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Preface One

It is generally acknowledged that in 1839, the Frenchman Louis J. M. Daguerre (1787-1851) first invented
photography. 170 years on, photography is seen as a culture, indispensable in contemporary society. Photographic
images have constructed a new visual world, changed our perceptions and become something inevitable to be

viewed in everyday life.

What is the ‘artistic identity’” of so-called photographic images, or in Chinese, yingxiang”? When and how did
yingxiang become art? And what is the role of yingxiang in the world of contemporary art? The term yingxiang
has been referred to as photography, video, film, and digital images, which have the potential to be reproduced
ad infinitum. On the one hand, photography can be a medium in contemporary art practice; on the other hand, it
becomes a visual source as well as a particular technology for an artist to reference and apply, vital to a variety of

art forms, including painting, sculpture, video and installation.

To some extent, the twenty-first century is ‘an era of post-image’ when we enter a period where digital technology
reinforces the mechanical reproduction of artwork. With its inherent ability to duplicate and reproduce, what
has photography brought to the traditional visual arts, and how does it influence our visual perception and
communication? How could photography be better positioned in our art and design higher education in relation to

traditional arts?

Today, photography obviously has become one of the most important languages in art and design practice.
In particular, along with the rapid development of digital technology, photography records, discovers and
changes our daily life, on both an unprecedented scale and speed. It comes from reality, and at the same

time, recreates reality.

As one of the foremost art institutions in China, the Central Academy of Fine Arts (CAFA) started to explore

photography as new visual medium in the context of art education. In 1998, the Academy set up a one-off



postgraduate course, MA Visual Arts (photography), in collaboration with Queensland College of Art, Griffith
University, to prepare a teaching team for CAFA’'s undergraduate photography course, which was launched in
2001. After a decade of development, based on the academic ambitions, vigorous environment and advanced
vision and framework in art education, CAFA photography has won much international acclaim and has become

a centre for contemporary photography education in China.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, Chinese higher education experienced a leap in development, which
has been an opportunity for CAFA. With this nationwide change CAFA has been transformed from a fine art
institution that had a single approach of plastic art, to a multi-disciplinary art and design academy, integrated
with Schoals of Fine Art, Design, Architecture and Humanities. Having significant contributions from Photography
at our School of Design, this new academic structure of CAFA reflects in a timely manner the social and
cultural development in China, and demonstrates its leading role in art and design education with the Chinese

characteristics of the new century.

Based on the ten-year experience of photography at CAFA, this research project, A Decade Long Exposure,
examines the most recent development of Chinese photography in the context of contemporary art, visual culture
and photography education, and discusses the significance of photography in the social, ideological and cultural

changes in China.

There are three integrated exhibitions proposed as the visual outcomes of the project, Beyond Memory:
Contemporary Photography in China, | Change Therefore | Am: Young Photographers from CAFA, presenting
photographs, video and installations by more than 30 established and emerging artists in China, and a
documentary show, A Decade of Photography Education at CAFA. The exhibitions and this book aim to attract not
only professionals, such as photographer, artist, art educator and scholar, but also a wider audience, in particular,

students who are studying in art, design and visual culture,



We are now living in a globalised environment, which has been mainly oriented by Western ideology and the value
system of Western modemity. One of our foremost missions is to discover and construct an independent space for
the future development of Chinese art, and to pave our own way creatively, beyond the Western influence. This is
a challenge, both theoretically and practically, to identify the Chinese modernity, and to reassess our language for

artistic expression through the execution of the re-formation of art practice and education.

| am most grateful to the author and curator, Dr Jiang Jiehong, who has put tremendous effort into the project,

as well as to those artists, colleagues, and partnerships, who contributed with enthusiasm and friendship.

Professor PAN Gongkai
President, CAFA
September 2010
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Preface Two

This year, | had an opportunity to see a video work by the Swiss artist Pipilotti Rist, and | found it inspiring. A tree
branch was reshaped into the beam of a weighing measure, at each end of which hung two objects of completely
different weights. A heavy metal ball on the one side and on the other, a sheer piece of fabric, indicate, obviously,
an unbalanced situation. Only when a photographic image was projected from a hole in the metal ball on to the tex-
tile screen, which became richer and weightier, could a new balance then be established between the virtual image

and the real object. This is perhaps the power of photography.

Since its birth in the 1830s, photography, as a visual medium, has been seeking to record the world, as much and
as quickly as one could possibly see. With the rapid development of photographic technology, traditional art such
as painting can reach nowhere near the efficiency, accuracy and convenience of photography. A photograph is
in fact a slice of time and space, a calculated expression of the past, and of course, more importantly, the hidden

story behind the image, which endows the sensitive moment with a subtle quality.

Photography is not simply mechanical reproduction. Dependent on either subjective or objective conditions, it
is impossible for photography to produce two images that are exactly the same. Photography can, therefore, be
a representation of individual perception too, with artistic value. The photographer Robert Frank said that, "l am
always looking outside, trying to look inside, trying to say something that is true. But maybe nothing is really true,

except what is out there, and what is out there is always changing”.

The world is full of changes.

In the last thirty years, China has found itself in the middle of vast development with many dramatic changes. CAFA
Photography has been growing within this context. During the last decade, from still image to moving and digital im-
age, photography has been playing an interdisciplinary role in the areas of both contemporary art and commercial

design, and has become a vital subject in the whole range of art and design studies at CAFA. It has encouraged us



to pursue a new understanding and a vision for reshaping art and design education, which has already had a fruitful

outcome today.

It seems that a good photographic work can change the perception of a spectator, either to recognise the strange,
or to distance the familiar, as a good artist challenges the audience to think differently. To me the mysterious ray in
Rist’'s work, is not simply photographic, but a qualitative form of artistic reflection. | also imagine the metal ball as the
educational platform and the ray released from it for the projection as our young graduates, although with entirely
different qualities and forms, that they too can indeed create a kind of responsive and interactive balance in the very

moment of success.

Professor TAN Ping
Vice President, CAFA

September 2010
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Introduction

1979 became a turning point in Chinese art history, the year when the Star group made their first unofficial
exhibition in September and, arguably, marked the beginning of contemporary art. It was also, a watershed for
the development of Chinese photography. Previously, during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) in particular,
publications and exhibitions of photographs served strictly propagandist purposes. When Western photography
had been introduced through a host of photographic journals and magazines published after 1979, many new
photo clubs emerged and numerous exhibitions appeared across the country.' Until the 1980s, professional
photographers in China would mostly either distinguish their works with aesthetic appeals, or be recognised in
the area of photojournalism. During the rise of Chinese contemporary art in the international arena, photography
has proved one of the most popular media. This new generation of photographers, who in general were trained
as painters or sculptures, initially found inspiration in performance and installation, and photography only began to

establish its independence as an art form in the 1990s.

Contemporary Chinese art has become increasingly visible in the global arena, where artists, most of whom studied
in some of the leading art institutions, have received international acclaim since the 1990s. For some reason,
however, contemporary art still remains marginal in Chinese art education, where fine art (meishu) opposed to
design, or sometimes termed as plastic art (zaoxing yishu), which is traditionally further categorised into four major
subjects, i.e., Chinese painting, oil painting, printmaking and sculpture (quo you ban diao). And yet, interdisciplinary
and experimental approaches in the sense of contemporary art practice, find little encouragement and support
within this structure. Photography is not only an additional subject to fill in the gap in the modernisation of art
education in China, but also seemingly quite an awkward one with an ambiguous identity. Its arrival could challenge
the boundaries of art and design in China’s academies, and also, the ‘dignity” of traditional art studies involving
rigorous trainings in techniques beyond talents. At the same time, it offers an opportunity to reflect upon the roles of

photography education and art education today generally, in relation to the dynamics of contemporary visual arts.

1. For details see Wu Hung,
‘Between Past and Future: A Brief
History of Contemporary Chinese
Photography’, in Making History:
Wu Hung on Contemporary Art
Hong Kong: Timezone 8, 2008,
pp. 91-118



The publication of this book, A Decade Long Exposure, together with two exhibitions, Beyond Memory:
Contemporary Photography in China and | Change Therefore | Am: Young Photographers from CAFA, was initiated
for the tenth anniversary of the Department of Photography at the Central Academy of Fine Arts (CAFA), one of the
most prestigious art institutions in China. It is, however, neither a celebratory review on the decade-long institutional
development, nor a short history of Chinese photography. Instead, the book sets out a framework to discuss the
most recent development of contemporary photography during the first decade of CAFA's photography and,

indeed, that of China’s twenty-first century.

China has seen the most rapid development in the past thirty years, extraordinary in both scale and depth, with a
population due to reach one and a half billion in a few years’ time. If the mission of an artist is to think, imagine,
reinterpret and criticise the society, then how would one keep up with this extraordinary pace and size of such
a changing society? The first chapter introduces the China’s revolutionary urbanisation, an essential source of
inspiration for the prosperity of photographic practice. It examines critically urban development in relation to
people’s daily life, and highlights the significance of photography in the unprecedented era of social, ideological

and cultural change, particularly when China enters the new century.

With the enthusiastic support from Queensland College of Art, Griffith University, a one-off postgraduate
photography course was set up at CAFA in 1998, which prepared the ground for the institutionalisation of
photography two years later. Based on in-depth interviews with a variety of participants, including former and
current leaders of the Academy, academics and students, who contributed to and witnessed this historical
development, Chapter Two revisits this first ever international collaboration in Chinese art education. It shares the
personal experiences of this adventure, at times difficult, challenging and exciting, and reveals CAFA's aspiration in

educational strategies and the vision at the time, of new photography in China.
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With this unique case study on the growth of photography at CAFA as a background, the book then opens up a
wider discussion to assess the development of an original language of Chinese photography. Three interwoven
approaches of analysis are articulated in the following chapters and illustrated with the examples of works mainly
by CAFA artists, including current teaching staff, visiting lecturers and graduates. The diversity of works analysed in

these chapters are not exclusive, but indicative, and complementary to the limitation of the text under discussion.

In the context of art and design education at CAFA, Chapter Three discusses the transformation of artistic practice
from plastic art to photography, in which ways of seeing have been understood as crucial, in order to continue
reinventing the visual creativity as a legacy of the Academy. Unlike traditional art that requires cultural-trained skills to
translate nature with an artist's understanding, for example, to a painting, photography relies on machines. Aesthetic
understanding on its own is never able to make photography confident as an art form, but the creative way of

seeing is, to show what the eye does not see, and to construct a nonexistent nature from the reality.

Chapter Four focuses on one of the key characters of contemporary photography, that is the critical thinking
encompassed in visual narratives. It first fundamentally questions the ability of photography to reflect the real, and
its objectiveness in practice, which includes the mechanical process, but more importantly, the human choice of
seeing. Above merely documentary style, visual narratives of contemporary photography, as reinterpretations of
what an artist could possibly see and imagine, shape critical insights. Through the lens of a camera, artists are able
to look at today's China differently, and to rethink life and death, past and current, old and new, political power and

commercial interests, and the triumphs and struggles in urbanisation.

The fifth chapter draws particular attention to the digital era, which recreates our way of life once again, with its
impact no less than how photography finally captured us more than 170 years ago, after many attempts following
problems with long exposure times and difficulties in fixing the image. On the one hand, the accessibility of digital

technology lends its advantage to extend artistic involvement in photographic practice, and enhances critical



perspectives and imaginative experimentations. On the other hand, it could almost overthrow the already shaken

credibility of photographic images, which we used to believe, and break the boundary between fiction and reality.

The last two chapters of this book discuss respectively the two exhibitions staged at the Art Museum of CAFA in
November 2010, presenting the visual reflections within different curatorial frameworks that | proposed. | Change
Therefore | Am. Young Photographers from CAFA features 14 young artists, who are emerging in the world of visual
practice, and the other exhibition, Beyond Memory: Contemporary Photography in China, presents the work of 19
nationally and internationally established artists. The exhibitions are not retrospective, as merely a contribution to
the tenth anniversary of CAFA's photography, but forward-looking. They explore new developments and ambition
in contemporary photography in China, or in other words, reflect a contemporary China in photographs. The works
included in these two exhibitions are not restricted to photographs, but are also time-based media, paintings
and installations, which are initiated from new understandings of photography and can be seen as a result of

‘photography-based’ or ‘photography-led” practice.

Envisaging all the transformations in China's urban environments engender both excitement and anxiety: what is
coming next, and what is being lost? Although everyday we are surrounded by images in photos and screens, large
or small, still or moving, photography can neither arrest the fluency of things happening in real life, nor does it ever
replace a true memory. All its greatest energy can only be accumulated when meeting and engaging with China
today, through the state of intense and immense change, and then released as a creative power, to respond and to

visualise the uncertainty of the reality, and the ephemerality of this world that we apparently live in.

JIANG Jiehong
August 2010, Birmingham
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