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"Telling Stories with Photos,
reading photos in the stories"

—About "

Ningbo has major historic and cultural sites such as
Tianyi Pavilion Museum, the oldest surviving library
in China that witnesses the history in different eras; it
also possesses the Ningbo Old Bund, the earliest bund
in Chinese history, where both Chinese and foreign
merchants were stampeded into setting up shops and stores
here since 1844. Ningbo is a city with a rich history as well
as beautiful skylines. The modern and traditional aspects
of Ningbo result from the intertwining of Ningbo's history
and development. In this coastal city, there should be
someone who uses photography to observe and record the
people living in the city by telling their stories, it would be a
great showcase of the history and present state of Ningbo.

Photographer Xiaojuan Wang spent three years
to display a book that provides a multi-layered visual
presentation of those people who are currently living in
Ningbo. By using a comprehensive perspective, her book
presents different social classes and shows diversity and
complexity of the city via people at their homes.

You would be amazed by the variety of many kinds of

individuals in this book, but overall there are three types of

012

lingbo Living" by Xiaojuan Wang

Zheng Gu(Professor of Fudan University)

people that consttute Ningbo's social structure: upper-class that has money and power,
middle-class and intelligentsia, and people who are at the bottom of society, including
retired workers, unemployed, and migrant workers. In rcrrsns.nf their relationships
with the city's history, they can be divided into new Ningbonese and Ningbo native.
Without a doubt, Xiaojuan Wang's "Ningbo Living" covers every social class and pays
attention to both the local and the migrant.

As an important part of the modern societies, the specific forms of families have
been getting more complicated. Mainstream values definitely have a huge impact
on the transforming family forms, but urbanization and globalization also influence
family patterns. Dink couples, single parents, same-sex couples, interracial couples
and never-married men and women, the variety of family forms is constantly
changing and challenging the traditional family forms in the 21th century. If a
documentary photography book that based on the theme of families does not include
aforementioned untraditional family forms, that book is clearly not up-to-date. In its
true sense, documentary photographers need to produce truthful, objective, and candid
photography of a particular subject, instead of reiterating stereotypical mainstream
values. Of course, it means that the challenge for photographer could be greater.
Untraditional families might be more sensitive or even vigilant to the attitude of
others. When photographers conduct photo take in those families, they have to explain
their motives and good intendons. It is extremely difficult to get into a family and take

pictures of family members, mainly because of the privacy issue. Howevert, according



to the content of this book, Xiaojuan Wang has already
achieved her photography goals.

From a sociological point of view, family exists as an
instituton and a unit of socialization. Therefore, getting a
better understanding of the society through families should
be an effective method, and if nicely done, family pictures
will provide valuable information for future researches in
family studies. Xiaojuan Wang and her "Ningbo Living"
put a lot of efforts to show the combination of "people”
and "family". -

I also found that in Xiaojuan's family pictures, she
did not ask all the family members to be present. On
the contrary, the absence of some family members give
us a more authentic and profound understanding of the
family, it also provides broader imagination. There can be
a perfect family but it only happens in our dreams. To a
certain extent, documentary photography does not exist for
default perfection, but for the beauty of the imperfect. The
objective of documentary photography is to illustrate real
life reportage instead of staged ideality.

Documentary photographers record and define the

images of the human relations in society. This documented social relations not only
refer to the correlation between photographers, but also exposes the interrelation
berween the photographer and the photographed. A photo that captures social
relations records the interrelation between the people in the photo, as well as the
interaction between the people in the photo and the people outside the photo.
With a better understanding of the present function of photography, people can
use it to demonstrate social space. Therefore, in documentary photography that
defines the social relations between people, it also shows the material well-being via
the relationship between people and space. "Ningbo Living" is a good example of
demonstrating this function of documentary photography.

"Ningbo Living" is a dynamic integration of portrait photography and documentary
photography. Portrait photography provides identity authentication and reflects the
social status of the photographed. Documentaryphotography, on the other hand,
reflects the social reality. Xiaojuan used both photography techniques and documentray
portrait, I believe it is a decision after deep consideration.

Documentary photography mainly produces pictures of people. When they are
facing the camera, their facial expressions and body languages show complicated
emotions such as happiness, confidence, calmness, pride, flaunt, nervousness, horror,
introspection of past events, and anxiety of reality. All the photos in this book are
taken during conversation between Xiaojuan and the photographed. The relationship

between photographer and the photographed plays an important part on the degree
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