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Photographic Images —Record of passing

moments as the fleeting waves
Li Mei

“Moment is all one’s life” (John Berger). It is from that I identify the photo “The Gleaner” shot by Yu Deshui and the author himself. In all my life, I
cannot turn away from the momentarily-fixed view.

Among the Chinese contemporary middle-aged photographers orientating the documentary images, some always focus on the rustic land. Their
inclination to this shooting arena is half from historical reason and half from their personal experiences. China is a big agricultural country. The
culture traditions constructed on this vast land cannot be without the influences of certain history. In addition, during the process of modernization, we
directly go into a modern society with no gradation period from an agricultural society to an industrial one. In the system based on the theory “Art
and literature serve the workers, farmers and soldiers” by Chairman Mao in Yan’an, it is a very important tradition to make rural life the main motif
of composition. So it’s natural for Yu Deshui who has gone through series of transitions in China to go on this convention. In my opinion, the reasons
above are the general background of Chinese photographers who have deep affection for their hometown. With this kind of background, even if the
artists can lead an easy life in the city, the urban lifestyle still does not mean sense of belonging to them. Because in their heart, they choose to keep a
kind of idealist imagination, and only the earth can be deep enough to carry that.

Deshui was born in Zhoukou, Henan Province. Strictly speaking, Zhoukou like some other cities are not real cities. With low-grade of urbanization, it’s
half city, half country. Born and bred in the
circumstance like this, when Deshui started his career of photographing, he concentrated on local sceneries in the course of nature.

more like an urban-rural connecting area. This kind of regions accumulate an unique cultural formation

On the other hand, the age of the photographer is unlike that of the photographers after 80 generation who shoot as egoists from the start: my mood,
my life, my environment..."Myself" is their initial intention. This strong and constant subjectivity can’t be built by Deshui’s generation who are used
to paying close attention to otherness. To them, objects are not only to be looked at, but more importantly they incarnate to estimate the values. Artists’
subjectivity is always concealed in the watch on others. In a sense, the life of this generation constantly acquires a lust of being needed by others. It is the
lust that makes documentary photography their way to look at the world, and makes social responsibility their art character. It’s difficult for them to draw
off their sight from the vast land and soil. Their personal emotions and spirits have mixed together with earth, so the land becomes what they rely on.

Yu Deshui is just one of them.

Yu Deshui’s instinct and experience shape his photographic characteristics: peaceful, immutable in the nature, excitation hidden in quiet temperament,
exquisite and gentle in perseverance and adamancy. His photo is a kind of thought-provoking poetry. Yes, poetry is a kind of expression exceeding the
realistic statement, as well as the emergence of spirit and affection promotion. Just because of this kind of poetry shown in his photos, a kind of purity
prevails Yu’s photos.

Yu Deshui focuses more of his expressions on passion than feeling. His emphasis are on the reality rather than personal existences. Among the world
views, a constant outlook on values stays unchanged, however time changes, even though this kind of persistence has become out of fashion today.

In the preface of the book “Loess of China Central Plains”’by Yu Deshui, Mr. Hou Dengke commented: “Deshui doesn’t inspire spirit from the earth nor
distill the ideal from his parents and siblings. Along with the fade of the solemn and stirring, sedimentated the original nature of the farmfield. It is a
symphony all mingled with various experiences, emotions, survival spaces and other different sounds.”



Two parellel orbits clearly expose from his areworks, after viewing all photos by Yu Deshui: Relationship between Man and the Earth in grand spaces;
and Henan Character. Both of them have constituted Yu Deshui’s photo reality, as well as his life reality.

The theme of Grand Space turns clearer and clearer from original vagueness. Yu Deshui gradually adjusted and relocated the relationship between Man,
nature and society, as well as their positions. We can also regard these photos as his statement about his world view. His photos become more and more
vacant. People in the photos become smaller and smaller, while influence from environment to Man becomes stronger and stronger. This vacancy is not
estrangement, apathy nor loneliness. Rather, it is a kind of peace, geniality and leisure. From these photos, I understand Yu Deshui’s acknowledgement
to the decisive action of the space. People are the products of environment. Nobody can escape from it. But, the environment is gradually established
by people day by day. So, he tries to find the harmony from the relationship between the environment and Man although this kind of harmony shows
the unchangeable lament to the destiny.

It is important that we see the calm eyesight from these photos. Especially, this kind of sight scatters a kind of quiet geniality, constant stillness and
easily neglected profoundness and delicacy, hidden hardship....All these are author’s heart responses and soul release through his lens. Confronting the
immutable Yellow River and loesses, striving is a kind of character, so is the endurance. The Bible says: “it is certain to be saved in case of endurance
to the end.” Perhaps, the endurance is the road to obtain the freedom and salvage.

It is important that Yu Deshui doesn’t expand his heart distance after increasing the space distance. He always keeps close, but not really close relation
with the target figures. This relies on his growth reality. Yu Deshui is not Hou Dengke, so he cannot really become one of them. Perhaps, from the
beginning, nobody really wants to resignedly stay in the countryside. Didn’t Hou Dengke accept his own fate after many endeavors? Yu Deshui was
not born in the countryside, but he grew up in the countryside. In terms of affection, he puts his heart into the countryside. In terms of spirit, he cannot
really melt into the countryside. We have to admit it is a kind of embarrassment. The promise to stand by the earth has both acknowledgement and
escape. The countryside can repair the emptiness of spirit and affection. However, real and complete integration must come from the roots. Love should
be undoubted and alienation is also undoubted. The space sense in his lens just shows this kind of spirit and reality. I think this way.

I found that many mature photographers have formed a kind of habitual shooting distance in the course of their long-term professional practices. This
distance is the channel for us to understand the artworks as its formation is not merely from a perspective habit. Behind it, there must be some complex
reasons and courses. No doubt that Yu’s distance exceeds that of common people. Why does he need so large space? Why does he focus from afar on
the people existing between the sky and earth? From them, I decode a certain notion to return to naturalism. Via distance,Yu Deshui completely got
rid of the photography’s compulsivity. On the one hand, he tries to restore the normal proportion between people and environment. On the other hand,
he hides himself at a unconspicuous place, out of the view of his shooting objects. Thus, he becomes a casual onlooker at his own will and enjoys a
watching freedom. The comfortable distance between the photographer and the objects free the both. People feel relaxed if comfortable. People feel
free if relaxed. The author ultimately released his inside depression this way. .

Years of experiences have broght Yu Deshui thus far. He himself becomes one among the crowds. From his lens disappears superiority as well as
privileges, deposited with “peaceful, straight and natural” natures (by Hou Dengke). Yu Deshui is such a person with the attitude of equality and affinity.
He shows his intimacy with distance. He chases freedom with distance. One step backward, you get more boundless spaces. Only when you move one
step backward, can you discern Nature’s bondage to human beings; can you appreciate the kindness encompassed by the Nature. Only after you move



one step backward, can everything enclosed by the Nature be clearly revealed.

These photos look a little far, yet a little close, making the minute and details protrude sharply. Such artpieces need gazing at. Or, the fundamental
gists might slide. Such artpieces need reading with a common and peaceful mind as they have no strong visual impacts. In the spacious and noiseless
ambience, the figures in action are the sparkles of the environment. In fact, Yu Deshui never shoots in an aggressive manner. Maybe he lacks a kind
of strength to directly face people, nor a sense of confrontation superiority. Perhaps, his character makes him a watcher who needs watching distance.
It is not his style to compulsorily separate the object from the background. Especially, at such mature age of his, he knows more of environmental
influences and its decisive power to Man.

We always neglect positions of people in the space. People are always arrogant, especially the generation who received the education of “Man can
conquer the nature”. To excessively exaggerate one’s power will lead to continuous disasters. Unfortunately, camera is the powerful tool to promote the
exaggeration in some points.

From his photos, I can also read his expression about time. Time is the most powerful among everything and can compete with everything in the world.
Although photography is the visual mode to directly and inherently decode time, it is difficult to show a holistic concept how time elapses like running
waters. The time imbued in Yu’s photos is not concrete along with specific events nor behaviors, but a kind of sense of time, ----- a kind of calmness,
and a kind of patience living in this society. Not from the motion, but from the tardiness or even stillness, from the relationship between Man and earth,
Yu Deshui accumulated his understanding to time.

“Henan Character” is strongly and vividly protruded from Yu Deshui’s another series of photo style. Among the crowds of old people and kids in
the folk art performances, shrine fairs, threshing ground, bazaar and audience places of local operas, I am so surprised to see the unique character of
Henan People ---- “Responsible, endurable, amiable, hardworking, painstaking, easy-going” (Hou Dengke) ---- so clearly exposed from Yu’s photos.
In fact, the life of People living in the Central China Plains is surrealistic: An old lady in her seventies or eighties should quietly sit on the top branch
of an isolated tree? Through this, Yu Deshui emphasized the expression of Henan Character. Perhaps, this kind of emphasis doesn’t come from
the consciousness. He is only enchanted with the surrealistic status in these occasions. It seems he prefers to emphasize on this. While, through his
emphasis, I clearly sensed HenanCharacter.

[ like his photos without narration. Superficially, those photos are not in line with Yu Deshui’s stillness style. Watch them closely, you will find these
dynamic photos are static, extracted, even a little visionary. In fact, everything stops all of a sudden at that moment, impossible for anybody to trace the
events. For himself, what he saw was only part of these events or the points neglected by most people. Our sight is locked by the essence of the photos
at the moment. So, the meanings floating on the surface are blocked, thus emerging a certain surrealism......

Henan folk festivals are always a target pursued by photographers in Henan Province and surrounding cities. We can only feel bustles in many photos.
In fact, it is a good test to photographers’ ability and experience how to control such subjects. It needs some constant force if you are in the bustling
situation and can be out of this huddling environment. On this point, Yu Deshui has his inherent advantages. He is never a noisy person. Even he can
ignite bustling activities, yet, he himself stays cool. But, he is a passionate person. He is often in tears and cries at emotional moments. It is because of
these two characters that we can see the photographer’s understanding of the reality from his Henan Character series.



Yu Deshui’s photos are not narrative, which has been so from the first beginning. Neither does he pursue the personal subjective expression, nor does
he put more attention to the record of reality. Between these two, he creates a spiritual space belonging only to him. The sky and earth are so huge. Yu
Deshui who grows up on the yellow loess of China Central Plains and by the Yellow River must deeply feel his small. What he can do and what he
likes to do are to spend his life together with his photos... ...

Photographic Images are records of the passing moments as the fleeting waves, peaceful, plain and constant. Photos become more and more like his
own everyday life. And, his life has a meaningful happiness because of the enrichment by his photos.

This collection of works is a summary of his 30 years” art career. Like the previous book, my essay for him is based on the very first one. Now it’s
the 3rd version. I think this reflects the process of my understanding of Deshui’s works: to establish a frame at the beginning and go deeper and
deeper subsequently along the original path. The interesting thing is, among the four books I arranged for Deshui, “the Gleaner” is always in, which
condenses eternity into a glance.

From the works by Deshui these two years, 1 feel he is taking the initiative in changing his perspective. Though he is used to going on rural way, he
is no longer the one before. He is now seeking for the scenes echoing his heart instead of yearning hometown. In this new view, human and the
environment no longer separate and they blend together in harmony to form new regional scenery. Deshui is exploring a distinct style which incarnates
the attempt to subjective expression: he has adjusted the relationship between the land and himself who is now prostrate onto motherland and declares
his smallness. He surrenders to the unescapable vapidness and peace of the Middle Plains and truly realizes the power of reality.

Among these images, certain human behaviors are not so important any more. In the past, no matter how small the characters are, they are the leading
factors of a picture. Now the environment determines everything. I think this is not just a shift of ways to watching. I can feel Deshui understands the
essence of photo art and deeply apprehends life’s solitude and hardship. I cannot say it’s desperation, but more tender and softer than desperation. It
orientates to vanity. Deshui casually expresses his sighs and loneliness, and he accumulates his knowledge about the embarrassment of life as time
passes by. In the older photos of his, there’s more intuition than reason. Now he pursues the vast spirit guided by reason. Things that were deeply
hidden under his heart are now unfolding gradually to let Deshui realize the situation of the individuals and the complexity of lives. Thus, I reckon, Yu
gets an itch to look for and express the purity in the loneliness. This loneliness is what I could not see before.

An idea suddenly occurs to me that this person may be always lonely, but never shows it. He has an extraordinary patience. Patience is of no end when
spirit has no attribution.

One of the greatest characteristics of the modern life is to have the individual’s sense of pain approaching towards nothingness. We won’t conflict with
reality, but meanwhile we can’t make peace with reality. Photographing has to go on, and life has to go on, too. Then again, time lost cannot be won

again. Nothing can’t escape from space and time.

Yu eventually chose to subject to the Earth.
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