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HONG KONG 1997 THROUGH THE LENS OF LI ZHENSHENG

Li Zhensheng is without question the best known photographer
from China in the world today. He possesses the temperament
of an artist, the sense of curiosity of a journalist, and the mindset
of an historian. This unique combination of gifts has led him in
recent years to be recognised and acclaimed by his international
peers, including the late Henri Cartier-Bresson from France; the
Swiss-born New York based Robert Frank; the legendary British
war photographer Don McCullin; the world reknown Brazilian
documentarian Sebastido Salgado; and famous American icons
Annie Leibovitz and David Bumett, to mention just the few who Li
actually met.

Having studied to be a cinematographer at the Fiim School
of Changchun in Jilin province, Li became by circumstance a
news photographer. For two decades, from 1963 to 1982, he
worked as a newspaper photo-reporter for the Heilongjiang Daily
in Harbin and applied to his photography the narrative discourse
of cinema: wide views and close-ups, shot-reverse shots, multiple-
angles, sequencing, and montage. Combined with a strong
sense of composition and lighting, these cinematic techniques
of storytelling have been utilized by Li in his own still imagery. His
stated purpose: to visually investigate and represent the reality
before him for generations to come.

The photographs in the present exhibition were taken over a
three-day period in the summer of 1997 when Hong Kong was
returned by the United Kingdom to the People’s Republic of China
- ""one of the PRC's greatest achievements ", Li asserts with
patriotic pride. He was the only Chinese photographer accredited
with the foreign press corps during the historic ceremonies
presided over by President Jiang Zemin, with Prince Charles
heading the official British delegation, on June 30th and July 1.

From the privileged vantage point of the international

By Robert Pledge

mediq, it is with a Chinese eye that this photographer observed
in great detail the transfer of sovereignty, bringing o his coverage
something unique, a different perspective: the lowering of the Union
Jack and the hoisting of China's flag in it's place and the various
protocolar stages of this momentous process -- starting with the
departure by car of the former Governor Chris Patten, the folded
British flag that flew over his official residence in his lap. The latter
image won Li the annual Chinese News Photography Competition’
s gold award, and three other photographs of the event received
prizes also that year, thus recognising his remarkable ability to
observe and document.

Using his proverbial " peripheral vision ", Li broadened the
scope of his coverage far beyond the traditional professional
expectations from this kind of situation, photographing crowds,
faces, and ordinary moments to give us a richer understanding
and appreciation of the profound meaning of the extraordinary
event. " Let history tell the future ", General Zhang Aiping
declared in 1988, speaking in reference to the images of the
Cultural Revolution by Li. The wise words by the former Minister of
Defence could equally apply to the photographs shown here
taken ten years ago in Hong Kong.

Through this exhibition, we salute with admiration and
friendship Li Zhensheng, the artist, the journalist, and the historian,
and with gratitude the visual legacy of a remarkable milestone in
Chind's contemporary history.

Robert Pledge
President, -
Contact Press Images »
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