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Between a practicer and a poet

By Cui Weiping

The hero who is praised by the poet and the poet who praises the hero

Today. young photographers seldom know about He Yanguan. In those years, his name was widely known. First, he had been the object that was shot by the photog-
rapher, afterward he became a photographer. He Yanguan himself also was a far-famed hero in the past time. During that period which was a cold and chilly spring
0f 1976, he and the his fellow workers tieded a big wreath. They sent the wreath to the Tian'anmen square to mourn for the Premier Zhou Enlai on the public. He
was put in prison in the purging later on. He went though the Tangshan earthquake, the passing away of chairman Mao Zedong and the arrest of the ““gang of four”
i the prison. The world had changed when he came out of the prison at the end of the year. He was told that “the arrest was right, setting free was also right”. He
was called out in ChongWen District wrist watchcase factory in 1978, and was invited to deliver more than 70 speeches in armed forces, organizations, business
enterprises, universities and etc. His stories were reported in full page on “People's Daily™, “Chinese youth Daily” with big pictures. He Yanguang became a famous

man of the whole nation overnight.

Such person probably could have been set on the seat of the chairman, acted as the leading character who was shot. He also happened to get such chance, but he
gave itup quickly. After working for ‘Beijing municipal youth committee’ for a year, he got an assignment by himself, became a press photographer in “Beijing
Youth Daily™. Two years later, he was transferred to “Chinese youth Daily”. The preordained relationship of He Yanguan with photographs also came from
Tian'anmen Square in 1976. Photography critic once commented that the pictures of Tian'anmen Square on that period as “the beginning of the Chinese documen-
tary photography”, and pointed out that “the history can not be left blank”, and the words became the strong belief of the young photographer. Unfortunately, many

pictures of Tian'anmen Square were lost after his arrest.

Taking photograph means doing it from the very beginning. Saying accurately was to learn it from the first step. That’s not only diaphragm and shutter, which also
was the basic point of the documentary photography. The pictures before was very limited for reference, but on the other side, He Yanguang has the unique advan-
tage. To be a photographer, he has the consciousness for the history, and the sensitivity to social progress. Though the careful observation, he can get the meaningful
units, and accumulated the changes of the society step by step. We can find this kind of style in his 80’s works. His works was a window of Chinese social retform,
we can know every important movement. Such as “A day of turning over”, *“ The individual boss”, * Celebrating the Easter twice”, “Domestic animals market”,

* Guard against with lure”, “Transition”, “Different opinions™ are good examples. It is like an old saying “the first swallow ", He Yanguang’s works not only
recorded that age though his sensitive and indicating pictures, but were enlightening that age. We can say the works of He Yanguang are “the proposition photo-

graphs™ or * the mission photographs | just like to say in the poem: “The gold is dancing in the sky, orders me to sing” (Jiesitam)



This kind of thought run though He Yanguang’s shooting all the time, which changed a little according to the dissimilarity of the age. In 1990s and afterwards, He

Yanguang still had a lot of works focusing on our society, such as “Rebuilding of the “Yuanmingyuan™, “A veteran — Laofan”, and etc.
Important people * Ordinary people
After experiencing a turbulent life, though these people had various individual differences, age has endowed them with easiness and valor in front of the authority.

He Yanguang was born in 1951. When he graduated from the middle school in 1966, the Cultural Revolution break out. Because his father was an old cadre, they
could subscribe to the “reference news” which was an eye opener to the outside world that time. On a certain degree, as children of red families, they knew well
the internal circumstance. In fact, most cadre families were strict with their children at that time, parents regarded themselves as ordinary people so as to be a model

in front of their sons or daughters.

Just because he had such kind of experience, we can understand why He Yanguang’s pictures are so different from others, especially in political themes, he dealt
with our national leaders with his ordinary heart, took them as our neighbors. The most famous picture should be his “Hello! Xiaoping” shot by 1984. Groups of
university students put the slogan “Hello! Xiaoping™ in the 35th anniversary since the founding of our country, and they used such plain or joking mood to call our
national leader which didn’t accord with the discipline, how to do? At that moment, he didn’t have any time to judge what is right or wrong, as the judgment was

always after the thinking, and the shot came from his instinct of a photographer. While others were still hesitating, he has found the road to success.

That’s not a record. When He Yanguang’s camera had keenly caught this sudden event, when the local newspaper published this picture beyond expectation, that
meant a kind of nomination for this action, meant a part of our life. He added a sort of understanding of political life in people’s daily life. In that sense, the pictures

of He Yanguang intervened with political progress in certain aspect.

This type of photographs still included those of National People’s Congress held in 1988, among which we can see personally the viewpoints of the author for each
one. For example, the picture in which the chairman Xiaoping was smoking on the stage expressed that smoking was a taboo, also meant chairman Xiaoping was
sinking into contemplation, while the people around him were so busy. The determination of our great leader as a contemplator decided the future and fate of the

whole country.



There are some photographs you can only understand, but find it hard to express in words. Their meanings would be revealed after years, even may be interpreted
differently. The picture “The chairman’s stage” indicated our leaders raised their hands to vote on certain issue. Now, the people wouldn’t believe that consensus
was good, sometimes disputes or disagreements would be better. There was another insteresting picture called “On the stage and under the stage™, the title was the
festival of lanterns in 1992 in Shanxi. A cadre from villages and towns delivered a speech to the villagers. But in the picutre, the village people did what they wanted

to did, while the cadre were busy talking no matter the people in the village listened or not.

Documentary photography need more time to experience and observe, but press photography must be finished depending on instinct in a short time. As the first
impulse for the press photographer, it may conflict with his own idea, just like a kind of password put by the fate. Explanatory words about the pictures sometimes
also limited its primary meaning. Though He Yanguang won two awards in categories of good pictures and good words at the same time, the real meaning of the
pictures was beyond what was written. Including “One small step for the two parties, one major step for the nation™, it won the new honor for He Yanguang. The
two parties today were trying to cross over the ditch that has existed for more than half a century between the two parties. So, that’s not a full stop at that moment,

it means a great beginning. For proposition photographs about political life, He has found a way out in light of wisdom.

Hero and civilian

He Yanguang once said that he met with a changing time that was a good chance for him. Such idea still included a kind of heroic feeling inside. He was not in a
great, nor insignificant age. The things from 80s were not to people’s expectation. “A bow! of tea” is a good example which represented microeconomy, its result

was not really perfect. Various factors added together, it made our society more complex, so many new things appeared, people felt disappointed.

He Yanguang are good at taking group pictures, that is his instinct, everyone in the frame can be shot well. Besides the works we mentioned before, “Funeral™,
“The problem of the gas pot”, “Buying food”, and “The old men patrol” are good works. Even though he can be very brave and intelligent to take the photos for
the VIP, he feels quite cautious in front of the common people. Just because the distance between them, the photograph needs distance, maybe we can say he is a

good photographer, but not a out-going person.

Butin some special cases, he always would be the first, he is a real hero. If he had opportunity, he can deal with any hardship, any difficulties, this type of tracking
was also the heroic behaviors . There was a flood in Jiujiang, Jianxi in 1998, the No.4 gate was separated 30 meters by flood, the lives of 400000 people were in



jeopardy. He Yanguang took the picture “separated bank™ in that time, how can he take this picture in such kind of dangerous condition. When the photograph and
& news reports were released, he experienced criticism, then received a prize in a theatrical way. In 2003, Beijing was attacked by SARS, he came to Ditan hospital
regardless of the disease. The picture “Facing the life” recorded how a doctor faced unexpected death. To battle the flood, those common people were brave enough

to face the danger, their heroic deeds were shot by He Yanguang, in pictures like “Hero soldiers”, “Insight victory”, “Salvage”, and “Final respect” .

One thing needs to be mentioned: on November 7, 2003, he received the mission to take pictures for spaceflight hero Yang Liwei in people's civic auditorium,
but he didn” t neglect the peasant workers on the roads. The picture “Heavy snow” was shot, at that time a group of peasant worker who carried baggages were
crossing the traffic light, one of whom was covered by quilt. Everyone has experienced that kind of concern, and there is no denying there was something subli-

mate in his pictures.

On a certain degree, press photography can be a type of sacrifice. Because time is so urgent for the press photographer that he doesn’ t have enough time to get
along well with the people he shoots, in that way, it is challenging for photographers to reveal the interior of the people. Though press photography, we can see

the quality of a good photographer.

These years, He Yanguang paid no attention to his own accomplishments, and what he wants is to turn out an eligible paper for his age. Therefore, He Yanguang
won recognition for his contribution to Chinese press documentary photography ---- he is a model in this aspect. He is the forthgoer in the documentary photog-

raphy.
People know little about his works “The mountain of waste rock ” and “Desert highway™ which are his admirations for master Eugene Smith. In these two group

pictures, he shows his perfect skills and self control which he doesn’ t brag. Among these pictures, “picking up the coal” is the masterpiece for the Chinese

documentary photography.

Famous scholar, professor of Beijing Film Academy
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e memorial ceremony of the premier Zhou Enlai

Oun lanuary 8, 1977, a lot of people put the wreaths on the two sides of the Tian’anemen.
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A day of turning over

On December 6, 1980, veteran soldier,cadres and intellectuals were singing and dancing on the stage of Beijing.



