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Not to be Ignored
Jiang Wei
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One afterncon, not long ago, I sat in a local bookstore drinking tea and chatting
comfortably with the photographer, Lu Yuan Min. Lu had been talking about how
he felt people frequently turned a blind eye to the very people around them, espe-
cially the common folk who walk among us everyday. 1knew what he meant. I also
felt that, too frequently, photography, along with other art forms, offered up only

spectacular scenery and romance to us the public,

Shaking his head, Lu Yuan Min said he did not know why this was the case. As he
uttered these words of dismay, I watched his face. As always, his appearance ap-

peared to be calm and peaceful.

Later, lighting a cigarette, I stare at the people in the photographs taken by Lu.
These are all ordinary people from ordinary families. To me, these people in the
photographs look like birds in their nests. Maybe this is where Lu is leading us.
Simplicity. There is nothing that is ostentatious here, no dyed shadows, no camera
tricks. The people in these photographs are at case, at home in their environments.
The 35mm camera lens, the most commonly used lens, records the exact breath and
depth as the human eye sees. Like the long shot in the movies, this lens records the
wholeness of the space, trying hard to present the true nature of the objects before

it; trying hard to prevent obscuring distance from the observed subjects. This is a



simple charm. And the messages conveyed by these "ordinary” pictures are multiple
and various, inviting the observer inside to look again. One shot, one moment in
time. Each photograph stands alone; yet is linked to each other by Lu's firm
intention. It is the strength behind the camera that comes forward to capture the
atmosphere floating around the moment. These photographs, indeed, lead us to
our own life experiences, encouraging us to dig down and recall our own lives. With

one look here, ten years fly by.

The people in the photographs are Shanghainese. These are not the usual
Shanghainese that everyone talks about: the tycoons, the politicians, the businessmen,
the movie stars, all the adventurers, the romantic and sensational. Everywhere today,
there is talk abourt the "white collars", the bourgeoisie, the stockbrokers, the spec-
tacle of Xin Tian Di and the prosperity of Lu Jia Zui. Shanghai, everyone agrees, is
a city both dynamic and romantic. We are all keen to enjoy the appearance of
prosperity and fall prey to exaggerating the dramatic, but unsubstantiated, fairy
stories that abound. If one does not slow down and observe carefully, it is casy to
ignore those among us who live under gloomy skies. We seldom care to see that
kind of life around us. Are we blocked by our grand illusion of reality? Perhaps the
endless isolation, created by fashion, customs, hypocrisy and cliché, has absorbed

all the light, like a black hole, and hides a secret world from us. This secret also has



a history, a reality, and, indeed, a living environment thar should not be avoided.

Many years ago, I saw a Peking Opera called, "The Three Crossroads” on the
television. The two actors, each holding his breath, searched with great concentra-
tion for the other in the bright lights of the stage. Swords swung just above their
heads. Their eyes stared ahead, but each could not see through the virtual darkness
to find the other. At the time, this sight made me really anxious. Today, I think I
understand the message of "The Three Crossroads”. The actors in this opera were
meant not to sce each other, just like the bright darkness blocks humans, history
and reality from each other. But the actors could feel the existence of the other, and

that pressure made them realize the existence of themselves.

If Lu Yuan Min does not want to be broken down and isolated like the actors in the
opera, he must, himself, search and find the most accurate means to utilize his
strengths. Photography, when it rises to an art form, has the ability to be both huge
in impact and subtle in scope. Lu, in his photographs, leads us to experience every-
day life with everyday people. He shows us lives without decoration. On these
pages he depicts the first small steps that eventually grew to become what is called
today "the Shanghai miracle.” Other artists might strive for this effect, for Lu it is

his strong point. His camera does more than just record a world different from our
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"modern" one. He reaches out and captures images that today might be gone. This

is art in photography.

This collection of work came to my attention as [ prepared a selection of Lu Yuan
Min's work for solo exhibition. Invited by a cultural magazine in Beijing, I selected
over 20 photographs representing a variety of Lu's work. Later, I felt that this was
just not enough material, so [ went back and selected more examples, finally reach-

ing the number shown here.

I cannot remember how many times, [ gazed at these photographs. I was so com-
pletely enraptured. I remembered the photographer Robert Frank, who many years
ago predicted that visual communication would have a greater impact over the written.
To me, words cannot express what Lu shows in his photographs. So, there will be no
great explanations from me here, no0 listing of details regarding this work. Just as
did, you are invited to look at these images and try not to ignore their gaze. I know

these people in these photographs. I cannor pretend I have never seen them before.

Years ago, my father had a colleague who was also a close friend. The two families
lived close to each other, and they met often. Professor Yang was older than my

father. I called him Uncle Yang. According to my father, Uncle Yang graduated
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from a well-known German University. Often, when I was young, I would go to
Uncle Yang's house with my father. It was an old-style "western” house, but not a
grand one. I was a curious boy, and I explored everywhere in the house. I was
deeply impressed by the ceiling of the main bedroom. I was surprised to see a

large mirror hung above the bed.

Uncle Yang had a daughter several years older than me. I was also allowed to visit
her little room that was filled with dolls. T remember light colored curtains with
long, dripping tassels. I remember this daughter played the piano. Time passed,
and Uncle Yang was to be condemned as a "reactionary academic authority”. The
piano was confiscated. Several families moved into the house, adding noise and
strangeness, so we went to visit there less and less. I still remember Uncle Yang
chatting with my father about the future of us children. Would the hands that

played the piano now have to hold a hammer?
When my father died, Uncle Yang's daughter came to the funeral. She told me
her family had moved away from the big house because they could not get along

with their new neighbors.

After the funeral, I did not see her Xiao Yang for quite a while, until one day we
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happened to meet at the gate of my son's school. Her daughter was also studying at
this school. From then on, we often met as we dropped off our children. Xiao Yang
was always in a hurry. But I heard some of her story. [ learned that the old house
had been torn down under the municipal moving mandate. The family did not
receive much compensation for the house. Today she lives with her husband and
daughter quite far from downtown. As her father predicted, Xiao Yang worked for a
while in a factory before finally being admitted to a Normal University. There, she
met her husband who is currently a high school teacher. After her graduation, she
worked as an accountant in a local firm until she was laid off due to poor manage-

ment in the firm. Now she works as an accountant in a shop selling building marerials.

Xiao Yang says that her family's opportunities are quite limited because they can
only save a little money. Everything extra goes to the care and education of their
beloved daughter. Frequently, I would observe her among the crowd at the school
gate, instructing her daughter to wash her hands before meals, not to be too care-
less about her tests, not forget to bring an umbrella. I would see her handing her
daughter a few yuan to buy bread if she was late to come home after school. Every
single gesture and smile touched me deeply. Once I asked Xiao Yang, "Do you still
play the piano?" She smiled. "For me, that's something from a long time ago. But

we bought a piano for our daughter several years ago. The luckiest thing is that she
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loves playing herself. Yes, we have put all we have into her. T have to pinch pennies
even when I think about going to the hairdresser. I take the normal bus, not the ait-
conditioned one. I can save money for milk for my daughter that way." 1 think of
the long tassels on the curtains of her bedroom and that giant mirror on the ceiling.
Which kind of Shanghainese do I admire? Some one who has managed to find
happiness and joy, to live ethically and respectfully even as life strikes its unpredict-

able blows.

Let me purt it this way, Lu's photographs represent the everyday life of ordinary
Shanghainese during the last ten years of the 20th century, the important decade of
transition. It is a document with an historical awareness, a powerful witness to
events that have made us who we are now. Maybe some, the newly fashionable, the
newly successful, will not agree with my assessment. Perhaps they are blind to any
historical events that could make them upset or unhappy. Awareness blocks riding

pleasantly upon the appearance of things.

I have always considered that history helps one find depth and awareness. As Ray
Huang says, "The whole drama will unfold in front of you. You only need the
beginning and the end of a time frame. The milestones will be revealed along the

trail of time; nothing eventually can be hidden or omitted.” Of course, our present



