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Wu Jialin was born in October, 1942 in the old town of Zhaotong, Yunnan Prov-
ince. He graduated from the Middle School Affiliated to Yunnan University in 1961. In
1969, he began using cameras and teaching himself in photography. He is a member
respectively of the Photographers’ Association of China and the Contemporary
Photographic Society of China. Presently, Wu Jialin is the Deputy Director of the
News Photos Agency of Yunnan Province and a Chief Reporter. His photographic
works had been published in the Modern Photography, the Chinese Photographers,
Photography of China and in Hanseng which is a photographic journal in Taiwan. In
1989, he held his personal photographic exhibitions under the title Travelogues of
Yunnan in Taipei and Kaohsiung cities of Taiwan.
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On June 7. 1993 in Shenzhen, China, Mr. Wu Jialin happened to meet Mr. Marc
Riboud, world—wide known photographer, who, with great interest, viewed Wu's
works. and classified them into A, B, and C. In spite of their language barrier, Wu's
photos bridged the gap between the hearts of these two new friends. Riboud’s criteria
of photographs benefited Wu great deal. That is his first encounter with a Western mas-

ter of photography
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THE PHOTOGRAPHY OF WU JIALIN

Wang Zhiping

Dark clouds are hanging quietly in the sky over the suburbs of Paris. Now and then
comes a sound through the window of my studio. It is a wood—pecker knocking lightly at a
linden tree; a wild pigeon fluttering its wings in the air; the over—ripe purple plums falling on
the ground. On my desk is a mail of photos my friend, Mr. Wu Jialin took in Yunnan, China,
thousands of miles away. Through the green screen | can envisage a quite different scene and
hear quite different fits of noise rising from this European bucolic tranquillity.

About ten years ago in the company of Mr. Wu , | travelled in the midst of Yunnan’s
mountains and rivers, intoxicated by the rapturous dances and songs of the young men and
women at the Flower—planting Festival of the Yi minority and fascinated by the terraced fields
on Ailaoshan Mountains shrouded in clouds and mist. Of course, | was but a wanderer, a
stranger admiring everything in the colourful land of Yunnan with curiosity and a sort of rever-
ence. But it was not the case with my company, who is a native. Mr. Wu is no "photographic
dandy”. His strong accent, honest and expansive smiles, swarthy and lean figure and deep fur-
rows in which was hidden a hint of sadness — all this shows that he was in fact one of the
mountain folks. His life, his art and his blood had melted into the wild nature of Yunnan, to
which all the photos now before my eyes could bear witness.

| like Mr. Wu's photos because he has undergone trials and a process of deep meditation.
Now he has found his own way and his own style. In his photographic art one can perceive
the techniques and traces of such great masters as Cartier—bresson Henri,Robert Doisneau
and Marc Riboud. But so far as | know, he has not had the luck to enjoy the instruction and
patronage of these masters, for he is a self—taught photographer. The difference is that he has
climbed over more mountains, has been exposed to more rain and sunlight and has paid more
sweat of the brow.

In his photos there is no elaborate arrangement, no camouflage, no pretence nor any oth-
er make—up, only unique images in heavy and thick colour, dynamic structure right to the
point, as well as timely snap of fleeting moments. He often uses a wide—angle lens to add -
prominence and exaggeration to the theme of his shots (mostly foreground). The full back-
ground the wide—angle lens embraces, in the same time, is bound to produce onto the theme
(foreground) a complementary, or symbolic, or contrasting, or decorating effect. Those rela-
tions zest his works.

Smoky black colour is the primer of his photographs, in which, now and then, glitter
some colourful sparks.

He is playing a life tune of antiquity, profundity and tribulations, in which , again leap
some bright and delightful notes.

He has made good use of a delicate composition in his expression of the roughness and
bluffness of common folks.

He is sympathetic with and affectionate towards the men and women before his camera
while occasionally showing them a thought of banter and good—natured satire.

He often uses humour as his technique to articulate the bitterness and tragic heroism of
life.

That man is none other tan Wu Jialin, a mountain folk, born to be unsophisticated and
kind—hearted, using his keen eyes and adroit skills in his life to portray his fellow folks in
Yunnan.

Paris, Autumn, 1993
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WITNESS OF CIVIL CUSTOMS
Deng Qiyao

Those are not the strange customs and traditions or noted VIPs worthy to boast of, they are commonplace scenes
and people routinely encountered by Yunnanese or by people visiting Yunnan Province. They are so common that no
one will cast one more glance at them, let alone recording them into photographic works. Surprisingly. these common
scenes and people, when recorded in Wu Jialin’s photos, show an unspeakable sensation which would strongly shake
people’s eyes and hearts.

All the people whom Wu Jialin photographed were the commonest mountain folks who seem to be so insignificant
in Yunnan’s myriads of high mountains, basins and valleys. Taking a closer look, the showy colorfulness has constituted
only a very small portion in their entire life. Year in and year out, the sightseers would not waste time to take one more
look at them. However, it was those mountain folks walking in galoshes or even on their naked feet who have trampled
trail after trail of life on the desolate mountain ridges or in the river valleys which seem so awesome, and who have dem-
onstrated the stubbornness of people’s life in the never—ending years of monotonous repetition. Wu Jialin’s realistic pho-
tography is precisely focused on his close attention to the status of life of those people. Nevertheless, Wu Jialin’s con-
cern of the mountain folks are different to those of the outsiders, because he shows a kind of bitter assimilation which is
never found on the part of the outsiders. Born and brought up amidst the hardships in the mountains, Wu Jialin assimi-
lates the life of the mountain folks just as he is one among them, and more over, he adds in his past experiences and
feelings. He says he never interferes in the objects when he photographs them, never leads them, let alone to invade or
harm them for the purpose of seeking novelty. He likes walking around the mountains, with nobody urging him or no
car waiting for him. He goes on when he chooses to go and stops when he wants to stop. He does not know if he
could leave right away when he enters a mountain village, or what he would see when he walks in a villager's
courtyard. He gradually grasps what he is looking for in the expectation which is both familiar and new to him. He lives
with the people he is going to photograph and eats with them from the same pot. Silently, he spends one dusk after an-
other with the mountain folks, soaking in absolute mutual trust. Suddenly at an unknown instant, he triggers his
camera’s shutter to capture scenes which can not otherwise be got by those impatient photographers who are eager for
success. The instant he pushes his button is shorter than one second, yet the pictures will witness the history and reality
of the entire life or even the generation of the mountain folks. '

This witness is sociological. Everyone who has been to the mountain areas of Yunnan, if he is not biased by the su-
perficial sights or by imaginary optimism, will see the complicated imageries of culture or psychology interwoven by sim-
plicity with ignorance, poverty with wastefulness and virtue with bad habits... Blocked by the big mountains, the moun-
tain folks helplessly let the periods of their development stop on the mountain slopes, or in the valleys which make up
the specialized space of their survival and psychology. Their industrious and hard work is usually not in proportion to
what they harvest. To a certain extent, their life seems to be a bit solemn and tragic. To portray all these in the photos
obviously needs not only photographic skills. When taking photos. Wu Jialin always closely observes the special rela-
tions with which the objects are correlated with the Nature, society and history, so as to sensitively grasp different reac-
tions of the objects in dissimilar scenes or situations. Therefore, his works is given profound historical as well as cultural
meanings. He noted, "I only have the right to select, but not to manipulate... Photographic works are not exposing or
praising something. It presents objects in their true—to—life surroundings.”

This witness is philosophical. The deep—toned "humanitarian concern” embodied in Wu Jialin’s works had already
impressed people deeply in previous years. Although | have only hastily gone through the galley proofs of his works, yet
some of his photos have left me with unforgettable impressions. | still remember the eyes which showed shocking
dullness: a common mountain folk’s family was plunged into misery because its daughter had been abducted by the hu-
man—trader. The eyes showed inquiries on the puzzles of existence, just like those put forward by Albert Camus; On the
hazy highland, the people praying toward the misty, unknown distance were "frozen” into a picture of ancientness, bear-
ing unthinkable combination mixed up with reality and dreams: The man carrying a pig on his back somehow showed a
kind of displaced perplexity mixed up with helpless humor; In front of the ancient city walls, the modern police box, the
biker and cart—puller tilted by eccentric force presented the kind of Daliesque fantasy... All these are expressed without
any exaggeration and artificialness. They are all true—to—life and commonplace scenes and people when looked closely.
yet they seem to be dreamy visions and unusual people at first glance. Those expressionist photography without any ma-
nipulation has reached such a high artistic level to show the dreamy visions of civil customs that they suggest the
skillfulness of the photographer. Very few people could view the complicated worldly scenes with a secular point of
view, and still fewer people could extract the uniqueness and wonder out of such worldly scenes. Witnesses such as
these undoubtedly take wisdom of genuine understanding.

Needless to say. such witness is, in the final analysis, artistic. Zhang Zhaotang. a photographer from Taiwan had
made the following penetrating comments on Wu Jialin’s works: "The photos show grotesqueness and fantasy, yet are
pictures of vivid reality. Such combinations of legendary and vague imageries have intentionally or unintentionally dis-
played a kaleidoscopic world which is both within and outside the real life. They fully show the keen insights and
unique conception of the photographer.” Such method of artistic expression to reside essence in reality and hide won-
der amongst plainness has precisely represented the characteristics of part of Wu Jialin’s works, yet most of Wu’s works
were not created in such a way. He endeavors more than anything else to take expressionist witnesses of the joy and
woe of the common people and things. Essays written by teenagers are apt to use "big words” in order to surprise peo-
ple. Growing up, they know that the most difficult thing is to make statement in the vernacular. It is not easy to put on
air when speaking the vernacular, you have to be candid and tell the truth. In Kunming dialect. people say "It's no way
to Zhuangyang "(meaning "You must call a spade a spade”). At a time when the so—called "picturesque photography”
and "philosophical photography” overwhelm, Wu Jialin still sticks on emphasizing the realism and evidence characteris-
tics of photography, believing that such characteristics are the cardinal principles of photographic art. This reminds me
the feeling of viewing historic photos. Possibly, photographic works would have more varieties and new methods. yet
the photographic art of realism will never belong to a short instant. It witnesses history, reality, civil customs and
eternity.
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DAWN ON PHOTOGRAPHIC AESTHETICS
FULL OF YUNNAN FLAVOR
—On Wu Jialin’s Artistic Style

Xiao Jingzhi

Wu Jialin, a photographer who industriously explores photographic art on the Red Soil Plateau aim-
ing at portraying its local flavor, is keen on capturing in his camera’s view—finder the kaleidoscopic
scenes of the commonest people. Using his lenses, he sensitively catches pictures through which he con-
veys his feelings of this colorful world as well as expresses his love and hate, joys and sorrows. He never
ceased climbing the mountains and crossing the rivers in the last 10 more years, and had almost been to
every part of Yunnan. His legs never stopped walking, his eyes kept wide open and his brains never ce-
ased thinking, he extracted and condensed numerous country scenes in his true—to—life pictures, part of
which are included in this personal volume which just comes off the press.

In the artistic arena which fulls his heart with freedom of creativity, and dominated by the character-
istics of photographic art, static pictures are used to condense the photographer’s direct feeling of the ob-
jects’ imageries in their transient instants during the flowing processes. By using realistic expression typi-
cal of photographic art, Wu Jialin tries to dig into various fates of the people living on this highland as
well as the surroundings in which the real life survives. When he is at location for photography, he be-
comes so absorbed in carefully observing the objects that he forgets about himself, and his keen sight fo-
cuses on the deep implications of life. The inspiration from his true mastery resulted from thorough under-
standing of the instant scenes symbolizes the direct distillation of life in the form of imageries which em-
body mutual permeation between life and art. Viewing the artistic thinking and style of presentation, Wu
Jialin shows the following 2 basic characteristics: a) He tries to enhance photographic aesthetic power
by his true understanding of the good and evil of real life and b) He prefers to portraying the realistic life
rather than showing off nothing but photographic skills. The former feature symbolizes his assimilation
and profound love of the land on which he was born and brought up. which enable-him to dig deeper,
with his ardent heart, into the depth under the outer appearance. The latter is indicative of his honest per-
sonality which keeps him from using the guileful form of expression. Viewing his photographic works,
people always get the true essence which is pertinent to life and enjoy the romance of naiveness. It is
precisely in those pictures that the original form of life in the border province as well as profound mean-
ing of history are both reproduced.

Wu Jialin has been an acquaintance of mine for over 10 years, and we hold the same cerebrations
on how to develop China’s photographic art toward wider and deeper scopes of expression. One of our
basic viewpoints is that we should bravely bring our scope of photographic observation much closer to
the realistic appearances of the objective life after undergoing the vicissitudes resulted from restrictions
of our times, and that the photographic imageries we produce on this plateau province should portray
nothing but the condensed meanings created by the times, nationalities and geographic culture, namely,
those works should be soaked with expressions of local Yunnan flavor. Born in northeast Yunnan, the
natural environment of the area had engraved Wu Jianlin’s heart with unique impressions since his early
childhood. The huge mountains not only give people a sense of isolation. but also a kind of
painstakingly—stubborn perseverance. The many mountain folks live, from generation to generation. a life
which is continuously linked with the nourishment by the myriad of sky—piercing mountains and torren-
tial rivers. Yunnan’s culture emerged in very ancient times, taking with it not only different cultural pat-
terns and traditions of diversified nationalities living on this plateau province, but also the sense of assimi-
lation condensed from the prolonged exchanges which formed characteristics of geographical culture in-
corporating multi—factors and mutual—compensation. Such characteristics fully manifests the naiveness
of ancient Yunnan: the splendor of the two Cuan Tribes, the glamour of Dali Kingdom of the Nanzhao
Period[2], the beauty of Dai nationality, the valiantness of Yi nationality., the mystery of Naxi nationality,
the wonders of Dulong nationality have merged into the cultural panorama of sophisticated national cul-
ture. Located at the juncture of the continental cultural ring of Central China and the coastal cultural ring
of southeast Asia. Yunnan also shows marginal cultural scenes in which cultures of different regions
coexist with cultures of diversified nationalities. Facing such historic traditions and contemporary scenes
embodied in this plateau province in the colorful local customs, how should we express them with en-
riched Yunnan flavor in the light of cultural heritages and development? For this purpose, it is only natu-
ral that the roots of artistic exploration should be fully extended into the fertile soil of geographical cul-
tures so as to produce the realistic and fluent expression of photographic language. and to deeply stamp
the pictures with the brand of the soul of the plateau. With such deep feelings of his homeland, Wu
Jialin gets in contact with his topics of creativity. Zhang Fuyan wrote in his commentary Raise the Cur-
tain (Chinese Photographers, Vol 4, 1989): "Wu Jialin’s world is in the border cities, towns and moun-
tain villages in which he focuses his artistic creativity.” In this field, he is tirelessly engaged in the pursuit
of the dimensions and depths of image selection. He dives into the depth of geographic culture,
continuously discovering the vivid forms of endless meanings so as to distill the aesthetic personality of
directness of the imagery. | remembered he had sent me several lengthy letters during his trips to the ru-
ral areas, telling me his encounterings and feelings at the photographic sites, and his letters had
indirectly enhanced my perceptual knowledge of the life of the plateau areas. To follow the correct
course which should belong to him, he combines realistic recordings and cultural conceptions into his ex-



pression of individuality. In order to correctly reproduce the essence of life in which human activities con-
tradict and merge with the natural surroundings and cultural environment, he earnestly sucks the nutri-
tion of the "image’s water and soil” of the plateau areas. He is fully confident in the ultimate harvest be-
cause he believes that "different soil will nourish dissimilar crops”. He understands that if he wants to be-
come a good photographer of his homeland, it should be necessary to make painstaking efforts to master
the unique photographic language of the area so as to tell the innermost feelings of the local people. He
knows that there is no other way out. He understands that the local customs and tradition he sees are
nothing but products of historic tradition which always remain active in the metabolism of the evolution
of times. When pointing his camera to various scenes of the highland, he sees in his view—finder rem-
nants of the old as well as sproutings of the new. He sees how the collision between the old and the
new has transformed into the sophisticated feelings and emotions of the mountain folks. He understands
it is up to him to make instant aesthetic discoveries and bold creations of such phenomenal scenes from
the point of view of geographical culture so as to delegate condensed and fiery emotional distillation to
his photographic works which will be full of power to bridge up people’s hearts. Artistically, his works it-
self has negated those pretentious, artificial and commonplace ones.

In his photographic career, Wu Jialin gradually deepens his understanding that the key link to give
his works directness of the imagery out of the instantaneous original juices captured right on location
lies in his ability to make the scenes and expressions breathe at the same rhythm. Only with such under-
standing could he skillfully “freeze” pictures which are full of deftness, accuracy and liveliness, and
which represent the true essence of photography in bring together the scientific reality and active expres-
sion. In my point of view, the realistic expression of photography takes the form of historical language,
whereas its imagery excavation takes the form of intelligent language of the heart. Wu Jialin understands
that the sensitive intuition deeply rooted in the soil of vision may penetrate the depth of realistic beauty
and give direct distillation of the souls based on the sense of history or time. When on location, Wu
Jialin is keen on strengthening the expressionist force as well as the penetrating emotions of the practi-
cal targets so as to deepen his expressions of the images. Hu Wugong noted in his essay The Romance
of Realism (Chinese Photographers, Vol. 4): "The key link of any artistic creation lies in the perceptivity
on the part of the author. In the final analysis, the process of creation is one in which the author finds
his own emotions, and one in which such emotions are expressed through the selection of the many raw
materials furnished by objective reality.” To keep our photographic art, which is still at its young age,
from losing its creativeness, we must be bold at establishing deepened imageries full of uniqueness. To
develop objective expression for a better presentation of the parallel advancement of photographic art
and the collision by the tides of the times so as to give the works a deeper sense of imagery enlighten-
ment lies the key link of enhanced artistic value. Serious photographers always bear in mind a high de-
gree of sociological and historical responsibility. They always confront reality with all their hearts. They
directly extract the original juice of the living images for enhanced expression, and focus on portraying
the active flow of life’s blood in the realistic life itself. Ever since the early times, Wu Jialin.has been try-
ing his best to maintain his vitality in the pursuit of artistic creativity. Ideologically, he is totally inte-
grated with the common people whom he photographed. Through thinking and discovery of the many
practical scenes, he is bravely knocking at the door of photographic creativity, and pushing the sensitive
feelers of imagery selection into the abundance of plateau life. In the first place, the photographers must
show respect to the true appearances of life out of which he gains understanding of the good and evil.
Only after that can he grasp the true romance of the imageries. This is the criterion which gives everlast-
ing life to photographic works.

In the point of view that the artistic style should be more mature, | think Wu Jialin’s works should
show a scope of creativity which is deeper, wider and more acute so as to widen the artistic dimensions.
He should produce clearer images to portray the sensation amidst the tide of sociological reform and to
unfold the epic—like scenes representing the broad flow of the times. We are now fully aware that time's
locomotive force has presently pushed the photographic art into a faster advancement. Nevertheless, cer-
tain historic restraints have somehow stopped our complete awakening in our exploration of the
photographic art. Therefore, we should pay more attention to the creative thoughts which agree with the
needs of time's advancement, and which represent the soul of deepened artistic images. A step up the
ideological horizon will indicate the dawning which guides photographic practices into a new stage. Al-
though being faint, such glow of dawn will be followed by powerful brightness. It will become the light
of hope to awaken the fiery life of a new day! Hopefully, Wu Jialin will be deeper rooted in the life of
the plateau. | also wish that he will strengthen the internal force in the exploration of Chinese style and
spirit, and continue his search for the breakthrough of creativity which will be more instructive and touch-
ing. May he give more concise expressions of the grandness of his homeland, and carry forward his tal-
ented thoughts in the creation of photographic arts which will be saturated with Yunnan flavor.

Notes:

[1] Cuan Tribes: Branches of the ancient nationality living in the present—day Qujing Prefecture of
Yunnan Province.

[2] Nanzhao Period: 649——902 A.D. in the Tang Dynasty during which the ancient Dali Kingdom
was established in West Yunnan.
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POSTSCRIPT
Wu Jialin

For many year it has been my dream that one day an a book of my monochrome photographic
works be published with a focus on the relation of man with his home and environment. Encouraged
and assisted by my friends, my dream has finally come true.

| was born in a poor family on the highland in Northeast Yunnan. Zhaotong, my birthplace, used to
be a prosperous town and an important transportation hub on the Southern Silk Road in ancient times. It
is in recent decades that this old town, having given way to the railways connecting Southwest China
with the hinterland and highways crisscrossing Yunnan, gradually became a"dead corner”s No matter
how hard they had struggled for a better life, the town folks could not free themselves from poverty, and
as a result Zhaotong is no richer than the poorest regions in Yunnan.

Personality introversive, | have never liked those photographic dandies since my childhood. Later,
unexpectedly, the fate made cameras my life—long partner. What most excited and surprised me when |
took my first picture was the incomparable power photography bears to truth. From then on, an idea oc-
curred to me that | must make full use of my camera to record and highlight the truth of the land and its
people who gave my birth and brought me up.

In 1985, Mountain Folks, a series of portrays | took was published in then “Modern Photography”. In
that magazine | wrote:

...... My parents are two of them, who are poor, but indomitable. They have a personality of simplicity
and hospitality, something that human beings cherish the most.

"Because o fmy ignorance, my love for them was once distorted. For some time in front of my camera. I
asked those in misery to smile for nothing, made actors and actresses to pose in their theatre costumes, and
requested illiterates to open a thick scholarly book as ifthey were reading it.

"One morning I woke up from my nightmare and found myself sham and dishonest. In the face of sacred
truth oflife, I began my photographic lif anew.

"I must reveal the common life of those folks, young and old. I must highlight the natural power they pos-
sess in their lif to battle with hardship.

"A kind o fsincere and strong love welled up deep in my heart. The combination o finevitable and obvious ag-
ony with beautiful and admirable truth decreed my lif track... ... "

Its soil being red, Yunnan can be said a mysterious plateau on earth, composed of numerous moun-
tains and basins, hills and pieces of level land. Behind mountain isolation hide various ethnic communi-
ties whose lifestyles are different from each other. The large number of ethnic groups and their multitudi-
nous branches are the offspring of that mysterious plateau.

On that plateau, every winter found some mountain folks breathing their last beside a electricity pole
as they were endeavering to climb through a pass on snow—capped mountains 4,300 metres above sea
level. Some people of Dulongjiang ethnics. who could not stand 6—month mountain snow that seals all
accesses to the outside, got lost in the endless white Gaoligong Mountains in their effort to make a
breakthrough before the snow melted. Nature has claimed their lives generation upon generation. They,
nonetheless, have no complain, nor sorrow as if they had peacefully entered into "the happiest world".

In Jiangjiagou, which is world—wide known for its frequent landslide occurrences, a landslide took
place moving millions of cubic meters of rock and mud hundreds of meters away. It halved a whole vil-
lage. Its villagers, despite the efforts local government made to relocate them, would not leave their be-
loved, though disaster—ridden, home place. Instead, they grew healthy crops right on that landslide—split
hillsides next year.

In Badashan Mountains, some children who can hardly read a single word can almost completely re-
cite a film theme soon after a film in the open is over... ... Many young talented mountain boys and girls
who were exceptionally enrolled in art schools, sports schools and art troupes ran back to their homes in
the mountains simply because they could not get used to city life. They, in silence, contribute their gift
to mountains.

What an important impact the environment has on man!

Photography has the features of recording, copying and witnessing facts. Making use of those fea-
tures to inscribe the happiness, wrath, distress and merriment that mountain folks feel in remaking their
environment and to discover the assorted relations that mountain folks established with their mysterious
land is of significance in terms of whether anthropology or sociology or ethnology.

The mountain folks in Yunnan are in progress and | am trying to keep pace with them. | should
leave no gaps-behind me in writing down their history since | have chosen photography as my life
career.

Owing to similar style, this book also included a few pictures | took in Sichuan, a neighbouring prov-
ince of Yunnan in 1989 when | had an opportunity to participate in telefilming the documentary Southern
Silk Road.

| owe thanks to Mr. Liu Xuewen. my friend whose encouragement and help have made the publication
of this Mountain Folks in Yunnan possible.
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