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Preface

The Unfinished Story of China in Ma Hongjie's
Photography

Born in 1963 in Luoyang, Henan Province, into a working class
family, it seemed that Ma Hongjie would follow in the footsteps of
his family. His parents both worked at a state-owned glass factory.
It was a solid living at the time, with decent pay, apartments for the
workers, and schools for their kids. It was not a wealthy life, but it
was enough to meet his family's modest needs. When he graduated
from middle school, Hongjie joined his parents at the factory. This
experience of being a worker would later inform his photographic
vision and imbue his gaze with sensitivity to the vicissitudes of

ordinary people's lives and struggles.

During his childhood, like many Chinese, Ma Hongjie spent
a significant amount of time in the impoverished suburban
countryside with his grandparents, and his siblings. Even as a child,
he had a keen sense of social justice. His grandfather's back had
been wrecked by a lifetime of carrying grain and wrenched into a
90-degree angle, making it impossible for him to stand upright. Ma
Hongjie recalls his anger as a primary school student, watching his
paternal uncle refuse to help his grandfather with a heavy load of
corn. He recalls how badly he wanted to be able do something to

make his grandparents' lives somehow easier.

Like many in the area, Ma Hongjie's grandparents made their home
in a hillside cave. A tiny door and a small hole for a window were
carved out of the earth, allowing very little natural light to make its
way inside. Sometimes the window space would be covered with a
piece of paper, and Hongjie yearned to bring a piece of real glass
from the factory back to the village for them so that they could

have a proper window and light. Upon learning of his plan, his

scrupulous grandmother scolded him, saying he must not steal,
even if it meant they would never have glass in their windows. In
addition to stressing a strict moral upbringing, his grandmother
instilled in him an awareness of the importance of education. Both
grandparents died within a year of one another, while Hongjie was
still in school, so he was never able to realize his plans. But the
lessons about both the difficulty and dignity of the lives of rural
laborers stayed with him, and that spirit is infused in his work till

today.

Ma Hongjie's father dreamed of studying and tested into university,
but had to give up that dream due to his own father's tuberculosis.
He had to go to work to take care of his ailing father, got married
and had three children, but never made peace with his lost
opportunity. Hongjie recalls a home life so riddled with conflict and
bereft of warmth that it made him yearn to strike out on his own
and find happiness in his own pursuits rather than waiting for it to

materialize through parental love.

That pursuit was photography. Finding the language of the lens, Ma
Hongjie discovered a whole new vector for investigating society and
inscribing himself into the world in a way that made it meaningful
for him. In 1982 he discovered the power of the camera and began
to teach himself to take pictures with the camera of a friend. He
learned to develop film and print his own photographs and became
good enough to start making money developing color photographs
for other people. After two years, he got married to a woman with
whom he had gone to middle school, and went to work in a tractor

factory, leaving him no time to do photography. They had a son, and

The Family Belongings of Chinese People + FEAMRY 005



struggled to made ends meet in the changing economy.

During these economic hard times, Hongjie had to sell his camera.
But he could not keep away from photography for long and giving
up was not his way. When his son was three, he started reading up
on photographic theory and borrowed a camera once again so he
could begin to submit his pictures to various print media to see what
could come of it and discovered that his work was enthusiastically

received.

After winning several prizes from various magazines for his
photographs, in 1994 Ma Hongjie was emboldened to apply to a
newspaper for a job and made the unlikely transition from worker
to photojournalist. In 1997, however, during an early wave of
enterprise reform, his newspaper was shut down and he had to
seek another position. Then in 2004 he began to work for Chinese
National Geography, taking his career to a whole new level. Over the
next few years, his work as a photojournalist exposed him to the
struggles of ordinary people and rekindled his memories of the

bitterness of his grandfather's life.

Over the next decade, Ma Hongjie traveled the country on
assignment taking countless pictures. The cultural richness of the
Chinese people, and the enormous changes taking place in society
and the economy impressed him, and he began to self-consciously

document the changing conditions of their lives.

His first book, Grassroots (2010), is a tome of black and white

photographs that captures the many subtle faces of everyday life in

006

China. Ma Hongjie's practice has now evolved from its documentary
roots and has crossed the boundary into contemporary, staged
photography. The strongest works from this new practice of his

come together in this volume, The Family Belongings of Chinese Peaple.

The Family Belongings of Chinese People is a sensitive testament to the
incredibly diverse expressions of contemporary reality in urbanizing
China. It shows how people's material culture is expressed through
personal belongings that tell stories about their lives and fortunes,
their joys and heartbreaks, as well as their persistent failures and

tenacious dreams.

In this body of work, families from various backgrounds pose with
the contents of their homes, carefully set up outside their places of
dwelling, and face the camera with their personal belongings. There
are women and men, boys and gitls, babies and grandparents, young
people and middle-aged parents. They are Han Chinese, Kazakhs,
Hui Muslims, Li people, and various other ethnic minorities. They
are poor, salt of the earth peasants, straining to eke out the most
basic living, and they are wealthy bourgeois nouveau riche. They
are barely middle class urbanites, and they are affluent peasants. In

short, they occupy the rainbow of social stratifications.

Their homes tell tacit visual stories about changing fortunes,
modernization and the character of distinctive local architectural
traditions that are rapidly being demolished. There are traditional
baked clay roof tiles, and painted, gabled eves; there are sturdy
thatched roofs and handmade mud and straw brick walls; there are

walls of bamboo, and walls of stone, walls of red brick, cement and




steel; and there are Yurts made of tanned animal pelts, and the self-

designed modernized room.

Their possessions are poignant and pedestrian in turn. There are
quotidian objects so banal that the very fact their owners saw fit
to take them out to be photographed speaks volumes about the
economic state of the families. There are fine and fancy things as
well, antique furniture, ink paintings, and quaint curios. There are
chickens and pigs, donkeys and horses, sheep and goats. And there
are tools and instruments of labor. From the farm to the kitchen,
the fields to the factories, from fishing nets to drying baskets, we see
the ways that people strive to make their livings and their livelihoods

in a rapidly changing world where their traditional ways of life.

China's natural world finds its place here as well, from the
sunflowers that raise colonies of seeds-the favorite snack of the
Chinese Everyman-to the popular staple corn, from neatly barren
vellow earth to sprawling grasslands, from bamboo groves to
deciduous trees, from maple to oak, we see a farrago of color and
agricultural bounty from across the Chinese landscape, and we see
poverty, drought, soil erosion and environmental degradation as well.
The stunning geographic scope of China is also captured across the
breadth of these images-from the Turpan desert of Xinjiang, to the
white sand beaches of Hainan, from the waterways of Jiangnan to

the countryside of Henan.

In The Family Belongings of Chinese Pegple, Ma Hongjie's lens offers
us a gaze across China that is both deep and wide, both impartial

and yet compassionate. A journey through the pages of this book

takes us into China's vastness and great diversity, belying facile
myths of uniformity and unity, and forcing us to question anew our
assumptions about the basic nature of this nation as it undergoes

tremendous, world-historic change.

If these images deliver any single message, that message is this: The
story of China is at once a story of romance and tragedy, irony
and comedy. It is a story of people who are tenacious and fatalistic,
modest and ambitious, humble and unassuming, but also proud
and unyielding. More important still, this collection of images tells
us that the story of China is an unfinished story and the arc of
history leads to a place we cannot yet know. This is not the China of
glossy propaganda pamphlets, tourist brochures or well-intentioned
mass media drama. Instead, these images hint at the ways in which
the story of China is plural, and still unfolding-with decentered,
heterogloss, polyglot narratives, competing narrators, and myriad

protagonists who are neither hero nor villain but undeniably human.

© 2014 Maya Kovskaya. All rights reserved.
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Self-preface
Why I Decided to Make This Series

As 1 write this, I am currently on a flight to Canada, passing
over eastern Russia's Sakhalin Island. My good friend Zhao
Rongsheng is next to me, reading the Diamond Sutra, which he
does every day. When I ask him how he feels after reading it,
he tells me, “a sense of belonging”. Indeed, where we feel we

belong is a state of mind.

Most of the passengers are Chinese, and about half are Chinese
immigrants living in Canada, the other half visiting relatives or
vacationing. I'm using my vacation to go someplace quiet and

relaxing for a while.

The Chinese passengers with Canadian nationality status will have a
sense of returning home, actually both China and Canada are home
to them, and from the former to the latter is an easy and pleasant

transition.

In the more than three decades since China's Reform and Opening
Up, the resulting social transformation has led to many problems,
such as pollution and economic imbalance, so that large numbers of

more wealthy people have begun to “escape”.

Before the plane begins to descend, the attendant comes around
with the drinks, and a nearby Chinese passenger asks if the apple
juice was produced in China or Canada. The attendant emphasizes
that it's from Canada. After accumulating a certain amount of
wealth, their new goals now are to achieve a better lifestyle and living
environment for themselves. Right now a rather straightforward

economic pattern in China is real estate, namely copious numbers of
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urban high rises, so that more and more people may buy houses and
live in the city. However, even though these people are still striving
to put a roof over their heads and food on the table, they are still

the basis of society.

It took me ten years to complete this collection.

What are “family belongings”? My interpretation is “things in

people's homes™.

When I was about 5, my parents took me to live in the city. At the
time there was no concept of “buying a house”, and we lived in a 20
square meter apartment allocated by the factory my parents worked
at. The apartment included one large bed, one small bed, a table and
four chairs. Since the factory was state property, so were these, and
they were by no means our own. If we ever needed anything else,

we could apply to the factory support office.

Later my father bought a tube radio for 10 yuan from the
consignment store, marking our very first “belonging”. That year his

monthly salary was only 48 yuan.

In 1977, my father spent 100 yuan to have a large wardrobe made; it
had two doors and several drawers, and when we got it home all our

neighbors were deeply envious. That was our first piece of furniture.

In 1978, the newly reformed Chinese television system broadcast an
American television seties called Garrison's Gorillas. Every evening

the children of our courtyard would run to the neighbors' house,




