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PREFACE

Images Have a Life of Their Own

By Chen Xiaobo

It has been an unforgettable journey since those nights in the summer of 2008 when I was
appointed as chief editor to compile an album of photographs Witnessing Wenchuan for the
China Photographers Association. Confronted with the flood of photos taken by photographers
who went to Wenchuan, I felt suffocated.

It was the first time in my life that I had seen disaster photos in such large numbers. I couldn't
pretend not feeling horrified at the heart rending scenes before me. Many photos were taken
within hours after the earthquake. Looking at them, I was listening to the sound of the fragility
of life, and witnessing the process of death. My child was not yet four years old in that summer.
During the compiling process, one question that came to my mind most frequently was: “How
do the parents who lost their children continue to live?” As I continued to work, I considered
the differences between this disaster and the one back in 1976 which hit Tangshan, Hebei
Province. Back then, there were very limited numbers of photographers entering the destroyed
area. Due to the lack of knowledge in recording disasters, not much in the way of meaningful
records about the earthquake have been saved in the history of Chinese photography. When
the Wenchuan earthquake occurred in 2008, Chinese photographers had a new awareness, a
conscientious spirit to record the facts, as thousands of them rushed to the devastated area. A
hundred years on, people will still be able to grasp the impact of this catastrophe of the 21st
century through all the recorded documentation.

In May 2008, Qiu Yan, a photographer from Hubei, was one of the recorders. His images,
some of which I still don't dare to see, strongly depict the severe and cruel truth.

The pain will never truly vanish. How to live with respect has become the theme of the
ten years that have passed. In 2009, 2014, 2017, and in 2018, Qiu Yan has periodically visited
Wenchuan, contacted the earthquake victims, talked with them, and taken photos for them.

QiuYan is a sensitive, patient and kind man who tries to understand the mental suffering that
every earthquake victim has experienced. “Lost children, deep in parents’ hearts,” " Live well
for lost relatives,” “Time is the best medicine,” “Afraid of losing relatives again,” and “Wishing to
live as an ordinary person”... QiuYan has kept the statements that the survivors made for their
fate individually. They are very real, distressed, and sorrowful. Earthquake, a rare occurrence, is
the bond that connects the photographer and other people’s fates.

Qiu Yan is clearly aware that he is not a poet or historian, and his images and words only
carry limited power, but there is a need for everyone in every level of society to recall and
record the important events in life. Qiu Yan would like to devote his love and understanding, with
his life experience, to describe what he has seen in the past ten years in Wenchuan, as a way to
save his records for people to reflect upon in the future.

In China, there is more necessity for documentary photography than any other country in



the world. When too many unreliable memories encounter insufficient materials, the outcome is
a history which is not believable. Therefore in China, this style of photography has an advantage
to make information more widespread, revealing the truth, struggling against lapses of memory,
and summarizing and analyzing social phenomena. Without documentary photography, China
will become a country without memory.

Throughout recorded history, a position will always remain for skilful photographic
documentation. History itself will stand on the side of the photographers who contribute their
passion and heart to record and leave their mark. These images will live longer than human
beings.

I have known QiuYan for over twenty years, and give my sincere respect to him. He is
always passionate about his occupation. He maintains independence, and struggles in his own
subtle way to describe themes associated with love and history. Of course, Qiu Yan suffers from
frustration sometimes, some would be shattered by what he has seen, and walk away from their
vocation, but Qiu Yan has a gentleness and inner strength which keeps him striving forward.
He strives for excellence, and deeper understanding, whilst maintaining the utmost respect
for his subjects, at the same time gaining the greatest respect from his colleagues and fellow
photographers.

As I write these words, I note that it is the time of our Ching Ming Festival.
Today Beijing's weather is absolutely freezing.

QiuYan's photos have brought more cold to my heart than the cold weather, however, behind
the photos I have felt the warmth of this quietly determined, talented photographer.

Ching Ming Festival, 2018



SORROW

14:28 P.M., May 12,2008,
Wenchuan, China, 8-magnitude earthquake.
Time stops at this moment.

This is the most devastating earthquake since 1949, and
also the deadliest earthquake to hit China since the
Tangshan earthquake.

Severely affected areas exceeded 100,000 square
kilometers, including 10 hardest-hit counties (cities), 41
gravely damaged, and 186 modestly affected.

A total of 69,227 people lost their lives in the quake, and
17,923 were listed as missing.

May 12 has been designated as the National Disaster
Prevention and Reduction Day since 2009.
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The debris of destroyed homes are seen at Tongji Town on May 22, 2008, in Pengzhou, Sichuan
Province. LR
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A worker fixes electricity lines around the debris of destroyed home in Xiange Town on May 25,
2008, in the outskirts of Dujiangyan, Sichuan Province. Not far away from there, nearly 400 students
at a high school were dead in the earthquake
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A town area destroyed by earthquake is seen at Xiange Town on May 25, 2008, in the outskirts of

Dujiangyan, Sichuan Province.



