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mm Preface

Is photography a form of art? Perhaps yes, and perhaps no; perhaps partly yes, and partly
no. Yet, we have been told for long that it is generally assumed to be undoubiedly a form
of art since "art", by nature, implies creativity, which has given rise to the ongoing versatile
unbounded bundies of today's photography. This has virtually resulted in the unwanted
presence of the so-called "self-confinedness’ and “perplexity” of its non-artistic tacel, 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 expermentation.
operational automation and material diversification in photography, and under the influence of
increasingly frequent photography testivals or large-scale exhibitions, the original borderline
of people's cognition has been undergoing constant changes and been revolutionized, with
much diversitied photographic: works of various sorts, ranging from serious, excited, pious,
almost self-tortured, dream-havering, unserupulous, 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 great 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 foam, while
underneath silently runs the deep water. Oul of a scene of kaleidoscope. is there anything
more constant, invariable, and closer to the existing truth? What is the wonder of the non-
artistic photography — the counterpart of artistic photography? This is also what the present
‘FOTOE Documentary Photography Classic” focuses. The so-called non-artistic photagraphy.
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 seene underneath’ may be more helptul for us to access the nature of
phoiography.

Unruestionably, photos in such a small series are far from enough to present a panoramic
vtew of the non-artistic photography, and, by the same token, these works of art along with
Iheir authors have been generally recognized as the most important representatives of the
contemporary Chinese documentary photography. When we are attracted, roaming through
all these images pertaining to various viewpaints from distinct photographers as well as free
trom the hustle and bustle, we could possibly return or direct to a erystal clear and plain visual
detimtion: the nature of photography lies in its truthtulness while its quality depends upon the
facts that have been condensed or comprehended.

However. we have no intention here to classify photography inta 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, contex! and circumnstance, 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 nat difficult for viewers
o perceive original creativities from the photo-series, especially those taken in the earlier
yaars |t thus proves that creative and non-creative elements can sometimes co-exist naturally
within the same piece of works. But anly when these images are perceived from "historical
perspectives’, their overall explanatory text will be a chronological process of the development
in documentary pholography — the actual process of breaking away from the creativity
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Preface aa.

I'was no longer very young when taking photography as my career. It was in 1978 when |
was 32 years old that | started to work as a photographic journalist At that time | had already
had a lot of life experiences. With 7 years as a tarmer and 4 years as a worker, | had already
traveled maost parts of China, In those days, there was little reporting on the major influential
media about the life [ had experienced, Therefore, after my starting to work as a photographer,
I cherished this dream in my mind: with my camera | would record the things that | saw, | heard
and | fell in order to let the world witness common Chinese people's life, thelr woes and their
happiness, and in order to mirror what had happened in those days

How time flies! Thirty years have passed. During these years, | have taken my camera
wherever | go. | have taken ten thousands of photos which have been issued for ten thousands
of times on nearly a hundred newspapers and magazines both at home and abroad. 1n 2001,
my photo books Living in Deng Xiaoping's Time: Viewing 1980s and Living in Deng Xiaoping's
Time: Viewing 1990s were published by Yangcheng Evening News Press, In 2003, wilhi the
help of FOTOE photo database and with the support of my triends from all over the cournitry, |
participated in the huge photographic exhibition Hurmanism in China organized by Guangdong
Museurn of Art.

Dr. Yanyg Xiaoyan, a scholar in Guangdong province, once wrote arn article entitled "The Era of
Reading Pictures', in which he maintains that human history has entered an age of recording
things by photos rather than by words since the invention of the photography in 1839



However, | think that photography is still in an immature stage, and the photographic language
still needs to be improved continuously by documentary photographers in practice from one
generation to another, just like the history of characters which has developed step by step
through a long course of evolution, from knotting ta oracle bone inscriptions, from single words
o phrases, and eventually to sentences and articles. Yet the past over-100-year photography
history has witnessed lots of photography masters who have enriched the expressive power
of photographic language. Meanwhile, with the increasing popularity of photography more
and more photos have appeared inour life in at "explosive" fast speed. During the process of
reading pictures, many conventionalized symbaols have been formed, going on enriching our
ability of using photography to "make sentences’ and "tell stories’, which cannot be separated
frorm photography in the same way that the news report and histarical documentary can not
live without photography. Undoubtedly, a real "era of reading pictures” is coming. Humanism
in China, exhibited in Guangdong Museum in 2003, is the new comedy of human beings
composed by 250 photographers with 601 photos. During the exhibition, we put forward four
key wards according to the way of selecting photos, they are "existence’, "desire’, "relationship”
and "time"

When collecting photos this time, | focused more attention to the research about the application
of the photographic language. Therefore, | divided them into four categories according to their
different representative forms, they are Scene, Story, Information and Portrait.
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1982 Liannan, Guangdong A Yae Minority Village.
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1982 Guangzhou, Guangdong Nonlocal cadres squatting on the street as if thinking of something.
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1980 « ["HRFFE KEFITITEA — HBEH

1980 Kaiping, Guangdong A sleeping pig at the door of the farmer’ s sitting room
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