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Roving into the Depths of Time and Space
A Preface to Black & White

By Lin Lu

Friedrich Nietzsche said: “"Unpretentious regions are subjects for great landscape painters; remarkable and rare
regions for inferior painters.” There is nothing particular about the subjects for Duan Yueheng's camera: water (in
the seaq, rivers or lakes), trees (standing alone or in groves), stones (jagged rocks or cobbles), clouds (in a fluffy
sketch or a stormy blanket), winter ice and rare birds—to name just a few. Such landscapes are far from being
“remarkable and rare" but are enlivened by his “*magic spells” with romantic magnificence. Thus came Duan as a
“great landscape painter"— a living example of Nietzsche's words.

My previous commentaries have expounded on Duan's works, but his Black & White still refreshed me with an
unspeakable thrill. And my previous comment on John Sexton also applies to Duan: “As a distinctive artist rather
than one living in the monumental shadow of Ansel Adams, Duan chooses to be an inheritor and innovator. Not
only does he bring formidable forces from the distant and remote spaces to compose marvelous and dramatic
landscapes of the Earth, but also presents simplistic beauties for your meditation immersed in a touchable and
infimate space. His pictures are seemingly what is encountered in hiking—naturally occurring and not needing
the slightest effort to acquaint.” However, | would like to emphasise that the “seemingly naturally occurring”
encounters must be understood on a deeper level. This is particularly frue for a photographer—a creator facing
the nature: only by enduring the “anxiety"” of solitude can he rise to the peak of art.

In One Hundred Years of Solitude, Gabriel Garcia Mdrquez tries, in a magic realistic style, to present the town
of Macondo as a metaphor for the historical evolution and social reality of Columbia and even the whole Latin
America. By urging his readers to reflect upon the reasons behind the one hundred years of solitude, he tries
to show a way deviating from fatalism. What are the secrets behind the “one hundred years of solitude" of
photography—an artistic form closest to the reality but with a short history—that are worth our exploration? Like
Garcia Mdrguez who took a spiritual solitude as a shield against the aggression from the outside world, Duan's
solitude is his own resistance against the reality in the spiritual sphere. True masters have to withstand the anxiety
of “solitude" before rising to the throne of prominence. In Chinese, solitude (gU du) consists of two characters. *gu”
is what a king addressed himself while “dU" means uniqueness. Solitude is a state, a state of harmony. True solitude
is noble and solitaries are meditators. One in solitude has a free mind and faces his true self. A photographer's
solitude comes either from his infroversion or his supremacy. People with superb beauty may fall prey to solitude
in romance, those with superb achievement to solitude of mind. Once Lake Ontario, unrivalled and immersed in
solitude, meets the camera of Duan—a photographer with the same solitude and discerning eyes, the unique
glamour of life and a grand vastness glitters between black and white.



Poet Blok said: "Artistic works, as they should be, are to be revived after they undergo the death zones of periods
in which they were rejected.” It may be premature to interpret Duan's works this way, but interpreting the
mysterious lake does present an opportunity for us to rove into the depths of time and space and one for the
fragrance of nature to drift into future with human breadths.

Let's begin with the temporality. French photographer JeanLoup Sieff said: “Time is the essence of all
photography: time that slips between one'’s fingers, time that slips between the eyes, the time of things and
the time of people, the time of light and the time of emotions...time that will never by the same again.” Marcel
Proust—one of the greatest novelists in the 20th Century—was keenly aware of the illusiveness of what he was
searching for and the Utopian property of the mansion of memory. He also knew well that time was depicted as
Jasus, a double-faced god in Greek myths—time is capable of leaving impressions on memory as well as ruthlessly
corroding it. It is about another topic as important as memory—oblivion. In the preface to Remembrance of
Things Past, André Maurois wrote: “Everything around us is in constant elapse and corrosion, which worries Proust
day and night. One side of the elapse and corrosion is the other face of time—and the more powerful one,
as irresistible as death to the man. The domain of oblivion overlaps with that of death.” The subjects of Duan's
photos—the drifting clouds, the flowing water, the flying birds and alike—were all trying to resist against death in
the snapshots. By frequently switching between memory and oblivion, the subjects lead us to the confusion in the
past and the aspiration for the future as well. These snapshots of nature seem to be free of any human trace and
yet bristle with human impressions tfranscending all time and space, unveiling the ciphers of the nature which the
man has been so obsessed with since his Day One but has been driffing from further and further away. Time is
frozen in the frame, bridging the history and the future and stirring all our emotions. As André Maurois interpreted
the underlying meaning that Marcel Proust attempted at, the search of the lost time is itself a way to resist against
fime and oblivion; has it occurred to you that landscape photography is also capable of such an ingenuity?

Then we must not forget the mysteriousness of space. In his search of the lost time, Marcel Proust had sensed that the
spatiality of the man’s existence in the 20th century was corroding its temporality. He felt that one could ascertain
himself only by immersion in the past, and that the present space was the direct cause of one's loneliness and
helplessness—because people were divided and corroded by time and the space brought to one more about
expulsion and alienation. To find the spatial power of expulsion, Duan spent countless days and nights and springs
and autumns lingering at Lake Ontario to choose a unique spatial language for the solitude and fulfiment in his
heart. He frequently combines wide-angle lens with high-angle shots, making a stone, an ice sheet or a feather in
the foreground the irreplaceable subject and thus pushing away the vast landscape to the horizon where even
the heart cannot touch. | wonder whether he was practising Milan Kundera's comment—"a grand beauty drifted
away with Proust”. Such "grand beauty” was what was embedded in the last myth of the man. At Lake Ontario,
in the distinctive black and white, such beauty is being framed carefully for the posterity and for the future.

Once the extensiveness of space and the unrepeatability of time join their hands, what will we see? The ultimate
revelation in Proust might be inspiring: memory is possibly the last straw to clutch for the modern man. A researcher
also said that Proust expressed the minimum wish of the man. The man may have nothing but memory at least, in
which he is able to sustain his illusions of self-sufficiency and harmony; and a wish below Proust's expression does
not exist. From this perspective, Black & White is also trying to construct the man's last myth (or one of them): one
about the nature and memory.



What do you see in such a myth? To some, it is a collection of snapshots of the nature, isolated and frozen as it
is. But in my eyes, there are the subjects and bits of clues behind them—twisting, turning and intertwining. And in
my mind, the pool of nature bears majestic beauty; and its revival is a magnificent sequel to the universe since its
primitive status. There is only one reason for our ability to appreciate it: the knowledge of where it came from.

Of course, Duan's talent in framing from and “recomposing” the pool of nature derives from his profound
understanding of the photographic language, which | have expounded in my previous articles and will not repeat
here. However, | would like to point out that in his evolution from the silver salt film to the digital photography,
his acute senses of form has laid a solid foundation. At a seminar co-organised by Beijing Artists Association and
Beijing Institute of Oil Painting in 1981, Wu Guanzhong, the famous Chinese painter, once said: “We artists mainly
deal with forms, and our suffering is also in forms. It doesn’'t mean we don’t care about artistic messages, content
or mood. The message, content and mood...are integrated in the marrow of forms, are born with the birth of
forms and disappear with the destruction of forms.” Herbert Read, the British critic of art and author of A Concise
History of Modern Painting, wrote: "The history of art is one about visual forms, and one about the perspectives of
the man to observe the world. Innocent people may argue that there is only one perspective—the intrinsic and
empirical one. But it is not frue—we observe what we learnt to observe and observing is nothing but a habit, a
pattern, partial selections of everything visible and one-sided generalisation of the other things. We observe what
we want to, which is not determined by the absolute rule of optics nor by the instinct to be adaptive to survive
(maybe possible among animails), but rather by the desire to develop or construct a credible world.” Indeed,
the ultra-simplistic but ultra-rich language of forms in Black & White lays a solid foundation for the small frames to
evolve into great works.

| have never been to Lake Ontario, but | sensed, in Duan’s works, that the lights there are in constant greyness—
from mild shades to dark storms. The intense lights that burst in a flash offer a dramatic space to the landscape
| see. In other words, Duan's frames bear a constant atmosphere of lights and emotions, as if the photographer
brought these elements in his bag and then released them at the lake to build a world that he wanted.

Let's go back to the topic of solitude. Duan is solitary and a collector of time and space. Only those who can
hear the echo of solitude at the bottom of their heart can rise beyond the pursuit of sensual desires, fame, wealth
or vanity, immerse themselves in the search for the beautiful melodies in their heart, yearn for a passion for life
bristling with imagination and creativity, and probe for the true dignity and significance of being. Here is one
of my favourites: three leafless saplings—floating in a grey murkiness and dancing with grace—like a miniature
of Duan at the lake, a solitary meditator in the deep of modern life. Its connotation and extension have gone
beyond the meaning of romanticist self-expression. To an extent, everyone in the modern society is an individual in
solitude, but any of them may become an artist of modernity by their spiritual pursuit—this is the eternal secret for
photography to transcend time and space. Solitude has no voice but a mind, no extension but its connotation;
solitude is a profound way of interpretation, and an irreplaceable beauty. Only in solitude is one free to meditate;
only in meditation can one be dawned upon. Only through loneliness and solitude can there be miracles. Only at
such moments may the sparks of life be kindled by the encounters of time and space!
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Duan Yueheng

Born in 1951, China

Graduated from Renmin University of China
with the degree of Press Photography

Mr. Duan involved in the photographic in
the early 1980s

Awards

2011
¢ Black & White, 2011 Premier Print Award, USA

2009

* Participation Award for China 13th International
Photographic Art Exhibition,China

* Participation Award for China 3rd EIZO Cup
Creative Photographic Competition,China

2006

¢ Gold Medal for China UNESCO Photography
Contest, Toronto, Canada

» Distinguished Contribution Award, Chinese
Culture Exhibition, Toronto, Canada

2001

* Bronze Medal for China's ?th International
Photographic Art Exhibition, China

« International Jury Award for China's 9th
International Photographic Art Exhibition, China

2000
* Excellence Award for the 1st Chinese World Art
Exhibition, China

1996

« Silver Medal for Gaojian Cup Photography
Contest, China

* Silver Medal for China's 3rd Photographic Art
Festival, China

1992

* Gold Medal for Fuji Cup National Photography
Contest, China

* Gold Medal for "National Landscape™

Photography Competition, China
Nominated the 2nd "“Top 10 Photographer of
Hunan Province"

Nominated the éth “Top 10 Photographer of
China"

1991

Gold Medal for 1st Discovery Photographic Art
Exhibition of Hunan Province, China
Nominated the 1st “Top 10 Photographer of
Hunan Province"

1990
Bronze Medal for Chinese Advertising
Photographic Exhibition, China

Solo Exhibitions

2013
Black & White Photography Exhibition, Carnegie
Gallery, Toronto, Canada

2012

World of Black & White - Photography Exhibition,
Guangdong Federation of Literary & Art

Circles, Guangdong Photographers Association,
Guangzhou, China

Duan Yueheng's Photography: Black and White,
Deyi Art Gallery, Shunde, China

The Lecture of Duan Yueheng's Photography Art,
Changsha, China

201

Feeling Black & White - Duan Yueheng's
Landscape Photography, Changsha, China
World of Black & White — Photography Exhibition,
Jiandu Museum, Changsha, China

Black & White Photography Exhibition, Epson
Imaging Gallery, Beijing, China

2010

World of Black & White — Photography Exhibition,
Photo Chance Image Gallery, Beijing, China
Duan Yueheng's Photography: Black & White, Da
Xiang Art Space, Taiwan, China

Black & White Photography Touring Exhibition
with Canon Company, Beijing and other 15
cities, China

2009
Black & White Photography Touring Exhibition with

Canon Company, Shanghai and other 10 cities,
China

2008

* Black & White Photography Solo Exhibition with

Canon Company, Shanghai, China
"Black & White Landscape World", Metro Hall,
Toronto, Canada

2007
"Landscape World" Solo Large-scale
Photographic Slide Concert, Toronto, Canada

Group Exhibitions

2011

ART ASIA Miami, Miami, USA

SH Contemporary Art Fair, Shanghai, China
SCOPE Basel, Basel, Switzerland

ART TAIPEI, Taiwan, China

2009
The Colorful Guizhou. Chinese original ecology
international photography exhibition, China

2007
New York Art Expo, NYC, USA
Gallery of the Cryptic Canvas, Toronto, Canada

2006-2010
Toronto Outdoor Art Exhibition, Toronto, Canada

2006-2008
Toronto Art Expo, Toronto, Canada

2006

Gallery of Ontario Chinese Artists Association,
Toronto, Canada

Ontario Gallery of Chinese Arts, Toronto, Canada

2005
The twenty-two artists' group show, Toronto,
Canada

2004

The twelve artfists' group show, Gallery of the
Montreal Museum of Fine Art, Montreal, Canada
One of a Kind Show and Sale, Toronto, Canada
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