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Looking at the Myth

Liu Lihong

The word myth generally refers to ancient people’s fictionalized and personified
interpretation of natural phenomena—trying to culturally interpret nature from
human perspective. Yet the deconstructionist Roland Barthes has falsified the
meaning of myth in his Mythologies, believing that cultural phenomena are
commonly viewed as ‘natural’ ones, and that the imposed ideology determined
by social changes and historical development are treated as natural existence,
which repeatedly appear as commonsenses, rules, pop opinions or ‘well-known’
philosophy in the news, ads, consumers’ goods, etc. In other words, culture is

being interpreted by means of ‘nature’.

Now, we are surrounded by social myths: the digitally-created dreamlike truth in
the film and TV; the model and star appearing on the stage after plastic surgery;
the exaggerated commercial ad... Among many social myths, the visual myth
has become a sort of true fiction for its directness, clarity and credibility. Here,
the truth is the true heterization of the visual myth’s subject as well as subjectively
‘ture’ expression of the visual myth. In commercial images a woman is transformed
into a star or model and that could be called the heterization from human subject
to object. And photography itself, one of the tools creating such visual myths,

a kind of myth as well.



The photographic myth is related to how pictures can be true to life, but in fact

they retain only something visually similar to reality. The commercial image
deviates from the objective reality, at the same time suggesting that the rule of
seeing is believing should be followed. Consider wedding photognaphy, in which
subjects are overbeautified and stripped of their subjectivity and made into exactly
the same images. Today, some people have become aware of the stripping and
started to reflect. It could be argued that the spread of the photographic myth
would lead to people becoming tired of and insensitive to ‘perfect images’ and

“hardly able to face their own and others’ imperfect truth.

Visual artists not only have the freedom to create myths, but also have the choice
to deconstruct them. While the western-style myths are infiltrating everywhere, |
try to look at the myth my own way as a photographer and teacher rooted in
Chinese culture and not ignoring the difference between the East and the West.
In Looking at the Myth, the women are those without wedding dresses or daily
wears on. The models of ordinary shape | chose contrast with the accepted way
of viewing, rejecting the usual way of looking at the visual myths. | face their

differently imperfect figures through lens, and strip them of erotism to make the
women in the pictures much closer to ‘reality’.

If Looking at the Myth is a kind of pure visual language contrasting with the myth
for me, then, for viewers, it will be a text to deconstruct their established thinking
pattern. The women in the pictures who confidently and naturally took off their

clothes are courageous. Then, what about the viewer?

October, 2000
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