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mmm Preface

Is photography a form of art? Perhaps yes, and perhaps no; perhaps partly yes. and partly
no. Yel, we have been tald for long that it is generally assumed to be undoubtedly a form
of art since "art”, by nature, implies creativity, which has given rise to the ongoing versatile
unbounded bundles of today's photography. This has virtually resulted in the unwanted
presence of the so-called "self-confinedness" and "perplexity” of ils non-artistic facet, or, to a
great extent, falsely characterized the nature of photography.

Being a relatively marginal discipline, photography has been exploring its self-expressiveness
over the past decades. However, under the current streams of conceptual experimentation,
operational automation and material diversification in photography. and under the influence aof
increasingly frequent photography festivals or large-scale exhibitions, the original borderling
of people's cognition has been undergoing constant changes and been revalutionized, with
much diversified photographic works of various sorts, ranging from serious, excited, pious,
almost self-tortured, dream-hovering, unscrupulous, totally-exhausted to the mysterious or
commercial-benefit-oriented types, which have actually created great challenges to our sense
of the world. Over the seemingly greal water of photography, there exist lots of ripples; waves
or foams, but what on earth underlies such a scene of jubilation?

Perhaps an old saying provides a witty answer: over the water tosses the rolling foarm, while
underneath silently runs the deep water. Out of a scene of kaleidoscope, is there anything
more constant, invariable, and closer 1o the existing truth? What is the wonder of the non-
artistic phatography — the counterpart of artistic photography? This is also what the present
"FOTOE Dacumentary Photography Classic” focuses. The so-called non-arfistic photography.
i.e. non-creative photography — such as documentary, photo-journalism, portrait photography
and chrono-photography — is not hard to define. Compared with the colorful scenes over the



surface, perhaps "the scene underneath' may be more helpful for us to access the nature of
photography.

Unquestionably, photos in such a small series are far from enough to present a panoramic
view of the non-artistic photography, and, by the same token, these works of art along with
their authors have been generally recognized as the mast important representatives of the
contemporary Chinese documentary photography. When we are attracted, roaming through
all these Images pertaining o various viewpoints from distinct photographers as well as free
from the hustle and bustle, we could possibly return or direct to a crystal clear and plain visual
definition: the nature of photography lies in its truthfulness while its quality depends upon the
facts that have been condensed or comprehended.

However, we have no intention here to classify photography into two distinctive categories:
the creative and non-creative, By adopting such (more or less) sketchy labels, we are only
aiming at the general convenience of explanation. In fact, subject to the differences in
understanding, context and circumstance, the elements of creativity can never be dissociated
from documentary photography, just as the foams on the great water can not be utterly
separated from the flowing river. Even Robert Capa, the master of documentary photography,
once deliberately played tricks on the non-creative belief of documentary photography by
secretly posing for his master piece Fallen Soldier. In the same way, it is not difficult for viewers
to perceive original creativities from the photo-series, especially those taken in the earlier
years. It thus proves thal crealive and non-creative elements can sometimes co-exist naturally
within the same piece of works. But only when these images are perceived from "historical
perspectives", their overall explanatory text will be a chronological process of the development
in documentary photography - the actual process of breaking away from the creativity.
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P refa Ce Hu Wugong

Classes were suspended during the Cultural Revolution, and | had enough time to wander
around on the campus. [t was also at that time, |, a farouche student in the Affiliated High
School of College of Fine Arts, got a chance to meet Shen Beixin, protessor in oll paintinig. |
admired him for his camera. and at the same time | wanted to learn how to take pictures from
him, so | went to his apartment almost every day. As a result, he finally agreed to let me work
as his assistant, taking pictures for the models and developing films. Since then. photography
has been part of my whole life,

At the beginning, | grudged taking picture for others, for the films were very expensive in those
days, and | had 1o save 8 yuan from my board expenses every month to buy them. Maybe out
of a kind of instinctive, | occasionally turned my heed to the social events around me. Thal is
why the photos about the middle 1960s are also presented in this book.

Though | have taken photography career for 40 years, | spent most of my former twenty years
in a confusing and bewildering state. Different from me, there were some photographers
whose minds seemed to be installed with a programmed chip ordering them only to shoot the
mainstream af the society, and cherishing the instruction in mind, these photographers were
not hesitating to shoot as they were told. Compared with them, the confusing and bewildering
state, on the contrary, promised me a more lenient shooting condition. As the matter of fact |
had also tried to persuade myself to accept 'the programmed chip', but still rejected it finally.
To mie, shooting the dominating mainstream of a society means that the photographers have
to be controlled and manipulated by the social mainstream, and thus they can never pour
their individual creative spirit into their photos, Suppasing | stuck to the so-called mainstream
photography for 40 years, then looking back on what | have taken, what kind of feelings would
I'have? In reality, there is no "supposing” in lite. | had once lived in confusion and perplexity,
and | suffered a great deal in trying to get rid of them and gaining my awakening. Regretfully,
I ' was no longer young when | finally came to realize something about the essence of the
photography and the true meaning of the life.
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My photographs are a miniature of the ordinary social events in ordinary backgrounds.
They mirror the fundamental lifestyle of Chinese people. Be they original, unprocessed, or
evolving, they reflect true and real Chinese culture and real Chinese civilization, rather than the
secondary culture affiliated to the dominated western culture as it is today.

Twenty years ago, | was criticized for knowing nothing about art, | said | was only taking
photos, ten years ago, | was criticized for knowing little about photography, | replied | was only
documenting the real events around me; today. when | am criticized for being out of fashion,
| retort that | am very "modern’. Why should not look upon these original shots of portraying
the Chinese people's real life as modern in the times when the picture of even the toilet can
become the "'modern masterpiece” in the art palace?

The three-thousand history of agricultural civilization has been changing with the social reform
in the past 30 years, during which many traditional ways of life and customs have died out. We
can do nothing to prevent them from disappearing just in the same way that we can do nothing
to stop some species of rare animals from perishing on Earth. Yet we can do something to
record their once existence and to trace the process of their extinction with the help of the
camera. Shooting what | saw is my hobby, and recording the way how they changed and
died out is the function of the camera. Up till now | have dedicated myself to this career for
decades, and thus these photos can be taken as the reflection of my life.

It is true that this world is changing, and changing so fast. A lot of things have melted away in
front of our eyes before we can distinguish what is right and what is wrong, and our lives have
also dramatically changed before we have time to grasp its true meaning. We are greedy, we
are impatient, we are anxious, and we are scared. In my opinion, it is only when we calm down
and stay in a serene mental state that can we taste the ups and downs in life and enjoy the
melodies of lite.
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1966 Beijing Thousands of teachers and students received by Chairman Mao and taking photos on Tian'anmen Square.
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1967 Xi'an, Shaanxi A girl playing the ode to Chairman Mao on harmonica.
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1967 Xi'an, Shaanxi A common practice during the Cultural Revolution: handing out flyers, pasting posters and parading.
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