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The most influential photographer in China
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Take the city seriously
and those seeking dreams here as well

——— comment on Shenzhen images of Yu Haibo

By Wang Luxiang

First, I would like to express my gratitude to Yu Haibo who gave me this opportunity to put my impressions of Shenzhen into words, and had my memories of

Shenzhen awakened after review of his Shenzhen images.

Yu Haibo came to Shenzhen in 1989, one year later than my arrival. He never left Shenzhen ever since, where he settles his life. To me, Shenzhen is just like a
stop , and I would never stay there long unless my job requires it. Therefore, our understanding of Shenzhen is basically different, though we share some common

features, like we are all observers. He observes the world from behind camera lens, while I tell photographers my observations of the world.

Nowhere in China can there be found a second city like Shenzhen, which has consumed image industry workers so many films and tapes in the past some 30 years.
Over 20 years ago, when bulldozers first started pushing open on the ground, who, except few great statemen and people with sharp historical acumen, would

realize that a great city was emerging here?

I'made my first trip to Shenzhen in 1988. Interesting enough, I arrived at Shatoujiao after crossing Wutong Mountain, entering Shenzhen from the east end, unlike
most of inlanders from the south end. It was mid-autumn festival that day, the small town on that side of Wutong Mountain was crowded with all migrant girl
workers, who dressed themselves with cheap gaudy costumes, and were seen in exhilaration on their child-like faces. People queued up in long lines in front of
post offices, waiting to remit money to their hometowns where their families were in desperate need of money. However, on the top of Wutong Mountain, there
existed another extreme of life; on the several quarries I covered, there were all male workers, no a single woman. They, in shabby clothes, were enwrapped in

white stone powders, except two black eyes. On the mountain top, I saw the blue Dapeng cove, the first time in my life I have ever seen the blue sea.

When I was immersed in my thoughts over the blue sea, a general look of a city caught my vision. It was a construction site rather than a city. Between the blue
sea and green trees on mountains was exposed red earth heaped up by so many bulldozers, that constitute a shocking sight under sunshine. A great many buildings

were erected, but more tower cranes stood around.

Four years later, I was in Shenzhen again to shoot theme TV series. High-rises rose on many construction sites, a great number of farm lands were turned into

factories. More Hong Kong people were here to hunt for gold, more inlanders gathered here to seek their dreams. For the entire 6 months, I covered the whole city



of Shenzhen: the streets old and new, local Ke minority residence, office building, sea breeding base, electronic components assembly line, factory surrounded by
barbed wire, luxury house, quarry, night club and etc. I interviewed a host of Shenzhen people, among whom are Liang Xiang, Zhou Ding, Yuan Geng, the earliest
explorers in the special economic zone, Li Jing, Zheng Liangyu, Li Youwei, who braved all difficulties when making the second attempt in venturing into
businesses in special economic zone. Some figures enjoying great popularity then ended up in scandal, some hyped-up adventurers vanished from the world with
no traces to be found. I witnessed job fair thronged with laborers, malfeasance in land auctioning, chaotic scene in stock bidding. I, for the first time, saw so many
stunningly beautiful “girls” in hotel lobby, a village wholly emptied. It was the first time for me to see that the people here , no matter they knew each other or not,
would touché the topic of money or business deal in their conversations. Here, all people of different identities and social status, talked to me about their special
zone and their Shenzhen, in a variety of conceptions and descriptions. Many of them are now forgotten or faded in memory, but, they are remembered as a whole.
I remember the girls punched time cards before hurrying to washroom; I remember a thousand flower-patterned parasols were blossoming while the girls were

having lunch; I remember they queued up in front of post office for remittance; I remember the girls joined together to go to see takeoff and landing of planes in

When I look at the photos of Yu Haibo, my first reaction is, why it’s not me? I have seen so many plain yet meaningful, disorderly yet marvelous moments. My
second reaction is, they do not merely stay at the sleek and glossy looks of glass buildings, instead, they remind me of the shock I experienced the moment I stepped

on the land of Shenzhen. Only this is adequate to me, as Shenzhen is highlighted from historical perspective.
Yu Haibo said he had been watching this city for 18 years, and gradually realized that this city was like a train, fully loaded with passengers making non-stop travel
against all adversities, yet bringing away so many stories untold. The city was like spiritual tunnel leading to perfection, carrying people’s dreams, despairs and
anticipations. Later, I name this photography album spanning for over 10 years as “straight path”, which best fits the photographer, who, burdened with historical
information, trudged all the way from inland to coast , and has found a wide path with historical significance.

It’s for sure that Yu Haibo’s Shenzhen influence is not simply of historical significance, it’s about more Shenzhen you can physically touch.

Shenzhen can be felt physically. Only in the shadows of the magnificent high-rises in Shenzhen can you probably touch it among the noises generated along the



borderlines between urban and suburban areas, from the crowded dorms and workshops. During the 18 years in Shenzhen, Yu Haibo entered Shenzhen as a journal-
ist, and this made him gain first-hand experiences in different lives, and feel both the mental and economic pressure of Shenzhen people. He said, that, every day
in Shenzhen, he faced a world of dreams migrant people were pursuing, and it had accountability, conscience and creation, as well as lust for wealth. Every time
he focused his camera and pressed shutter, he felt tired. I think it’s this kind of emotion that saved Yu Haibo spiritually, and made his images of Shenzhen have a

concrete meaning, like being pressed by a road roller.

The kind of feeling like bits of stone being squeezed into road surface maybe represents the living anxiety of the majority of 13 million Shenzhen people. It is tiny,
minute, but solid, one by one, withholding obstinately its own space. I understand why Yu Haibo let painting workers in Dafen Oil Painting Village lined up for the
group photo, and I also understand the impact of the photos on the judges of WPP. It is the internal strength, the power of stone bits pressed into road. I notice Yu
Haibo repeated the group of figures when mentioning Dafen village: 4 square kilometers, 8000 painting workers, 5 million oil paintings produced per year, possess-
ing 60% oil painting market of the world. If we enlarge the figures, then it becomes Shenzhen, Zhujinag River Delta region, Wenzhou, Zhejiang, Yangtze River
Delta region, and China. It is the source of passion, inspiration and awe that Yu Haibo draws from Dafen village, the source of the “special cultural miracle” he

noted, the source of power overwhelming international judges.

However, amidst his inspiration and awe, his lament for life is apparent. He took shots of innocent Jjoy and sorrow; he also took shots of people hurriedly passing
by; he took shots of the worn-out people in sound sleep, he also took shots of the eruptions of tense emotion. He took shots of sun-showered faces and bodies in

black and white, he also took shots of those evasive souls indulging in voluptuous lives.

I'am especially attracted by the photo: Zhao Xiaoyong and his younger brother the painting workers from Jiangxi fell into sleep on the ground. Doctor Gachet was
looking at them from the wall in grief, while Van Gogh, his eyes filled with suspicion and anxiety, was staring at the camera outside the door, which was directed

at him and the brothers of Zhao’------
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Wide passage of Shenzhen

Shenzhen, China’ s earliest economic development zone since reform and opening-up in 1980° s, and the largest migration city in the history of China.

In 1989, I, like all the migrants, came to Shenzhen to make my dream come after graduation from Wuhan university. I participated in and witnessed the
construction of this emerging city. The migrant people, cherishing their dreams, flooded in the city and made the city running------ . They are here to demonstrate
their abilities, and create wealth. On this frontier town, they see their businesses grow, and lead their lives to a bright future.

Shenzhen people has created China’ s unique “Shenzhen speed” , and slogan “time is money, efficiency is life” became the symbol of that era.

Until 2007, Shenzhen has developed to become a modern city with a population of 13 million, and its GDP per capita is among the leading rank in the
country. Stories of countless lives, fluctuation of mood, all happen among the forest of high-rises------ wealth, economic gains, expenditure, and lust all emerge in
the passage of 27 years of the city. Humanity is enduring its severe test.
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Mar.23, 1989, midnight Railway station. Migrant workers to Shenzhen stepped down the train.
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May 1989 Puwei gourmet street lit throughout night. A place frequented by Shenzhen people after midnight
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Sept. 1990 Dongmen old street, Shenzhen



