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mm Preface

Is photography a form of art? Perhaps yes, and perhaps no; perhaps partly yes, and partly
no. Yet, we have been told for long that it is generally assumed to be undoubtedly a form
of art since "art", by nature, implies creativity, which has given rise to the ongoing versatile
unbounded bundles of today's photography. This has virtually resulted in the unwanted
presence of the so-called "self-confinedness" and "perplexity" of its non-artistic facet, or, to a
great extent, falsely characterized the nature of photography.

Being a relatively marginal discipline, photography has been exploring its self-expressiveness
over the past decades. However, under the current streams of conceptual experimentation,
operational automation and material diversification in photography, and under the influence of
increasingly frequent photography festivals or large-scale exhibitions, the original borderline
of people's cognition has been undergoing constant changes and been revolutionized, with
much diversified photographic works of various sorts, ranging from serious, excited, pious,
almost self-tortured, dream-hovering, unscrupulous, totally-exhausted to the mysterious or
commercial-benefit-oriented types, which have actually created great challenges to our sense
of the world. Over the seemingly great water of photography, there exist lots of ripples, waves
or foams, but what on earth underlies such a scene of jubilation?

Perhaps an old saying provides a witty answer: over the water tosses the rolling foam, while
underneath silently runs the deep water. Out of a scene of kaleidoscope, is there anything
more constant, invariable, and closer to the existing truth? What is the wonder of the non-
artistic photography — the counterpart of artistic photography? This is also what the present
"FOTOE Documentary Photography Classic" focuses. The so-called non-artistic photography,
i.e. non-creative photography — such as documentary, photo-journalism, portrait photography
and chrono-photography - is not hard to define. Compared with the colorful scenes over the



surface, perhaps "the scene underneath" may be more helpful for us to access the nature of
photography.

Unguestionably, photos in such a small series are far from enough to present a panoramic
view of the non-artistic photography, and, by the same token, these works of art along with
their authors have been generally recognized as the most important representatives of the
contemporary Chinese documentary photography. When we are attracted, roaming through
all these images pertaining to various viewpoints from distinct photographers as well as free
from the hustle and bustle, we could possibly return or direct to a crystal clear and plain visual
definition: the nature of photography lies in its truthfulness while its quality depends upon the
facts that have been condensed or comprehended.

However, we have no intention here to classify photography into two distinctive categories:
the creative and non-creative. By adopting such (more or less) sketchy labels, we are only
aiming at the general convenience of explanation. In fact, subject to the differences in
understanding, context and circumstance, the elements of creativity can never be dissociated
from documentary photography, just as the foams on the great water can not be utterly
separated from the flowing river. Even Robert Capa, the master of documentary photography,
once deliberately played tricks on the non-creative belief of documentary photography by
secretly posing for his master piece Fallen Soldier. In the same way, it is not difficult for viewers
to perceive original creativities from the photo-series, especially those taken in the earlier
years. It thus proves that creative and non-creative elements can sometimes co-exist naturally
within the same piece of works. But only when these images are perceived from "historical
perspectives', their overall explanatory text will be a chronological process of the development
in documentary photography --- the actual process of breaking away from the creativity.
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It was forty-two years ago that | pressed the shutter for the first time, with a borrowed camera.
In those days, the camera was completely operated by hand, rather than automatically,
including all the work of developing prints in the darkroom, therefore, the exceptional shooting
skill was considered to be the key factor to a good picture. At first | mainly took souvenir
photos, | shot for others, for myself, or made some self portraits, and since then | have been
more and more interested in photography. Now | can still remember how | indulged myself in
appreciating the photos with a magnifier.

In the 1980s, | came up with new ideas about photography. To me shooting skills were no
longer important, and what was considered to be more important was what to shoot. | began
to heed the events and the society of that time. Meanwhile driven by the “strong impact” made
by the society, | believed that photography’s life depended upon those “decisive moments”,
which should be perfectly displayed in superb art quality.

Then, in the 1990s, art quality, in my eyes, did not seem to be the key factor to photography
either. | didn’t particularly care about the light, the composition or the angel, neither did | wait
all day long for one picture. | was ready to press the shutter wherever and whenever | got a
chance, no matter | stayed indoors or outdoors, it was windy or rainy, or it was day or night. In
my opinion, the trivial had become the important and the ordinary the valuable, and my job was
to take them down.

With the turn of the new century, even photography doesn’t seem to be of the most importance
to me, but it is something that has slipped into my life. | know that it is impossible for the
photos taken by me to cover and illustrate the comprehensive nature and profound meaning
of the human history, however | grow more desirable than ever to press the shutter and
endeavour to take down as many aspects of the ever-changing world as possible. The reason
for my doing so may be that | feel the time for my shooting work has become less, so | take
pictures anytime and anywhere whenever | have a chance. Meanwhile | have a sort of strange
feeling that photography no longer means a particular professional skill, but something that has
become a part of my life. The photos collected in this album carry all the words | want to say.
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1979 The wall of the Emperor City, Beijing
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2007 798 Art Zone, Beijing
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1984 Tian’ anmen Square, Beijing
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