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THE LARGE-SCALE PHOTOGRAPHY EXHIBITION OF HUMANISM IN CHINA: CONTEMPORARY RECORD OF PHOTOGRAPHY

Wang Huangsheng

(Director of the Guangdong Museum of Art)

Technological advancements not only lead to the progress of a civilization, but they also help promote new ways of liv-
ing and looking at life. Among these technological advancements, photography, and its ability to directly record the
changes of society in a visual and “authentic” way, has contributed to humankind’ s ability to examine the develop-
ment of civilizations. The reason that the word  “authentic” is put in quotation marks is that there is a limit to  “authen-
ticity” , especially in certain periods of history. For example, when facing the camera, people have been instructed to
make certain poses and expressions which have been commonly accepted in a given period of time. The special feel-
ings produced at these moments have been generally regarded as “authentic” by the viewer. Similarly, photogra-
phers have also been accustomed to recording the commonly accepted “authenticity” when holding a camera.
Though there is a limit to  “authenticity” , human beings have always been in the pursuit of understanding, recording
and representing authenticity. They all wish to explore true human nature in order to create an ideal humanized and
individualized society during the pursuit of recording that authenticity. This task is a long and arduous one.

The planning and organization of the large-scale photography exhibition “Humanism in China: A Contemporary
Record of Photography” are based on all the above humanistic ponderings. As a result, the work consists of the can-
did photography of Chinese people.

The process of modernization in China in the 20th century has also been one of humanization and individualization—a
common pursuit for all kinds of cultural systems. China’ s efforts to integrate into the world scene on political, economic
and cultural levels have enabled the Chinese people tfo recover their original sense of humanity and individual self-



worth. After the “Age of Deng Xiaoping” , which ushered in a period of reform that included cultural opening-up as
well as efforts foward economic development and globalization, there erupted a move toward humanization that was
previously impeded. During this fime, Chinese people have changed from existing as a political collective to existing as
individual and social people. The tremendous social changes that have continued to occur since that time have been
reflected in the improved lives and diversity of individual qualities of people from all walks of life who take delight in the
pursuit and expression of such qualities. This exhibition will attempt to document this evolution.

The theme of this exhibition is “Humanized China—Individualized China” . The title of this exhibition “Humanism in
China” derived from the following three ideas. First, to record in detail the daily lives—both public and private—of ordi-
nary Chinese people in different periods of time, employing the authentic nature of photography. Second, to represen-
To‘r‘ively display the diversity of the lives of Chinese people from different walks of life. Third, to promote the humanistic
spitit of contemporary Chinese candid photography.

This exhibition is divided into four galleries with the following four subjects: “Existence” , “Relationship” , “Desire”
and “Time” .The photographs under the theme “Existence” , reveal contemporary Chinese people in their everyday
existence individually, clearly and sensitively. For “Relationship” , the complexities and nature of relationships, includ-
ing nature and mankind, social environment and mankind, society and individuals, and individual with individual are
presented. Work grouped under the heading “Desire” stresses the influence of mental strain. These photographs
manifest people’ s self-awareness as well as their consciousness of natural human desires and their desire to control
their own life, whether in the public or domestic sphere. In “Time” , Chinese folk customs from 1951 to 1978 as well as
social fashion from 1978 to the present will be shown tfo reflect the process of humanization and individualization in
China.

In planning this exhibition for more than one year, the curators and organizers have viewed more than 100,000 works by
more than 1,000 photographers from which they selected over 600 for this exhibition. The 600 works are produced by
250 photographers. All the works in the exhibition were created between 1951 and 2003, spanning over 50 years while
most of them were created after 1978. As a result, this large-scale photography exhibition has also been a large-scale
cultural project.

This exhibition also promises to have important implications for the status of photography in China. The photographs
reveadl the progression and development over some 50 years of Chinese society’s humanization—a progression that
has resulted in a growing recognition of individuality and individual values. Each work presented in the exhibition will
become part of the museum’ s permanent collection. As a result, the exhibition not only marks the first large-scale pres-
entation of contemporary candid photography by a Chinese institution, but also the first fime a museum in China has
made such an effort to collect photography as a fine art to be preserved and researched. It is our responsibility to col-
lect the record of the past 50 years in order to demonstrate the humanistic spirit of the artists. Focusing its attention on
contemporary art, the Guangdong Museum of Art has devoted itself to the preservation, study, promotion and display
of contemporary Chinese art from broader cultural angels, in order fo realize its cultural and humanistic ideal. The plan-
ning of this exhibition and the collection of the over 600 exhibited works illustrate the cultural ideal of our museum.

The collection of photographic works with its many strict requirements is a new kind of work for Chinese art museums,
especially our museum. We have learned the skill of preserving photographs from many photographic professionals as
well as from colleagues from museums abroad. As a result, we have adhered to strict intfernational museum standards
in collecting this photography. Here I’ d like to express my appreciation for the acknowledgement and support by the
many photographers and institutions.

| also express my sincere appreciation fo Mr. An Ge, Mr. Hu Wugong, Mr. Ou Jin and Miss Kuang Jingiong, the curators
and organizers of this exhibition, whose humanistic ideals and professional responsibilities have enabled the large-scale
exhibition, publication, collection and seminar to go smoothly. My heartfelt thanks also goes to the experts and staff
from the Guangdong Museum of Art, the co-organizer of this exhibition FOTOE, Sun Yat-Sen University and LingNan Art
publishing House. The humanistic enthusiasm and endeavors of all those above have made this exhibition and accom-
panying programs possible.

December, 2003
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The four principal exhibitions of Chinese photography have been The Premier Loves the People, the People love the Premier
held in 1979, A Moment in Ten Years held in 1986, Arduous Journey held in 1988, and the most recent exhibition Humanism in
China: A Contemporary Record of Photography in 2003. The most distinct characteristic of Chinese documentary or candid pho-
tography is investigating people’s existence by focusing on and exhibiting individuals in their social surroundings. Chinese pho-
tc;graphers have recorded this reality, placidly, naturally, and honestly. Their work allows the viewer to witness different stages of
Chinese people’s lives and to feel what the Chinese have felt at these times. In addition, their work also reflects how these photo-
graphic styles have been changing and evolving. Happily, these photographs are without any garishness, such as money wor-
ship and idolatry. Rather, these works show Chinese scenes, images, and language. As a result, from Humanism in China: A
Contemporary Record of Photography, viewers may see a natural, unadorned, active, and humanistic China.

The reality presented in these photographs may force political and social officials and into feelings of conflict and discomfort. The
traditional standards of judging value have been lost. The reformers lose themselves in front of images that are both beautiful
and ugly, kind and evil, truthful and untruthful. Today, people are willing to spend much money on material goods, which may
cause them to forget solemnity, sincerity, and faith. Having once endured political storms, people are now faced with the rewards
of commerce. Under such circumstances, works in Humanism in China: A Contemporary Record of Photography shows the pho-
tographers’ resolve.

The photographers capture the essence of society through their own visions and ideas allowing the public to feel and understand
this essence through their own desire and sympathy. It is with this blending of interpretations that Chinese documentary photog-
raphy has been realized. Only with such photography are we able to view the past and foresee the future. To be able to under-
stand ourselves better is the ultimate contribution of documentary photography. As a result, candid photography is a kind of

responsibility, virtue and sublimity.
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The work presénted in Humanism in China w ome part@Mhe permanent collection at the Guangdong Museum of Art. As a result, the exhibition marks the

tremendous scale. This collection not only Chinese arts y visual media, but aiso confirms the status of  togra .
This exhibition attempts to present Chinese history through recorded images. The phmogvaphs not only prasent the everyday Iife of Chinese people In a historical context, but also m:
China.

Documentary or candid photography usually reveals the darker sides of a society, such as violent wars and Injustice. This kind of photography s like a mirror that reflects the relationships between people and their natural environment as
well as of people and their history or culture. The power of this medium not only lies in its ability to reveal truths, but also in the ability of the photographers. Photographers look serlously into the world bringing their own rich knowledge
and D y are y scholars who hold insight into humanity's present and future. They call Issues into question through various forms. They protect the freedom of humanity and existence.

visual

growing emergence of humanism In

Y e oge: + Fhoy " T "
oluteness will photography continue to have a strong effect on people.

he photographic exhibition Humanism in China: A Contemporary Record of
Photography wasn'’t organized by the more traditional system of an “organizing

committee” , which selects work based on which were viewed as “the best” |,

but rather by a “curatorial committee” composed of several professional photographers.

IRXHE
SUMMARY OF

These curators selected work that critically examines the concept of individuality, a major

theme of this exhibition.
ESSAY The work presented in Humanism in China will become part of the permanent collection
Bao Kun at the Guangdong Museum of Art. As a result, the exhibition marks the first time a muse-
ﬁﬂ% um in Mainland China has collected photography on such a tremendous scale. This col-

lection not only demonstrates Chinese arts institutions’ acceptance of contemporary
visual media, but also confirms the status of photography in the recent cultural history of
China.

This exhibition attempts to present Chinese history through recorded images. The photo-
graphs not only present the everyday life of Chinese people in a historical context, but
also make visual the growing emergence of humanism in China. 2
Documentary or candid photography usually reveals the darker sides of a society, such
as violent wars and injustice. This kind of photography is like a mirror that reflects the
relationships between people and their natural environment as well as of people and
their history or culture. The power of this medium not only lies in its ability to reveal
truths, but also in the ability of the photographers. Photographers look seriously into the
world bringing their own rich knowledge and viewpoints. Documentary photographers are
contemporary scholars who hold insight into humanity’s present and future. They call
issues into question through various forms. They protect the freedom of humanity and
existence. They devote themselves to balancing the world. In order to accomplish their
task, documentary photographers should have courage, persistence, and firm faith. They
should have strong knowledge of the medium. Only through their resoluteness will pho-
tography continue to have a strong effect on people.
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CHINESE DOCUMENTARY PHOTOGRAPHY

IN HISTORY, CULTURE LITICS AND ETHICS
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