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Loess Plateau -
Itinerant Blind Storytellers

Lynn Yen-Burgermeister

It has been almost four years now since | came to
China, and | spent much of that time in Shaanbei, on
the Loess Plateau. | went back over and over again,
like rereading a good book, probing the cracks of the
barren hills, decoding the messages in the wind, and
occasionally, chatting with a couple of ancient souls
about some lost era...

People often asked me, what made me choose
Shaanbei? Out of instinct, perhaps, or a wild idea
without reason, just like how | often decide things.
Reasoning after the fact often creates an intention,
where there may have been none.

When | returned to Shaanbei the second time, | knew
then exactly the reason: for its rare simplicity, which
permeates the landscape and people. And yet there is
something bold, and breathtaking in the atmosphere.
Is it the strength of this land against men's effort to
tame it for thousands of years? And the people,
because of this struggle, have in their eyes something
intense and on their face something unyielding.

| photographed these expressions and kept them as
mottoes.

When | decided to follow the blind storytellers, |
simply expected to shoot a series of interesting images
of this oral art. But these men took me into the
loneliest corners of the Loess Plateau, where ancient
lifestyles and beliefs were revealed to me. And in
these inaccessible villages, storytelling has for ages,
played a role in education and entertainment, as well
as in broadcasting news and party line.

Today, as society speeds up its transformation and
maodernization, this ancient form of communication is
quickly vanishing. Even in the most remote corners of
China, as soon as electricity is present. television takes
over. Perhaps, at the end of the day, those villagers |
met will have to enjoy watching a familiar storytelling
show on TV...

The aura of those candle-lit nights will never be erased
from my memory. The power of a few blind
storytellers over the spectators and unseen gods was
overwhelming. The music was on; the light was
dancing with the shadow, the spirits with the emotion.
And | was recording history.

| took a lot of portraits of them. Though there was no
focus in their eyes, | found light in their heart. In many
ways, they are no blinder than us.

2003 Beijing
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Mr. lin Zhilin 5 a professor of Central Academy of Fine Arts, a well-known oil painter,
and an expert on Chinese falk arts,  His books “The Good Luck Delly’, “Trees of Life”
and “Mian Mian Gua Die” are important works on ancient Chinese cultures, symbols
and beliefs

About Lynn

and her photography

Jin Zhilin

One autumn day in 2001, | was painting on the Loess
Plateau, high on the hill above the Yellow River. | heard
some whispers from below, and saw my friend Feng
Shanyun walking up with a lady in black Chinese clothes.
“Good day, | am Yen Ching Chao, just call me Lynn". Lynn,
having come a long way into this remote village.
impressed me with her sophisticated yet natural
demeanor.

Lynn spent the following nights at the home of Feng
Guan, and the entire family enjoyed having her. One day,
she invited Shanyun and myself: “Please come to my place
for dinner!”, by which she meant the home of Feng Guan!
She was the first one | encountered who feels so perfectly
at-home anywhere!

The more | got to know Lynn, the more | found it difficult
to describe her. Any elaborate words seem too much for
the true simplicity and humbleness in her. For me, she is
like a gentle mountain breeze, a real pleasure to be
around. Although she is from the south, she could be just
as tough as any local, when she treks on the ridges of the
Plateau. And her love for traveling alone, sharing drinks
and dark cigarettes with the villagers makes me wonder if
she wasn't really from one of the cracks of the Loess
Plateau in her past life.

Every time | see Lynn with her big camera bag, hopping
from village to village, | wonder what Shaanbei must look
like through her lenses. When | saw her photos, | found
them to be just like her, unpretentious, true and full of
strength. One of the first photos | saw was the postcard
"old woman with her white hat”. It was candid yet it
touched me deeply: | saw real life in it! Lynn's photos
reflect the beauty of everyday life; they are frank and
human. The old peasants in her photos seem so real that
we could almost smell the pipe smoke.

Lynn's decision to follow the itinerant blind storytellers
was a surprise. For they are among one of the lowest
strata of our society. most people can't care less about
their existence. But to Lynn, everyone is equal. As she
journeyed across the Plateau with these oral artists, she
shared their joys and pains and experienced their lives;
they developed a very special friendship within a few
weeks.

Neither as a savior, nor as a scholar of folk art, Lynn
merely recorded what she felt and saw, as a person, a
friend. This is why, in her photographs, these “blind”
people are not sad or pitiful, but rather lovable and warm
to us.

The artistic value of Lynn's photography will be left to the
words of critics and the test of time. For now, we shall
open our senses Lo the beauty of life and people in these
photos.

10, 2003 Yanchuan, Xiao Cheng village
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| woke up in a "yaodong” alongside the Yellow River, morning
light filtering in from the paper pasted window. On the “kang”
(brick bed), the woman sleeping beside me pulled the chamber
pot closer and signaled me to pee; | turned around and fell
asleep again. When | got up. the bellows in front of the “"kang"
wheezed and a puff of smoke escaped from the fire...

10| Loess Plateat
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When | was on a trip long enough, | would realize, how my
clothes were the dearest to me. They were so dear that |
had a hard time changing them. | would only peel them off
and wash them when the sunshine was exceptional. The
black water would be soaked with dust, sweat and tiredness
from the journey. If | were more sentimental, | might even
refuse to throw this water away...

Loess Plateau



