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Wu Jialin

If it is true that a good photograph should surprise as much as it should please the eye, then Wu Jialin
is a good photographer.

Our first encounter, almost ten years ago, came as a surprise to me - a lovely and serene one. Wu
entered my room without speaking. He then spread small prints of his photographs on the hotel bed
like feathers. Enchanted, | made a choice of the nicest ones, whereupon he left as discretely and
courteously as he had made his entrance.

Since that day, our exchanges have remained mute. The eye - more precisely the pleasure of the
eye - replaces words.

Therefore this preface should really limit itself to the one phrase: “Comprehend slowly, look closely at
these photographs, as you will find beneath the surface a wonderful recipe for love and happiness.”

You will not find any violence nor ugliness, nor any of those shocking images so popular with magazines.
Instead you will be surprised, tickled by a sense of humor, and touched by a pinch of surrealism. It is
his eye that discloses those surprises, which remain unnoticed in real life. None of them were staged,
since Wu doesn’t deceive anyone.

As do true artists, he doesn’t assume to be one. He doesn’t talk about art or the creation of artistic
works. While his unique style earns him the attribute of an artist. With persistence he continues to
take more and even better photographs; Wu is passionate, a loner, and extremely independent.

He is ashamed that, twenty years ago, he would urge people who were really feeling miserable laugh,
and would pose illiterate people with books. He is not fond of propaganda photography, but loves his
country, the province he lives in and especially the mountains of Yunnan. Aware of the poverty, he
shows us only dignity. Wherever he is, respect towards the subjects is as important as taking a good
photograph. The peoples of the mountains are aware of this, and one can feel that they reciprocate
his admiration. Wu loves them all, grandmothers as well as their children. He seems to be equal to
them - part of the same big family.

His esteem for animals - a frequent topic in his photography - expresses itself as he places himself on
their level in a caressing manner intending to make them be loved through his photography.

Wu has the courage to go against the current trend, consciously displeasing as he refuses easy
temptations of transient modes. He does know what is going on in the world, though. He has visited
museums and galleries in New York, Paris, San Francisco and Houston, his photographs have been
exhibited there. His background and knowledge about photography is a diverse and vast one. He
knows where to look for enriching and sound inspirations, only to return to familiar sources, inevitably
faithful to his roots: his family, which is sacred to him, and whom he hardly ever leaves.

A famous Chinese painter once said: “While painting nature, one attains a better understanding of
human beings who have, for centuries, lived amidst it.” (Shi Tao) Aware of the impact of the environment



on human beings, Wu has understood why mountain peoples are so courageous and industrious. In
order to bring in lush harvests, mountain farmers can only rest when having finished their heavy
workload.

Wu resembles them so much so that his harvest shall be a lavish one.

Observing Wu when he is walking, observing, taking a photograph, one realizes that in fact it is the
image in front of him that initiates a feeling from within, an incitement. One could say, that it is he who
is being captured by the image rather than him capturing the photograph.

His images abound with elements subtly composed in a very natural structure. Some frames are
characteristic for his compatriot and architect |.M. Pei.

Wu Jialin’s sensitivity shows impulsively through a vibration of the hands and body be it upon
encountering a long lost friend or when looking at a cherished photograph.

He knows that the farmers of Yunnan have for centuries been treading the same paths to the
markets, their hunting grounds and fields, imprinting a track, a scent, a footpath, which eventually
has become a road. Unconsciously, their feet have created a trail as well designed as if planned by
any of today’s best engineers.

Like these farmers equally unaware of it, Wu will also leave a trace, which will expand as time goes
by - that of an avant-garde humanist.

Marc Riboud
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On Photography and Wu lJialin

Yu Jian

The innate character of photography is that it is targeting the world. The instrumentalisation of
humans’ desire to triumph over the world through photography, however, is an illusion. A camera can
only produce a complementary part of the whole, a neatly cut slice of image.

A camera can not be compared to a pen. The pen and its user never know what the final piece will tell,
but the photographer’s target is clear. In fact, the photographic lens is comparable to a weapon; to
the scalpel of a surgeon, viewing the world as if it was a body lying on an operating table - violence
hiding behind every viewfinder. Photography, as one of the many tools transforming modern times,
aims at recording world history through imagery, and in due course, mankind upholds its triumphant
status over the world.

A lens’ violence lies in the fact that it breaks up the universal whole - dissecting, excising and segmenting
it. Continuity is rendered into immediacy. The lens has mutated man’s relationship with time: It interrupts
and stops the flow of time, aiming at dissecting the world into historicism bits and pieces. Limbs
dismembered, transformed, restored, and newly composed, the world is thus subject to random montage
techniques.

In the mountainous areas of Western Yunnan Province, | have witnessed more than once how cameras
caused harm and molested ethnic minority people: Panic struck, they faced the camera, looking as if
they were confronted with a certain organ of a rapist.

The moment the photographer’s lens pointed at them, they anxiously stammered in Mandarin, which
is not their mother tongue. One single shot defining them as an archaic group of people sharing similar
facial features - typical images frequently broadcast on TV.

As they believe that a soul can be hurt, if not “stolen” by evil spirits, a camera’s lens - for them -
represents this worst of all possible calamities. The photographer just laughs at such ignorance. Once
his masterpiece is published on the cover of “National Geographic”, more cameras, bulldozers, road
construction, hotels and tourist groups will come rolling in. What was once subtitled “A picturesque
place” will vanish. The world is thus formatted into standard 5 inch photographs, a uniform model of
modernism. Given that one standard optical perspective, we gradually realise that all places in the
world start resembling each other.

Photography is highly illusionary, thereby it satisfies people’s desire and ambition to triumph not just
over nature, but over the whole world High mountains, large rivers and even wars, ostensibly invincible,
are now easily captured with a camera. It has become a matter of correct exposure, appropriate
mixing of chemicals, a mathematical equation, and a matter of easy-to-grasp techniques, learnable in
a two-year correspondence course at a photo school.

Photography has changed our image of complex technological processes. The former is an easy game,
which has thereby successfully lead people to worshipping science and technology. It has become the
latest fashion in modern art, too. While, even an illiterate person, in a twinkling of the eye, could build
up his/her self-confidence believing that s/he is capable of mastering the impossible. All that is required
is an expensive camera.
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| discovered that amateur photographers in China are, before all else, interested in the acquisition of
a camera and accessories. Possessing a famous brand name camera is far more important to them
than the actual quality of a photograph. They are aware of photography’s innate power very much.
They know it is an easy means of gaining personal fame in the world. When their automatic camera
lenses draw out, as guided missile launchers slowly aiming at their targets do, the world collapses,
shrinks, becomes a section under a microscope. A camera gives those real-life losers the sensation
comparable to that felt by Napoleon when attempting to conquer the world. Modern times no longer
require a bloody battle amongst a few heroes. On the contrary, what once was a battle amongst a few
(heroic photographers) has become a common sight; a commercial activity popular even among artists.
The making of history and the world’s destiny no longer smell of blood, all that is needed is to very
professionally raise the camera very professionally and, having decided on the intended vogue to
press the shutter.

| can vividly imagine the joy of the great photographer Ansel Adams vividly when he was focusing on
those monstrous precipices, enormous overhanging rocks and the gigantic moon over the Yellow
Stone Park. | can visualise his sensation when, thereafter, they re-emerged one after another from his
liquid developer bath. He must have felt like God at that moment - having created such a magnificent
a scenery. He succeeded in projecting peoples’ long-standing worship for nature onto himself - a
magician replacing the Creator.

Since the victory of modernity, its invasion at the end of the twentieth century, has swept away all
obstacles, the world is being thoroughly reshaped and transformed. We discover that globalisation
does not only stand for trade agreements or the international English language TOEFL test. Yet,
globalisation’s triumph is partly caused by the influence of photography - people have a squinting
one-eyed view of the world through that lens. Today, images and not actual facts determine people’s
opinions of the world. Photography’s grand achievement is very fundamental: It has secretly remoulded
our eyes. Since its invention, people are incapable of perceiving things they did before - the world we
see today consists of targets only. The fury of this highly praised photographic lens has risen to such
splendour that age-old literary works have to salute it and, in time, will have to quietly retreat.

Being a kind of modern profession, photography is - amongst the entire so-called arts professions -
the coolest, and by nature the most privileged. You have no choice but to obey silently when the
camera points at you, you have to accept its gaze, careful examination and aesthetic judgement. That
is why a vast amount of photographs show nervous, upset, panic-struck faces.

French photographer Bresson’s wild ambition to change the above, his decision to not (ab-)use the
camera as a weapon, might not be obvious to all. But he is attempting to transform it into an ordinary
mirror on our dressing table - one that doesn’t intrude nor slice. In his hands the camera has become
an ordinary part of furniture. Bresson is an exceptionally gifted person. He doesn’t stick out in a
crowd. Whatever he does, people don’t feel disturbed in their actions. When picking up his camera one
feels as if he is taking out his pipe. Importance to him is not the technique, but the photographic



