somewhat tragic individual exploration
on that city's streets. His series of self portraits touched on the fundamental human problem of the
values and existence of the lonely individual in the city.

It is worth noting that the explorations of the abovementioned photographers all turned the city
into a carrier for individual subjective experience, using a dialogue between the individual and the city
to express the individual experience in the city. Documentation of real life in urban society, however,
had yet to become a topic for their photography. This may be because Chinese urban life at the time had
yet to be transformed as radically as that of the countryside, and had consequently failed to sufficiently
attract their attention.

Into the 1990s, as the process of globalization began to accelerate, the urbanization of
Chinese society began to unfold at an extraordinary speed. As all kinds of social problems began
to intensify, the rapid pace of urbanization began to affect people's mindsets and ways of life,
and photography began to use its unique methods to observe, witness and present Chinese
urbanization on these levels.

In the early 1990s, Xu Yong in Beijing and Lu Yuanmin in Shanghai both began using their own
methods to come up with their own answers to the coming waves of urbanization. In Beijing, Xu Yong
seems to have had a premonition that the ancient city of Beijing was about to enter into a fierce frenzy
of demolition and construction. He aimed his camera at the hutong alleys of Beijing filled with their
traditional architecture. With calm vision and a steady hand, he captured the hutongs in their calm
before the "storm" of demolition, preserving a historical and cultural document of the architecture in
this ancient city. These images became a rallying point for the nostalgia craze that followed, and his
intentional avoidance of the marks of human activity made them more of an historical fossil of the old
hutongs, now a subject of material longing. Lu Yuanmin's Shanghailanders presented us with a group
of Shanghai denizens who continued to live life according to their set logic in the midst of dramatic
social change. Lu's Suzhou Creek presented a "foreign atmosphere” in Shanghai that differed from that
of the Bund, catching those who still pined after Shanghai's glory days off guard. The importance of
the photographic practices of these two photographers is in that they each used their own methods to

provide individual perceptions and understandings of the city.
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In the mid to late 1990s, Shanghai-based Wang Yaodong's prolific urban photography focused on
the growing and increasingly superficial material desire that lay concealed behind advertising images.
Through his alteration and highlighting of these images, the city was shown in a terrifying light as a
place for the installation of desires. Zhou Mingxian used The Last Days of China Rail One and Housing
Difficulties to create a realistic report on the lives of Shanghai residents.

Before Luo Yongjin arrived in Shanghai in 1999, he had already received broad recognition for
his New Residence — Luoyang series. Though the series was shot in Luoyang, which isn't exactly a
modern metropolis in the typical sense, the "pre-modern" urban forms he conveyed in these images
powerfully presented Chinese residences while also revealing the Chinese people's deeper awareness
of architectural space. This provides a very meaningful reference for the understanding of the
relationships between architecture and life in Chinese interior cities. After he arrived in Shanghai, the
dislocated grid collage pieces he created rendered the infinite expansiveness and self-replication of the
modern metropolis in a unique way.

Today, the external environment that catalyzed Chinese urban photography has already taken
shape. The two-dimensional information media forms that flow through the urban space require much
reflection, and images of urban life and society are an opportunity for people, especially photographers,
to take a closer look at life in the city. They also provide a space for photographers' observations of urban

life to gain recognition and dissemination.
C. The Rise of “New Documentary Photography”

By the late 1990s, the increasing pervasiveness of commercial forces in mass media began to
exert pressure on the dissemination space for the once-flourishing documentary photography, and the
field found itself unable to develop further. Many people then began to explore artistic photography,
which allowed for the expression of more individual style, while documentary photography began
a transformation into "new documentary photography” which leaned towards more individual
perspectives. Representative figures of "new documentary photography" include Liu Zheng, Rong Rong,
Shao Yinong, Mu Chen, Li Lang, Yan Changjiang, Qu Yan and the Birdhead Group. Liu Zheng's series,
The Chinese, while utterly exposing the brutality of life and the absurdity of reality, also emphasized
the purity and visual power of photographic language. In The Chinese, images of Chinese people
doggedly emerge from an atmosphere that is depressing yet intense, hopeless yet sentimental, dark yet
exciting, presenting the degradation and struggles of the "heavy corporeal body" in an era of drastic

social change. The Chinese, which drifts between the conceptual and the documentary, uses its twin
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strengths of form and content to transcend the traditional boundaries of documentary photography,
creating new possibilities for contemporary Chinese photography.

Since the mid 1990s, as the globalizing Chinese society has shifted towards urbanization and
the market economy, it has also rapidly moved towards the transition to a mass consumer society. One
major change that has come as a result of this process is that consumerism as an ideology has become
the mainstream values system in everyday life. In the transformation into a "socialist market economy,"
the highly commercialized social environment that has gradually developed has come to reshape the
attitudes, values and behavior of a generation of youth. This generation, born and raised in the cities,
has been completely exposed to the consumer market and consumerist ideology, and under various
family and social influences, it has grown into a new type of person that is the most self centered in
the entirety of Chinese history. The convenience of disseminating information provided by the highly
developed mass media has given many young people, who already view photography as a part of their
daily lives, an impulse to share their experiences with others. While the photography of such people as
Liu Yiging has provided them with the ability to express themselves, it has also turned photography
into an important "language” for this generation. "Private photography,” which melds individual
experiences with everyday feelings, has become one of the new strains in "new documentary

photography."

D. The Rise of "Conceptual Photography"

As disseminative mediums grew more developed, documentary photography reached a
climax in the mid to late 1990s as every facet of social life received varying levels of attention
from documentary photography. Meanwhile, those unsatisfied with these traditional techniques
began engaging in exploratory practices. New Photo Magazine, which published only four issues
in its two year run under Liu Zheng and Rong Rong, pushed photographic exploration another
step forward with its radical concepts and ever-changing techniques. Sensitive artists, motivated
by pressure from their environment, transformed that pressure into photographic expression for
engaging in dialogue with and resistance against reality. This underground, photocopied magazine
was a systematic attempt by a new generation of photographers to open up a self-controlled space
for the dissemination of their works and the power of self-expression.

Just as documentary photography was on the rise, another group of people began
explorations in conceptual photography. All artistic expression is the product of concepts. For this
reason, no matter whether it was the abovementioned pure form of documentary photography,
or this conceptual photography, in a certain sense, it was only a matter of how deeply or shallowly
those concepts were concealed. It is not the intention of this article to form a definition of
conceptual photography. Conceptual photography, however, is at the very least different from
documentary in that it discards with efforts to document and disseminate information in its
expression.

Because of the spread of photography, it is no longer an exotic affair for artists who aim to
create images and present concepts. More importantly, artists are not fettered by identities as
professional photographers. They recognize that photography's latent potential as a means of
expression is far from being fully exploited. In their hands, photography may be nothing more
than a means for visualizing concepts.

The phrase conceptual photography has been a key term in western postmodern art, and it
is viewed as a secondary concept to conceptual art. In the Chinese context, however, conceptual
photography emerged independently to become a concept that is in competition with documentary
photography. This has changed the term's connotations accordingly.

Conceptual art flourished in the West from the 1960s to the mid 1970s. Some artists used

photographs to express their ideas about the real world, to cast doubt on the established, systemic



definitions of the art system, the art market and artworks and to engage in deep exploration of the
relationships between language and images. The use of photography in conceptual art usually fell
under one of two categories: the first was the organic incorporation photography into conceptual
art, and the second was the use of photography to document artistic behavior and events
within artistic space, which is to say that photography was used in conceptual art as a means for
documentation. The merging of photography with these means of expression both brought about
changes in artistic disseminative methods and elicited a reconsideration of photography itself. In
this process, attention was of course also drawn to the question of what photography actually is.
In this light, conceptual photography in the western sense took on qualities of a sort of primordial
photography. In China on the other hand, the somewhat satirical tone of the proposition of
conceptual photography seemed to lend it an air of assumed superiority over documentary
photography or straight photography, and every style of photography that on the surface didn't
appear to fit with straight or pure photography became lumped together into the category of
conceptual photography. The real question isn't if either"documentary'or"conceptual"is better than
the other, or which one is more advanced or more backwards. The fundamental question is about
the relationship between photography and contemporary reality.

Two landmark events for Chinese conceptual photography in the 1990s were the New
Image: Conceptual Photography Art Exhibition curated by Daozi in 1997, and Strange Tales of
Photography: Exhibition of New Chinese Conceptual Photography curated by Zhu Qi in 1998.
These exhibitions revealed a different trend in contemporary photography concerning that the
majority of the works were staged photographs used to indicate"concepts."While using photography
to"document"their concepts, the photographers were also using photographic methods to dissolve
the medium of photography itself. For artists, who were always seeking ways to more freely express
themselves, the prospect of being able to freely change images raised by digital technology surely
also aroused a sense of affinity. Regardless, the proposal of the term'conceptual photography"and
the emergence of its specific practice in the 1990s played an important role in promoting changes
and development within photography. It went both ways. Just as it was enriching the expressive
forms of contemporary art, it was also promoting change within photography itself. The thing in
and of itself was not always what really mattered.

Approaching from the broad level of culture, these conceptual photographers used this
medium, which can connect with society in many ways, to engage in a multifaceted discussion
of many different topics including history and memory, power and images, society and gender,
the manipulation of history, the production of space and the power of capital. People such
as Miao Xiaochun, Weng Fen, Cang Xin, Zhuang Hui, Zhang Dali and Cao Fei used artistic

expression rooted in photography to explore the Chinese spiritual world and social change while
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also enriching photographic language as an expressive form. Their photographic explorations
became an important component of the flourishing spectacle of contemporary art. The agility
they showed in dealing with these issues led many people to think that photography had no
lower limits. But it was just this kind of shifting image strategy that led them to touch on many
social, historic and cultural issues, and these were often things that straight photography, limited
by the characteristics of the medium, had often been powerless against. In a sense, conceptual
photography provided many insights into how to deal with the problems mentioned above.

Today, as we enter the 21st century, the profound effect of digital technology on photography
has ignited a passion for fabrication in a post-photographic era. Some photographers are
attempting to use fabrication methods to create their own worlds. Some are using the virtual to
cast artistic doubt on issues in reality, as is seen in the explorations of Xing Danwen, Yao Lu and
Wang Chuan; some are leaning towards using real materials to create completely fabricated real

worlds. Some, such as Miao Xiaochun and Cao Fei, are moving from photography to 3D animation.

Conclusion

It must be noted that the photographic works collected in this book were selected primarily
on the basis of their ability to provide insight into the changes taking place in Chinese society
and the times. Also, these photographs should provide an understanding of the recent trajectory
of photography as a digital medium in China. Works which could reflect the current state of
contemporary Chinese photography received preferential consideration over some more famous
works that did not fall under the auspices of this book.

As China increasingly opens up to the world, Chinese photography is in a process of
converging with world contemporary art on a profound level. What direction Chinese photography
will take, just as what direction Chinese social developments will take, remains a great mystery. [
do believe, however, that just as social development promoted change in art, artistic development
will promote social change. I am also looking forward to even more and better expressions from
Chinese photographers in terms of the variety of subject matter and diversity of techniques. At
the very least, Chinese photography is continuing to play many important roles in pushing society
towards mature development. And though the entry of capital into the art market has served an
important function in the disintegration of ideology, it has also distracted artists from their focus
on reality to a certain degree. However, as has been shown by these past thirty years of Chinese

photography, there is still vast potential for contemporary photography in China.
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