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NRIKEEAES KIHIANE, AL IEE—EPEL.

If | could tell the story in words, | wouldn't need to lug around a camera.

— XIS 8 - i8EH

Lewis Hine
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Tell a Story with Images in Poetic Language

Years ago, | joked that Chinese history of photography started from when the
foreigners took the camera to peek at China through the keyhole, and would
achieve the climax when one day the foreigners get annoyed by the Chinese
taking photos all around the world. China will definitely rank top among other
countries with images worldwide of the largest quantity and varieties.
Unexpectedly, the threshold of photography has been lowered by the emergence
of digital technology. Thus, where there are scenes for photos in the world, there
are Chinese photography enthusiasts. As time goes by, their population almost
increases exponentially in batches, making you feel that the era of "All men are
photographers" has become true. | never investigate how the foreigners feel about
the Chinese crowd flooding into their countries for photo shots. But for work's
sake, | often view tons of photos shot abroad. Most of them are salon photos
showing light and shadows in low aesthetic level. Few images can jump out to
amaze me by its aesthetic and social value. From time to time, it causes aesthetic
fatigue to view so many images.

In recent years, Malaysia delta is a hot spot for the photography enthusiasts. It
attracts so many people with the azure sky, the turquoise sea and the unique
Bajau people there. Bajau in Indonesian means "people at sea". As one of the
ancient sea gypsies, the Bajau own a wonderful history of sea trade and regional
fisheries. The Bajau have intimate contact with the ocean since their birth. They
are proud of their survival skill — diving. As the world develops, the Bajau still live
on fishing, hunting and collecting. The harshness of living and the lack of supplies
lead to the rapid decrease of the Bajau population living at sea. It is also very
difficult for them to live on land. However, they live in a place with most diversified
species on the earth. The people's poverty and the nature's richness create a
sense of unfamiliarity. In addition, it is a good place to shoot sunrise and sunset for
salon photos. Naturally, the photography enthusiasts can never be bored to shoot
everything here. Chen Huochou, the author of this photo album, is also attracted
by this place.

Among the crowd of photography enthusiasts, few people pay attention to the
Bajau's adaptability to their material shortage. Fewer people take the Bajau's living
as a pole to measure the pursuit of material wealth in China nowadays, and think
about the question: how much material wealth could make one satisfied and
happy? Though there is no absolute standard answer for everyone, itis a question
worth investigation for every photographer. You can think about how long the
Bajau can maintain their current life style with your camera. Perhaps, there is no
need for you to guess or imagine, because it is difficult to really understand them
when you join the group tour to shoot your photos, Perhaps, few photographers
care about their fate. But they are fishermen of the sea, who have an eternal gene
in their blood. Getting the photographers' attention or not, this will not change.

Based on the reasons above, | was a bit hesitated when Mr. Wu Xiaopeng called
me, saying that he was editing a photo album of the Bajau, and asking me if | could
write a review of about one thousand words for his friend. | doubted whether the
photos are the commonly seen ones, like the travelogue pictures with only nice

CaiHuansong

sceneries. Xiaopeng knew that | never write anything for the photos | have no
chemistry with, and | was unwilling to decline a friend's request. So | agreed to see
the photos first. When | saw the draft of the photo album, | was rather surprised. |
called Xiaopeng immediately, telling him | could write the review and maybe a
longer one. Perhaps this is how people can connect with each other by their
common ideas. The photographer and the reviewer perceive each other's
exploration and understanding on the same issue, which is also a jointly discovery
of mutual values.

Photography theorist Li Shufeng divides the ways to photographic images into
two: descriptive and poetic. When each photography enthusiast faces the Bajau
and the living environment they depend on since their birth, it is a question that
how to choose the perspective. If one tries to use the descriptive way to narrate
the relationship between the Bajau and their surviving environment, | am
convinced that with one or two tours abroad, an ordinary enthusiast can never
shoot photos like what James Morgan did. Growing up by the sea, the 24-year-old
British photographer James Morgan deeply loves the ocean. For this shooting
schedule, he had to do some special preparation. He learned diving in the south
sea of England. He learned to hold his breath in the bathtub, and he studied Malay
and Bahasa by himself. Sponsored by the Royal Photographic Society, James
followed the Bajau to shoot painting-ike photos, showing the traditional life of the
Bajau and the pressure they are confronting. He recorded that some convenient
fishing skills (like using potassium chloride) destroyed the environment severely,
which might put the poor and panic Bajau into danger because excessive fishing
would destroy the coral reefs that had raised the Bajau. James unveiled the
difficult situation of the Bajau to the world with his photographic images.

Many photography enthusiasts shoot photos because they feel it beautiful.
However, this aesthetic level stays in a lower level of light and shadow, colors and
composition. The image looks like a decorative picture, nicely composed, great in
color and form, but its value can never compete with a painting by a good artist,
because it is too "sweet". That's why some people call these aesthetic photos
"sugar water". | think Chen Huochou, the author of Fishing & Fishermen, found his
proper photographic language different from other aesthetic photos. If the image is
merely descriptive with no space for the viewers to imagine, that is a product of
concepts. A talented photographer tends to integrate the descriptive and the
poetic ways in the images. If you want to capture Nature in creative photography,
you must "occupy the natural object, modify it, and change its shape", to "include
human spirit in the natural object" so that "the natural object can achieve larger
single integration." Hegel's words are also suitable for artistic photography
creation and the author's shooting practice. Facing the blue sky, turquoise sea
water, and colorful dress of the Bajau women, Chen Huochou neither describes
his objects superficially, nor is enslaved by the magnificent colors of Nature. For
descriptive and poetic aims, Chen resolves his soul in his photos, like what Hegel
said, to occupy, modify and change everything. He abandons the colors that the
majority favors, and chooses to present the images in black and white. The black
and white images are more abstract when representing the concrete objects. This



feature is decided by the image carrier, which represents the colors of Nature with
simple hues of black, gray and white. Thus, it distances the photographic images
from the real natural objects. Though the actual images in the photo lose some
concreteness, they gain much abstractness which gives more freedom to the
photographer to express his subjective ideas.

In Chen's black and white series, the blue sky is abstracted, becoming a dark gray
hue with lines of white clouds. The colors of Nature are presented in the essential
but abstract black, gray and white hues. The crystal clear sea water becomes
abstract color patches with decorative geometric patterns, which usually takes a
large area in the photo. The author implies the mysterious and magnificent power
of Nature in these deep and changeable color patches. It shows that the author's
artistic sense is in accordance with the aesthetic presentation. In the form of most
photos, the sky becomes an abstract large gray patch. The large area of gray hue
and the white clouds implicitly convey the ethereal beauty of Nature and the rich
emotions of the author. Therefore, the author's final goal is to present a poetic and
implicit beauty by the form of blending black and white.

It is a big theme to record the relationship between the vulnerable groups and their
living environment. For a foreign photographer, it is even a mission impossible to
thoroughly illustrate the relationship between people from different levels of the
tribe and their living environment by merely several tours for photos. How to adjust
the perspective is the threshold testing the photographer's wisdom and
experience. Every photographer has his own way to use the camera, which implies
his ideological needs. The distance between the camera and the objects suggests
the relationship between the photographer and the objects being shot. The smart
author chooses children as his objects, because children are the hope of future. In
the tribe of Bajau, children are the best element of freedom. They can freely
express their emotions, situation and status. Comparatively, the adults facing the
camera show closed narration while children can show openness. The living
conditions of the children cannot clearly demonstrate the survival problems of the
tribe. If the viewers want to have a deep understanding, they have to actively
participate in the construction of its descriptiveness from the image information
presented by the author. This is a pleasant frame for participation. The
dictatorship of the photographer in descriptiveness has been faded. With his
poetic language, the author intends to arouse the viewers' impulse to fill in the
image meaning, and then use their knowledge to complete the space of meaning in
the photos. However, the filling ways vary individually, so that the possible
meanings can be diverse. Though the author describes the objects and
represents them in a poetic way at the meantime, his humane care for the
vulnerable groups and his good hope for the future are inevitably mixed in the
photos, which evoke the viewers' sympathy.

As for the image language, the author desirably controls the integration of
descriptive way and the poetic way. The poetic image without the support of
concrete objects often makes people feel that it is a pointless fake moaning for
poetic sake. Some fake and superficial descriptive narration is often exquisitely

- A FISHING & FISHERMEN

coded by the photographer, misleading the viewers to the direction set by himself.
It is not difficult to imagine, that viewers with knowledge and strong will can isolate
themselves from the stereotype set by the author, and keep their stand to these
descriptive narrations, or even doubt and criticize them. However, Chen Huochou,
the author of this photo album, does not subjectively make a clear narration, or a
judgment, or an illustration on the current living situation of the Bajau. He
intentionally weakens his subjective judgment on the Bajau with poetic image
language, offering a platform for the possible discussion with the viewers. He
allows the viewers to see an objective world, instead of using the images with his
own opinion to persuade the viewers to accept that. Thus, his images are
convincing and get accepted. The power of the image lies in its spreading. The
spreading of an image depends on the viewers' acceptance, participation and
volunteer promotion. The acceptance of the viewers is determined by what you
give to your images. Is it knowledge, the enjoyment of beauty or anything else?
Based on this, | believe this photo album will be definitely popular among the
viewers.

CaiHuansong,

Art Director of Chinese Photographer, winner of the
China Photography Award, famous critic of
photography theory
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BXEEE200FFESHLE. BEXAZRELE, L
WmERE, EGRIETN BLEE FEA

The Bajau landed in Sabah as early as 200 years ago.
Living a seaborne life by fishing, the Bajau are the "Real
Sea Gypsies".
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‘BXE" BERIRIMWIRE . MNIRBE
CHREBENEREMEFEES. IR 1THENE
L RER, RESLRSZMXKEMERL. BEBEX
BEAEBLEER, EMREERE. BXRRZM05IL
PEMEFREE . ATRAKFESER. B, &
RARME/NHREF RE IR . IS XEEAN
RANBE, X—IIRAIHBE. BEHNEE,

"Bajau" is usually a name called by the outsiders. They
prefer calling themselves by their own names or the
group's name. As one of the ancient sea gypsies, they
own their sea trade and regional fisheries. The Bajau
live a sea-oriented and boat-dwelling life. They are
proud of their survival skill: free-diving. In order to dive
deeper and longer in the water, it is said that they
rupture their eardrums at an early age. Every day, they
dive into the deep ocean to find pearls, sea cucumbers
and fresh fish.



