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DANCING WITH RED-CROWN CRANES IN PHOTOGRAPH

—Mao Yizhou's photograpy works

In China, many people like photographing birds, whose
number can be roughly estimated to be several ten thousand.
Among them, a great number (about more than five thousand)
specialize in photographing huge birds like cranes, herons and
swans. I have seen a lot of exhibitions and albums of painting in
this field and find that they have different likings and pursuits.
“Chinese Photographers” magazine has held “International High-
end Forum of Wild Animal Photograph” twice and launched
“Joint Declaration for Wild Animal Photograph”. Photographing
the red-crown cranes is a
poetic choice and it 1s also
a topic both related to
environment protection
and to caring the animals.

People like photograph-
ing the red-crown cranes
mainly for their poetic
appearance and behaviors.
They have long beak, long
neck and long leg,
dignified and refined, like
the god from heaven.
Because of their elegance, the cranes were praised as “holly birds”
in the ancient legends and tales by Asians. As a result, they
become a symbol of happiness, elegance and longevity. A famous
Chinese poet Bao Zhao from Nan Dynasty once wrote in his
poem “An Ode to the Dancing Cranes”, reads “I walked
thousands of miles to chase the cranes and found them up in the
heaven and ride those clouds. Elegant as ladies, their song were so
delicate and touching that could be heard on the open field from

mile away. Sometimes, they would comb their feathers and watch

their shades but after a while, they would fly up and landed on the
top of a building...They appeared with arrival of wind and
disappeared with the rain, one could not tell their trace exactly.
Finally, I could only sigh to the sky with a feeling of lost and
awesome”. The poet was so attracted by the birds that he followed
and observed them and thus a bunch of imaginations and poetic
lines were produced. Through his poem, the vivid image and

disposition of the red-crown cranes were presented onto the

paper.

It 1s a pity that the
photograph was not the
invention of ancient time, so
the holy grace of cranes can
only be recorded by the lines
of the poets and pens of
drawers. Once the photo-
graphic technology was
learned by Chinese artists at
the beginning of 20th
century, it was instantly used
to photograph animals like
eagles, geese, gulls, birds to
express their affection towards the nature and uninhibited state of
mind. Some artists include Cai Junsan, Zhang Yingquan all had
taken pictures of such animals. But due to the limitation of actual
condition at that time, some wild animals like cranes, tigers and
sharks had never come into the cameras of photographers.

After 2000, the wild-bird photographers form a huge group
due to on the one hand the improvement of living standard
brought by the opening and reform policy and accumulation of

wealth, people are able to have relaxation, extend their footprints



to the habitats of wild animals and take a close look at those wild
animals; on the other, due to the mess and quick spread of digital
products among the common people, the technical barriers of
photographing were broken. So it is easier for common people to
buy a long lens, by which a fast-moving bird can be shot. There 1s
also a negative factor contributing to people’s focus on birds,
namely the deterioration of the environment. We are all prisoned
in the reinforced concrete nowadays and we are eager to go back
to nature and look for our own original nature, pureness and
passion.

Among all the photographers I have ever seen, some stress
recording of the birds’ habits, some focus on the comparing the
“seen” and “unseen” the moment birds stretching their wings,
while Mao Yizhou is quite different from them. She chased the
red-crown cranes from the wetland in Yancheng City, Jiang Su
Province to Zha Long natural preserve in Heilongjiang Province
and even to the wetland in Hokkaido in Japan. On the one hand,
she holds that cranes are an integrated part of nature so that there
are a lot of integration between sky and land, grass and tree,
stream and rock, light and shade in her works. They are served as
stage for the red-crown cranes: their dance, their habitat, their
language and their love inject vigor and holiness to nature. This is

the externalization of a photographer’s heart as well as a
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reflection of we often refer to “words are limited while the artistic
conception is unlimited”. It is also a desirable pure world for
people; on the other hand, Mao Yizhou carefully observes a single
movement of the cranes from a female angle in the process of
photographing so that her photos are always filled with humanitar-
ian understanding of life and human nature, which is just where
she overpasses many others. The power to touch the audience
from her photos comes from her internalization of that emotion.
From different photos shot from distant, middle and near, I can
understand the procedures for her to get close to the cranes
cautiously and lovingly and experience her excitement in her
heart. Actually, in animal photographing, such scenes are often
seen in which birds are used as tools or are driven off at will. We
also find some damaging behaviors in name of protecting animals
in animal-photographing. However, we can never find any of
those in Mao Yizhou’s works because she treats cranes as her
brothers and sisters. Such a mind will naturally be delivered to us,
even to the cranes like a message. Look, the cranes are playing
freely beside her!

A photographer who dances with cranes, a lady who regards
cranes as her soul is surly an excellent photographer!

May Mao’s crane-photographing technique top all!

Director of Photography Art Research Center of Chinese Art Research Institute,

Chief Editor of “Chinese Photographers” Magazine
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DANCING WITH THE RED-CROWNED CRANES

More than ten years ago, after listening to a moving but
sorrowful song called “A True Story” (which tells story of a girl
saving the red-crowned cranes) for the first time, the eagerness to
fly to where the girl raised the cranes and take a look at those
beautiful cranes and swamps was always haunted in my heart.

Thanks to the hearted invitation from my teacher, I finally got
the chance to unveil the beauty of Yancheng City, Jiangsu
Province, which is among the fiery anethoides and boundless reed
marshes and renowned as the “Westland in East and the Home to
the Red-crowned Cranes”, to
walk into Zhalong, located in
Qiqihar City, Heilongjiang
Province, hometown of red-
crown cranes in China and to
cross the ocean and visit the
wild habitat for red-crown
cranes in eastern part of
Hokkaido... Though I have
heard people’s compliments
for red-crown cranes over
thousands of times; however,
I still feel they were too far
and holy for me to reach. Now I finally have the chance to feel the
unprecedented creating passion the cranes have brought to me.
Until today, after the official publishing of my album “Dancing
with the Red-crowned Cranes”, I am still in a state of excitement
when sharing it with my fellow photographers.

The habitats where the red-crown cranes live are like
dreamlands. Standing there, you will have the same feelings with
the ancient poet, “the cranes sing in the sky and their songs can be
clearly heard in the wild” and understand the reason why the
ancient legends and tales saw red-crown cranes as “the chief of all

birds and the steed of gods”. They also referred them as “holy

cranes” and symbolized cranes with happiness, dignity and
longevity. When the early dawn light show itself from the horizon,
the sky is painted red and the sun is about to rise, flocks of red-
crown cranes will fly over vour head with constant changing of
formations and vigorous songs. In the refection of dawn light, the
silent sky is dotted full of vigor by the flock of cranes, which is a
really magnificent scene. Those graceful and concentrated cranes,
with their born elegance and dignity, are like shy girls with great
charming. With every rhythmic and gentle hopping of cranes in
the daylight, my heart will
also fly with them.
However, what I can do
now 1s only raise my
camera and trigger it
without a stop for fear of
missing any beautiful
moments. The cranes’
light and elegant “couple
dance”, tender pace and
refined movement will
stand out of the most
excellent human dancers.
People will also be amazed by the naked red skin on their heads
and pure white feathers and feel as if the cranes were holly birds
coming from the heaven. So the everlasting photos are worth
appreciating and preserving for a life long time.

It 1s said that a red-crown crane can live about sixty years and
the love between male and female cranes never changes. They
observe monogamy and are faithful to their “better halves” to
death. They are undeniably “example couples” in the animal
circle. The red-crown cranes often come and leave in pairs.
Sometimes a lonely female crane will attack another female with

spouse. At this moment, the male crane will rush there pecking



the attacker violently and protect his “wife”. Moreover, the male
cranes will propose their love in a unique way: they will dance
beautifully and passionately to express their affection towards the
female crane. Once the female accepts the love, she will join the
dance and the loving couple will straighten their necks to sing a
song of love and exhibit a beautiful and harmonious dance
together. The movement of their dance during the proposal is
especially splendid; I even think the beauty of their various
postures and passionate love can not be expressed by words. The
dance between the lovers is perfect: when one lower its head; the
other will stretch its back and raise his. The body language of
them 1s expressed to its fullest: they will wave their bodies from
head to talon continuously, bend their back, raise their heads,
expand their wings and hop, which resembles a lot our social
dances, ballet, or tango and tap dance. During the dance, they will
use their great strength and express their true feelings from inner
heart, so they deserve being called “the great dancers”.
Sometimes, the cranes will pick up a clod, grass root or a branch,
stretch their huge swings and fling it up into the air in a sudden,
and then within a split second, they will have already fetched in

their mouth. Their quick reaction and elegant movement will be a
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feast to your eyes. The photographers can only accompany them
by holding their breath, groveling on the grass still and fast
shuttering the camera.

Sometimes, the cranes will stand beside the swamp still,
combing their feather, and then all of a sudden, they will sing
while dancing or expand their wings to fly. Cranes can live
peacefully with other birds and animals off the lake and contrib-
ute to the harmony of nature. After sunset, the dust will see waving
reeds, thick marshes, clear and blue lake surface and silver light
rising from the lake. At this moment, the cranes will dip the water
happily with each other. The unquiet waves reflect charming light
in the sunset and they are so extraordinary. While in the snow-
wrapped winter, red-crown cranes are never afraid of the coldness
of the icy world. They still play and chase leisurely, which may
really draw envies from our humans. For the parent cranes, they
carefully take care of the product of their love and a young life is
enjoying its mother’s love in the wild nature.

The harmony between nature and humans is a dream I am
always chasing.

You’re my beauty, red-crown cranes!

Jan.1,2012

L
———

Y-

IR






The Howrish 0/ O%aw’ny
& 2Ae

- 5B HE

Ls S, SN, SKEE R, RPN
Jadele, NREFD tHERAY, ESGTEE.  HEATl, 54k A Uate.
K, EAEIAE, AR ST, @b,
RE, EEEIENE FUE, A HBE.

Joaik, EREILE AL




'Q‘ﬂin‘.-m@m M
.giu@

i
RN




1" A bty oot

Nikon D200 AF-S70-200mm, f/8, 1/125s, 1SO 200

Nikon D200 AF-S28-70mm, f/8, 1/125s, ISO 200
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Nikon D200 AF-S70-200mm, f/11, 1/125s, ISO 400




Nikon D200 AF-S70-200mm, f/11, 1/250s, SO 400
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