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Presenting the ultimate relationship

between man and religion

About Yang Yankang’ s “The Reflection of Soul”

Gu Zheng

Xizang region, and other broadly defined Tibetan land and Tibetan life,
especially its everyday life gravitated by its religion, has always been an
attraction for photographers from China and all over the world. It probably
has a lot to do with its unique religious atmosphere, and its exotic and
mysterious geographic and cultural character. Certainly, Tibet visually
conforms to the modern imagination of “Primary Landscape” , which is
not only referring to the geographic landscape, but also, the much more
sophisticated landscape of human mind. As an extreme space for human
existence, Tibetan Plateau could be a place to practice transcendent mind
and body cultivation in both material world and spiritual world. Therefore
how photographers visualize the spiritual side of Tibetan land, Tibetans

and their lives is obviously very challenging.

After ten years work and at its finishing stage, Yang Yankang named this
series photography works as “The Reflection of Soul” , which | think
could be one of the most important works in his life. “The Reflection of
Soul” also can be considered as the concluding remark of his long hard
working. In other words, he considers all pieces in this body of work as
images produced by echoes and clashes between everything of Tibet
and calls in his own heart, vibrations in his own soul. These images

are externalizations of one’ s heart being touched, at the same time

internalizations of the religion in one’ s mind.

Yang Yankang' s “The Reflection of Soul” is no doubt an outstanding
work among modern photography of Tibet. As a work of documentary
photography, the sincerely documented Tibetan landscapes and lives
occasionally conforms to our imaginary Tibet. However we can also
discover that his photographs are not only documents, they are also
making efforts to go beyond realistic materiality to reach into spirituality.
From his work we sense everyday life strongly, although the ‘everyday
life’ has diversity and distinctiveness because of its religious and tribal
character. Yet as a body of work gravitated by Tibetan Buddhism, it also

contains parts that surpassed our imaginary Tibet.

The ubiquitous religious imprints in his images manifest into a kind of
intensive sacredness, a transcending sacredness. The unique character
of Yang Yankang’ s Tibetan work is the everyday life quality and the
sacred quality depicted and manifested as a unity. This character
distinguishes Yang Yangkang’ s Tibetan work from many others. In his
images, the divine light reaches our eyes through everyday details. This is

probably the best charm in Yang Yankang’ s Tibetan work.



Yang Yankang has insisted in demonstrating a kind of visual drama
and a taste of poetic in mundane by accumulating images of monk’ s
everyday life. The rigorous framing is possibly an indispensable element
when considering Yang Yankang’ s Tibetan works, which is also the
vital assurance for him to achieve recognition and success. Yet the

rigorousness didn’ t hinder his expressive vision of religious belief.

So-called ‘classic’

is definitely connected with the format created by
the photographer; and the effort Yang Yankang made of pursuing classic
is not only performed in his clean—cut and elegant frames, but more in
his consistent seeking the divinity in mundane. As we are going through
the work we find these images are getting more and more pure, tranquil,
emanating out a special spiritual sensation. If | must identify it, | think, |
might only be able to identify it as Classic Humanism. This identification
is not really charming as we are in the age of honoring “New " and

“Avant-garde” .

However in my consideration, it might be the most

appropriate comment on his work.

Yang Yankang focuses his attention on monks in Tibetan Buddhism.
According to him, he wants to know these men from families and as

monks - “How to live their religious life? How’ s their relationship with

their families? How’ s their relationship between fellow monks? How' s
their relationship with the monasteries and even nature? How do they hold
their beliefs in life? | want to record the everyday life within this believing
system.” -From his words we can see that he is quite clear about the
objects he has intended to demonstrate and depict. This clarity perhaps
contains both possibilities of acceptance and elimination. Meanwhile
the emphasizing, observing and demonstrating of “relationships” has
also embodied the means of transforming invisible to visible, a difficult

challenge.

Basically through the effort of visualizing a series of ‘relationships’

Yang Yankang has been attempting to present a fundamental ultimate
relationship, which is the relationship between human and faith. And
through this series of particular relationships to search and present
ultimate relationship between human and faith, he has not only
transcended the everyday particularity, but also transcended the
secularity caused by the particularity of the subject, in his own spiritual

world.

“The Reflection of Soul” presents the relationship between monks and

their faith in Tibetan Buddhism, and also the photographer’ s relationship



with his own faith. To demonstrate this ultimate relationship in  human life,
in a way, is a great challenge for excellent artists. Since the superficial,
the dramatic, and even poetic expressions have to abdicate to the
calm acceptance and distillation of some kind of indescribable ultimate
relationship in every aspect of detailed everyday life. Photography maybe
has the potential to start with everyday life and transcend. This could be

the most attractive and inspiring aspect of Yang Yankang’ s work.

In a way, photography and religion are two kinds of practices of human
spiritual life (I am sure someone will consider these two are not of the
same level, though | am speaking under the conditions when both are
connected with spirituality by certain causes.), and actually they are a pair
of antinomy. Photography, especially documentary photography, has an
extremely close relationship with reality. It lives on reality, without reality,
there will be no lives of photography (photographs). As the matter of
fact, without reality there is no photography, without reality there are no
photographs. Photography is a projection of reality, thus photographs are
crystals of reality. Yet religion is encouraged and has already overstepped
reality. It is through religion that man can have possibilities and ways to
transcend beyond themselves. Though we will have to admit that religion

might not be the only way for man to step up. Thus for Yang Yankang,

how to reconcile photography that lives on reality and religion that
transcend reality in his work is surely a great challenge. Maybe because it
is such a great challenge, it has attracted Yang Yankang working so hard

to accomplish its call.

How photography gains the chance to cross paths with the divinity of
religion through its exterritorial manifestations (symbols, life and activities
etc.); how photographers touch religions and are touched by religions in
order to transform their “Photography about Religions” to “Religious
Photography” ; for someone, it can be a once in life time opportunity, for
another it could be completely ignored and unconscious. Yang Yankang,
with his work, has proven to us that this opportunity may have been a

significant sacred event designed for his life.

As a photographer, when photography became belief, through observing
and documenting religion, one gives this photography a chance of
spiritual transcendence. For the same reason, the photographing activity
itself might also get a chance to transform into a spiritual practice.
However, we still want to ask more about Yang Yankang’ s work filled
with spiritual nature (religious nature), is it because one is photographing

religion, the photographing behavior and photographs being produced



will automatically acquire the spirituality (divinity)? In what sense, does
photography have the possibility of replacing religion and becoming a
photographer’ s religion? Is belief of a creative activity all one needs
(I would call it ‘The Religion of Activities’ )? What’ s the difference
between ‘The Religion of Activities’ and ‘The Religious Activity’ ? For
all these questions, we (including Yang Yankang) may not need certain
and timely answers; but as facing them, our reflections on photography
might go deeper. And this is the strongest intellectual stimulant Yang

Yancan’ s “The Reflection of Soul” has provided, at least for me.

(Gu Zheng, a famous critic, curator, proffessor and doctoral

supervisor of School Of Journalism, Fudan University.)



DR

= I8

WHIERA BER P EMESIS T F S ORAABRRYEMINEEZR . A ENMELR+
FRPEAEG, AT t/\FNREERILKIBREMXELROAN], BEXBET+5
FHIN EIRARROBERR . BEE, EEDREXKBBER=ZHNEHE. NRME
BRIL+FREETAX M AE, BA, HERHKIBM—ENRTED, THT
YEIN=8FH" . ERBROWER, BRI APELFE—AGRASKRZBIERE
EAIRRR

WIERIEZ+FE, SEHHBEELE, NETE—R, tEh54EH, B8

CHNER . BMRERLREHE, HERLUMNEBREY THIRENEM. Euf

HOMit, ‘HARFEE, THATHR. BME— 1 BEE. REEREF=A—. " F
IHRRTIER— P NEARTUEETENRA? HERNIHILREAT, EXNMED
EZREMC, BICREFARBRRALENRE, BREEN, ELERUBERSHENEE
RNDIRERIERTE . MEARE RN, FrEeBEERIRBCHEENRH,
ML EREN S BIMENGMET, ZEZNRRLE—HFOMbES: hEEN
HH, MANME, BROKE, BEEMSANHBE - 22, R ®. ANERHLE
TR ML . BEXAENTHIER, RSEEHN! AXIPEN L, EOEEHE
REIEMRIRE, RtEHE—HNKREZE ., RIMMMEDBRSBHRE L RTNTS
L. EFE, BEHITERENHEBIGER SRR RG?

SRR RN MELAICHE, MENIRLEE, MRS OIEFmN T 4 Fh
Bt S RIRAREE: E0RE. ERERMIXA (LR) , RESMAERAN, HF7

TEERNRMULEFE, REHPAHBEIBYENS Y, EEELERGREEDSM
REEAAN . SAREEGTHATBARNEMEEMRUNFNEETNER, 22X
HERIAEENMERE. REFA—TEZ . PRIIKANESNE, REBENXAD
HEFBRFSITFMXEBIER -

HAMNRHBERE— I REXEMAREEHRBNEYR, MNBEESHREANE
EHERE, FRZRKNRDSHE, HFAREE, Bit, HHEZSNE—MUNES
HERERZMATRIKR . THEXE (L&) , EETUE—ERELEEEHTERA
ARNZHEETER. MIRAREE, BRI, LIFBEHNER, hEROOHE, hiFrR
NES, MIERERE, MY TEERRIINS 5, MEREME RAEE—HE “0p
L7 (BERNBR ) GRS+, RE—DEEMSAFMIHE, Rifith, Rir

B HEI-MBEZNNELDL, tECRERAEF, HgRECHEHE, &
MERFIRETTNEC SN R XRNOFEHRE R, noUBgEEZEy 5IH
HTMESEM™, WELECHEDNIIOE SHERSEIRERR - - “EEEMNES, HER
REHTXMNEXFENEN. HERBIEE.

EFRXERTARERENTER, EEXBERTBERNNBRE. (FENTFBH
TZEHTEGTE, REHERSBFEIOIBLIRE . BHIERETERII, BAESZAD
AREEHEEL KR, th—F2HhE—FEZESHNEIFETHID, 7Emmtion



BZE, WEF TR, EEME, HTEZTLEEH. tHNEESEAE—LBENE
IR, REERTRENAMWRIIKEIE EMTERMAZEZIN FERIAAIERTH? HA0
WIERERFER—N/0E, RREIEBRS —DALTHIRULMBNER, BF2REFHN
®E. MEREEFE—aeh. MIERERIIN—LE, JLFEDTLEMRREXSE
53 FAER, E, #EEELREER. LE, REZEHEERFHXAZNEES
ik, i, VRFEIES. MiEE, BXMFESUMEFNERRG . EFTNER
BRE, BREH, BRIEanWeE . MERBETANDLEMNRENSR, BERINS
HIKFIIR, SPEERSIHRT -

MIERFNFL TR T EB AR ZRE R, IR ERMAISHERE N TIREN
HEREGFBPORERSHES , XMMESERSHAHSNXREIHTIR, 9FE—1
A, XEFEARSERE, BRER, TERHRNETRL, ABERRIEALIFZBRAN
%, FTENIREBLEMEE T ABBSEHTHNRNHTSS5EE.

WIERIEFZRINEMNMEBS L FEMEE. MRRETES, HIEE, MWigk
FREFMTHIR . BEREZNTELRBEONER—RER .

Rz iR EFIEN, MBS NEETRBIEE —EnBRRTmER TIFEN
3,

(UK ) ERMNMARMATEROBMOER, BEEHELBEATEFIL. HIER

HEXEMEmPRERA, B, B, X+F0EthETS, SSfEth, IHbBERT BIEN
KR!
(L) JLAMFZIER “OHIR" .

2014583 13AFikmEsE
(ZE, SREZEOR. #IFR. RRA)



The Reflection of Soul

Li Mei

Yang Yankang is a photographer who devoted himself in photographing
religion beliefs for decades, for which we feel hard to find the second in
China. From the mid 1990s, he spent 7-8 years in photographing people
who believed in Catholicism in the northwest of China, and then he spent
more than ten years delving into Tibetan Buddhism. Afterwards, he
photographed Islamic believers in the Muslim quarter. If 10 years were
demanded by him to accomplish this new shot, the masterpiece “beliefs
of trilogy” would be the built by his entire life, a life of photography. As
far as | am concerned, he became almost the only Chinese photographer,

who penetrates so deep into the life of three major religions.

For nearly 20 years, Yang Yankang lived as if he was an ascetic monk,
sacrificing himself as an oblation in the burden and God’ mercy, with his
spirit and will frustrated, his muscles and bones exhausted. The devotee
was redeemed finally and Yang Yankang established his unique beliefs
through photographing. As what he asserted: “l am not a scholar. |
don’ t study religion. | am just a photographer. | believed that all cases
would become a unity.” At the beginning, | could not understand how
could a person believing in different religions? The fact of Yang Yankang
led to my realization that, in this era when information is deficient, no

matter whatever you believe in, if you can truly believe in it, it’ s important,

for this kind of religious feeling and good will can trigger the redeeming
of hearts. However, he, as a photographer, it’ s not a necessity for him
to look for the religion he believed in. Instead, he developed his belief
of photographing through photographing others’ beliefs, trying to find
out the reasons of survival, the value of individuals, the dependence of
affection and even the stretch of his own body. To sum up, the rebuilding
of souls, spirits and body must depend on photographing. Photographing
is to Yang Yankang, rather cruciall That is to say, photographing is
his own belief, his own religion, the only way to redeem his life and the
best way to realize his life, his affection and his spirit. Yang Yankang

is a photographer, who enables photographing to be religious. Any

photographers else in China, can be more typical?

His photographic focused on the records of reality. Moreover, from every
of his work, the photography is concerned about the most fundamental
problems of Chinese society: lack of beliefs. However, when | finished
reading his book the Reflection of Soul, | felt that, from what he expressed
which is not the existence he observed, totally, | figured out the reflection
of the soul of the photographer himself. Sometimes, | could even “see”
him in his works. Of course, the new abundant levels these images

demonstrated, which can benefit our understandings of religious life in



Tibetan, is the most important point of this work. However, growing up in
the same village, as friend, a long-time spectator, | prefer to judge and

evaluate this work from this dimension.

Yang Yankang, the man | know is a photographer who photographs by
his talent , instead of rationality. He attempts to express the condition of
life in his photographs, by an artist’ s variety and enthusiasm, not his
thought. Therefore, his photography demonstrates the unique scene
that observing and being observed integrate together. Particularly, this
book the Reflection of Soul can even be reckoned as the portrait of Yang
Yankang’ s own experience and life to some extent. His fierce affection,
his loneliness, his poetical interests, his exquisite disposition, his in-depth
inferiority, his expectations, his sense of participation towards existence,
are all embodied in his every time photographing, which resembles
believers’

“kowtow” every time (in Yang Yankang' s self-statement).

Everything intrinsic forces him to go outside consistently.

How to establish a way of observing photography, which ensures self-
integration and avails oneself of solving one’ s own problems? How
to realize the balance and harmony between oneself and the outside

world? How to realize the individual value and self-esteem through

photographing? How to release the oppressive feelings and affection?
“To live the life with beliefs and to photograph with the purpose of self-

requirement” , Yang Yankang expresses himself.

It is because of the intrinsic demands of the photographer that this work
is filled with fierce affection. The author’ s love towards the land that can
be fully embodied by his images, similar to the songs full of feelings sang
by himself. Yang Yankang lived in Shenzhen, however, his photography
never had relations with metropolis. Every year, he spent more than half
a year on traveling around Tibet. After finishing photographing Tibet, he
left Shenzhen and settled in Chengdu, which shows the destiny within
his coincidence. His departure reveals a sense of escaping, which |
wondered, whether it was caused by a fact that his growing experience
impedes his integration and acceptance of the most modern city?
The same, with Yang Yankang, | grew up in a same small town. | can
understand deeply that departure is the best choice when someone
can’ t resist the reality there. Moreover, the capability of departure is a
kind of ability. The depression of Yang Yankang suffered in Shenzhen can
almost vanished in his photographic area. In that plateau, love and being
loved become true and vivid, and their relationship of coexistence appears

to be close and inseparable but keeps distance at the same time. As for



distance, it’ s the vital qualification for keeping this kind of closeness.
Love is not only a comfort of emotion, but also sunshine, illuminating
the shadow of life. Yang Yankang loved his photographic subjects by
photographing, drove away loneliness by photographing, and overcame

inferiority and weakness by photographing.

Yang Yankang, as well as those artists who originated from life, made
every effort to acquire or get rid of the original confusion and bitterness of
life in his whole life. This kind of confusion and bitterness, which is born
with everyone, does not matter to age and society. By contemplating, no
matter how age changes, the problems that people need to solve will not
change fundamentally. Only those signals and representations of age

which are attached to individual sufferings will change.

Yang Yankang’ s photography manifests his disposition and almost his
whole life. If there is no photography, | believe, he will be totally hollow.
Yang Yankang’ s attitudes towards photography remind me of his best

friend, Hou Dengke.

It is appropriate to say that Yang Yankang is lucky. His attempts gains

him profound reciprocation; His life changed dramatically because of

photography.

The Reflection of Soul ensures the freshness, leisure and closeness of
our far—reaching holy fancy to Tibet. Yang Yankang became pure, fine and
relaxed in the creating of this work. These ten years’ life in Tibet, indeed
earns him a harvest of true happiness! The Reflection of Soul can be

regarded as the soul reflection of Yang Yankang.

LuXun Academy of Fine Arts
Shenyang, China
13th May, 2014

(Li Mei, a famous critic, curator.)
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