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The Metaphysical Construct of Language and the Visual Logic of Documentary
Photography: A Tentative Reading of Jiang Jian’s Three Image Texts

Liu Shuyong

|. Towards the Formalist Critical Perspective

Over these years, many people have talked about sociological examining of the contemporary Chinese documentary photography,
or been describing and appraising it from the grand perspective of cultural criticism. Such imerpretationsjhave their advantages.
Based on the contemporariness of documentary photography, they have placed one photographic form and its related texts
against the background of a radically changing Chinese society to analyze the emergence, existence as well as development

of its values and problems. They also involve the critical concerns about the photographers’ moral stance and the social reality,
and over the thoughts provoked by their photos in the mass public. These important ways of interpreting are better compared
with the previous critical analysis which merely focuses on visual aesthetics (or paying too much attention to image form and
language). They no longer confine an art style to a small group of professionals, but regard photography as part of the common
social and cultural experience of human beings. Thus, the formerly mysterious “magic of photographing” (in Roland Bartel's words)
possessed only by very few photographers has now been popularized. Of course, this has something to do with the popular

use of digital cameras and the technique of color printing. From the perspective of art criticism history, this change can also be
regarded as an advancement and evolvement from the practice of paying excessive attention to the purify of art language, which

was common in the era of Modernism, thus resulting in a rebellion and retort against the lack of concern for practical experience.

But, the judgment of photography has become even more complicated along with the accessibility of digital cameras and
the excessiveness of pictures with clear focuses and accurate exposures. This is because each art form has its root in a
unique language system whose internal logic guides the birth and operation of all image texts. As for photography, this
internal logic does not only consist of those familiar technical languages such as aperture or focal distance. Instead, it
includes some factors more complicated and internal. The logic, which often shapes the process of photography, is called

the self-discipline of art. It is this discipline of each art language that ensures itself to be its true self; and the same goes with
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documentary photography. An internal logic of visual language is key to making documentary a unique photographic entity.

It seems that few people have touched upon this topic today when more and more people are talking abput the sociological
significance of documentary photography. However, considering how the picture is taken, it is easy to realize that documentary
photographers are more often following this unique language system of documentary photography; they want to endow

their photos with a theme conforming to the internal logic of documentary photography; only by doing sa can they ensure

the purity of their work and avoid causing confusion. This is to say, cultural criticism of photography starté from the image
texts, and ends with their wide influence over the public community, for the logical interpretation of a photographic language,

is more about the intrinsic in subject matters under certain circumstances, which guides photographers ip their completion

of documentary. These two separate concepts (cultural criticism and internal language logic) can not be mixed as one.

The documentary photographer Jiang Jian comes from Henan Province. His three image texts, which are complete, unique
and continuous, are regarded as representative works of documentary photography in China. In this paper, | shall take
these three texts as examples to illustrate how the internal logic of documentary photography may guide a photographer

in his work, and what the relationship is between the facts reflected in the pictures, the photographer and the viewer.

Il. The Language Logic of Three Image Texts

Jiang Jian's early image text that was well received by the photographic circles was Scenes. Before him, ;Henan local photographers,
such as Zhu Xianmin, Yu Deshui and Yan Xinfa, had already showed their general concern about the cultural ecology of Henan
Province and offered varied visual expressions. Through their refined and precise images, we have a chance to see different life
scenes, colorful folk customs and cultural phenomena in that province. Unlike Jiang Jian, Zhu, Yu and Yajn had paid more attention to
humans, to their life activities and daily scenes, with great sympathy and poetic imaginativeness. This sympathy and imaginativeness
is especially strong in Zhu Xianmin's image portfolio named People of the Yellow River, and in the works of the well-known Shaanxi

photographers. This grand, sympathetic narrative was also prevailing among the photographers of the eajrly 1980s to mid 1990s.

Analyzed from the perspective of imagery language, it is easy to find that such images possess two obvibus characteristics. One is
the tendency of being poetic and moral. The photographer tends to use exaggeration and rectified visual composition to express

his personal reflections. He tries to express these strong feelings through some carefully chosen objects {Nhich are able to hold his
empathy and compassion, such as signs like the Yellow River, the sorrowful faces of farmers, or group fiéures of memorial sculptures.
These images do not only represent the reality but also points to the photographer’s historical imaginatio%s and moral missions.

The other characteristic is the considerable narrativity found in this kind of photography because of the removal of plainness and
calm usually found in documentary photography to make way for photographer’s personal expressions. Thus, each photograph has
been freed from its boundary; it does not only refer to a single object. It becomes a medium for triggeriné the poeticized imagination
by public, instead of being a self-contained visual representation. This visual unit is open itself, enriching as far as the emotional

expressions and subjective imaginations can go. Such a picture is no doubt abundant with more than one layer of meaning. However,
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these multi-layers of meaning can deprive the photograph of their “freedom”. Putting together a group of such pictures as a whole,

although lacking a clear linear narrative clue in a picture story, do possess a subjective poetic touch of linear narrative clue.

But Scenes is different. Instead of doing a panoramic description of the cultural ecology of different areas in Henan, Jiang
just chose a typical entry hall in rural Henan to take pictures with large depth of field. No one was in the entry hall; inside

the hall there were many articles in a jumble. But they were all changed into visual symbols with rich meanings by Jiang's
calm and smart lens. If we analyze his photos from the sociological perspective, we shall find out that what these photos are
trying to depict is the daily life, family circumstances ,smiles and tears of Henan folks; these texts are remarkable because

they reflect real life. But more inspiration lies in the interpretation from the perspective of photographic language form.

First, in Scenes, the photographer pays almost all attention to the objects, instead of people (Although there are some outdoor
shots, their impacts are not as far-reaching as the detailed interior descriptions). Of course, with these objects, audience

can trace human activities and vitality. But for observers, gazing at stable objects is different from gazing at people. Rudolf
Arnheim once states in his gestalt psychology theories that people photographed in documentary photography are placed

in interesting visual relations; when they move in a certain order, they form a complete process carried out in a continuous,
open and changing order. We know that something is happening and the results are still unknown. This set of pictures thus
forms a typical narration. However, a silent object, like a portrait, lies alone in a picture and maintains a stable and silent
relationship with other visual elements. This silent relationship creates a balanced feeling in the picture; it is not likely to arouse
any question from the observers. So, the stable object is a complete action. It is silent and self-contained, without any doubt.

The three image texts of Jiang Jian just employed silent objects and portraits as his basic schema of photographing.

In this way, the images in Scenes evade narration by using such a schema. This schema no longer describes an instant
action by condensing a single moment. Instead, it has intensified the directness and completeness of the picture. The
pictures of Scenes do not depict a complete story, and there is no space for extra poetic imagination. Since subjective
feelings are excluded in Scenes, the message conveyed is more calm and simple. From the development of photography,
this language form is close to Stiglitze's concept of “inorganic direct photography”, or Edward Weston and Paul Strand’s
concept of “objective photography”. These concepts are valuable for being objective and direct rather than subjective.

These clear and lifelike objects with stable relationship between themselves form a self-contained information system.

Secondly, each picture in Scenes forms a self-contained visual unit, and the whole set of photos is arranged in a parallel
structure instead of a linear one as in that of a picture story. This is to say, unlike a piece of narration, the pictures all
illustrate a common theme, and the order can be arranged freely as you wish. Only in a book or exhibition do we need
to arrange these pictures in a certain sequence for the sake of the understanding of audiences. This simple way of
photographing distinguishes documentary photography from picture stories with tight linear logic relations. We can even

say that this self-containment and parallel structure form an important schema of Chinese documentary bhotography.

Another set of photos named Masters followed the same idea and schema as Scenes. A slight difference is that it has the master
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of family taken in, emphasizing the complicated relationship between objects and people. The picture has an intensified sense
of space. Also, unlike Scenes, most of the pictures were taken in the hall, thus simpler and neater. Anothpr change has to do

with the color. A series of colorful photos contain more details, compared with the black-white ones, are closer to reality.

The third set of photos, Archives on Orphans, has omitted the visual exploration of space depth found in Scenes and Masters.
Portraits of the orphans are placed against a dark background, causing little delusion for three—dimensior}al space. As in Masters, the
portraits no doubt occupy the center of picture, arousing our concern with the person: Who is he? What$ his experience? But, the
person in Masters has his answer in the pictures; while the orphan is always alone. He has no family, no l‘home.‘.if we use a group

of pictures to answer the questions, we may need a set of pictures to demonstrate. But Jiang chooses a different way. He does

not like narrating with pictures. He prefers using words. Only the words can offer answers for the questio:ns. The pictures remain

silent. Then, we can sum up Jiang's style as follows: each picture is a self-contained, impressive and weI! developed visual unit.

Jiang, as a matured photographer, is cautious about choosing what objects to shoot. His photos are pure, unified and continuous.
In this sense, we consider Jiang as one of the important photographers of social documentary in Henan Province after Yu

Deshui in the transitional period, as well as one of China’s documentary photographers with distinct photographic styles. His

three image texts have in turn provided an important paradigm for documentary photography in China, sn terms of choosing

a,specific subject and forming an appropriate schema. This is where the value of Jiang’s photographic priactioe lies.

Ill. Documentary Photography: Creating a Visual Language Parallel with Reality

When we try to understand the three image texts from the perspective of audience or sociology, we will vjalue the reality of
human cultural ecology in Henan reflected in the photos and admire the solemn and objective social gazé adopted by the
photographers. However, when we come to analyze the photographic language form of the above-mentioned three image
texts, we find that these language forms are not the means but the objective. Instead of passively expressing the picture
contents, these language forms have transcended the objects taken and reconstructed a totally new scdpe of factuality in
photographic language. This looks like a conspiracy, but it has really happened. The dialectical materialisjm that we have
grown accustomed to has the rough and simple binary opposition of “form and content” rooted in our mf‘nd, making us

neglect this important fact. But this important fact can make us doubt if documentary photography is truly slice-of-life.

Studies of Linguistics and Semiotics have confirmed in many aspects that instead of reflecting the reality in our experience, the
image texts create a new reality itself. These years we have read many related researches and interpretations. Here we shall not
discuss in highly theoretic terms. Instead, we shall only discuss how the very language system of docum%antary photography dilutes

many facts and re-construct a new imagery reality out of the reality. Jiang’s three sets of pictures shall be used as examples.

When choosing a theme to photograph, Jiang is faced with a chaotic and changing reality. This reality exists in a meaningless
and empty state before the photographer pays attention to it. Just as Alain Robbe-Grillet of the noveau roman says, “The

world is neither meaningful nor ridiculous. It just exists.”(Quoted from La voie de roman futur) An artist is more eager to find
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out his position and reconstruct his consciousness in the real world than to describe it. As John Berger says, “We never
simply look at a thing. We are always considering the relationship between things and us.”(Quoted from Ways of Seeing) In

this sense, the starting point of observing this world has little to do with this world but concerns the artist’s inner wishes.

Photographer, from this starting point, cannot help but worry a bit over this ever-changing and interplaying world. No image can clearly
and correctly reflect this world. Before we start a rational understanding process, our understanding of this world is more of a chaotic
intuition and transference imagination, in which we can only feel the nature of imagination and illusive meaning. Therefore, in the words of

Alain Robbe-Grillet, “we must create a more real and direct world, to replace this psychological, social, functional and meaningful one.”

If we want to understand this world rationally, we have to find a starting point, which, for the photographer, is the theme of

his work. But the world itself offers no theme. “Theme” is a meaningful desire of people; it has nothing to do with reality but is
related with the photographer's knowledge composition and value priorities. So in the real world, there is neither “scenes”, nor
“masters” and nor “archives on orphans”. And these themes all come from the understandings of the photographer. These

understandings are all assumptions. All the other works of the photographers are refining this conceptual assumption.

After the assumption — namely, the theme — is clarified, the photographer has to find supporting evidences in this real world.
He finds his answer in an exclusive way by only paying attention to those things which provide evidence for the theme. Instead
of giving priority to Henan people’ s colorful life, the photographer pays all his attention to the special images referred to by
such words as “scenes’, “masters”, and “archives on orphans”. The photographer’s subjective perspective determines the
things he perceives. Just like Rudolf Arnheim says, “Actually, we can only see what we want to see”. Or like John Berg says,

“We only see what we want to see; it's a matter of choice. We stare in order to bring what we want to see in our eyes.”

Then what does Jiang want to see? The answer has to do with his intellectual experience. The intellectual experience
restricts his choice and understanding whenever he works for a theme. This restricted scope, however, contains an
important intellectual experience — Jiang's understanding and use of the language rules of documentary photography.
Another important scope is shown in his attempts to completely present his image subject according to the set of

language rules. These two scopes not only determine what Jiang is observing, but also how he observes.

This is to say, there is no “pure” observation in Jiang’s documentary photography. Jiang, as a dooumentéry photographer, has lost
his sense of “pure” observation and replaced it with observation within the scope of documentary photography language. This is a
process in which intellectual knowledge play its part. In other words, Jiang has to seek and capture the elements which conform
to the self-discipline of image, and perfectly combine them to form a balanced picture. This also indicates that a number of images
have to follow a unified structure and unique visual style, and the whole image text has to present a full visual presentation of

the stated theme. From this perspective, Jiang does not pay most of the attention to the reality of Henan Province, which draws

the attention of the sociologists and cultural criticism scholars. For him, these are just materials for expressing the theme.

It seems that this has reversed the relationship between form and meaning. And this is the fact. The German art
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historian August Sehmarsow stated in the early 20th century that art creation is a kind of “form creation”, and the
process of bringing the reality into the language logic of documentary photography is “a process of separating human
from nature”. In 1912, Wassily Kandinsky expressed a similar idea in his The Spirit of Art History: “For me, the scope
of art is increasingly separated from that of nature.” This effort of separation has demonstrated the wit, strength

and position of human in face of nature. Human beings have shown their objectification of essential power.
|
For photographers, the most important and practical factor is the language rules of documentary photography. The

set of images following a same form can reach an understanding of the reality and finally endow the reality with an
order. “He creates a new reality instead of reflecting it. As an artist, he finds himself facing a task, passinq through an
incomprehensible, chaotic, various and realistic world to the still unknown. He seeks order, meaning and icompleteness

through pure art language, emphasizing them for us knowing.” (In the words of Walter Hess, German modern art theorist)
|

Hence, documentary photography is based on facts. The logic of the image has become that of visual language, but not the logic

of reality. The results - or the image texts displayed in an exhibition — demonstrate a new materialized rea;lity reconstructed by the
photographer’s experiences. “Scenes”, “masters” and “orphans” in darkness are not from the reality any hore, except the description
which tells us some limited information about them. As a photographer, the most important thing is how he perceives the world,

but not what he finds in this world. The photographer shows in his work his understanding of reality insteéd of the reality itself. Paul
Cezanne once said: “We need not to re-create nature, but we must represent it.” Photographers pick his|objects from reality, and
reconstruct them into a new visual unit. Similarly, the chaotic relationship between elements are converted into a harmonic, orderly
and perfect visual relationship in the image texts, just as in the three photos of Jiang Jian and the structufe of the exhibition. In

them we find out an integrated and meaningful show of Henan Province coming out of the reality of documentary photography. This
demonstration is a new image reality that has lost connection with the real world. The whole process of theme-choosing and photo
exhibiting and publishing, where the language logic of documentary photography has found its way into the Jiang Jian’s photographing

practice, results in a creation of a new world, a reality of languages “parallel with the true reality” as Cezanne has called it!

Of course, this understanding is not limited to documentary photography. Every human artistic creation is a new
construction based on language. This analysis of Jiang’s images is also trying to illustrate this point: the comments
of documentary photography from the sociological perspective mostly come from our imagination and expectation,

instead of the objects taken. We tend to overestimate the relationship between images and reality.

So, if the image language does not reflect the real world, how should we comment on its value as a docdmentary photography text?
For one thing, this world of image language results from the creation of photographer. This processing of reality is rational, witty and
full of strength. The real world is chaotic, but the pictures are not. These orderly texts form a starting poin‘t for us to understand this
world without which we shall get lost. For another, to extend the idea expressed by German esthetician M Wallinger in Abstraction
and Moving (1908): when we are faced with a complicated and changing world, we tend to feel unsure and insecure. Hence there

is a strong desire for reason and peace. In this sense, we will turn to empathy, trying to mirror ourselves in the real world. To quote
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