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Preface
1

To see this book finally on the verge of publi-
cation after being shelved for twelve years, is
a load lifted from my mind. Forty-two years
have now passed since the first April Photo
Society exhibition, an important historical
event in the development of Chinese con-
temporary culture.

When that first exhibition, titled
“Nature, Society, and Man,” opened on April
15t1979 in the Orchid Room in Zhongshan
Park, Beijing, so too did the first chapter
in the history of contemporary Chinese
photography. Like the Wuming (No Name)
Group and the Stars Group exhibitions that
followed, the first April Photo Society exhibi-
tion is considered one of the incipient events
of China’s contemporary art movement. And
yet, the difficulty of finding a publisher for
this book in mainland China kept it shelved
for over a decade. Market factors were a
concern, of course, but the main reason
was that the April Photo Society exhibitions,
though initially permitted or even approved
by the authorities, were later—like other
widely influential cultural events that took
place in China between 1978 and 1989—
recast as subjects of official vigilance and
taboo and thus marginalised.

The April Photo Society was one of
many unofficial organizations that grew out
of youth gatherings in 1970s Beijing. After
the death of Lin Biao in 1971, as the Cultural
Revolution entered its second half, more
Chinese people began to question both the
Cultural Revolution and Mao himself, and
social ideological barriers started to come
down. As private “underground” house
parties became popular with the children of
Beijing cadres, “circle culture” was spread-
ing among communities of young workers
and “sent-down youth” returnees, and by the

late ’70s had formed a trend. The members
of various circles congregated because of
shared ideals and interests—reading, po-
etry, photography, painting and so on. In

a political and social scene brimming with
dramatic change and tension, they fed off
each other’s idealistic energy and influenced
each other, functioning in a way that was
both interconnected and independent.

My relationship to the members of
the April Photo Society is that of a fellow
photographer, and | have become friends
with many of them. Their first exhibition in
Zhongshan Park’s Orchid Room made a
profound impression on me. The frequent
and varied activities of youth circles of this
type during the ’70s were in fact the cultur-
al movement of a generation. Many years
later, | heard someone say jokingly that this
was the prologue that led to the literary and
artistic climax of the ’80s, and thinking back
on that period of history, | must agree they
had a point.

The opening of first exhibition named
“Nature, Society, and Man” caused a sen-
sation in the capital and its cultural circles.
The participants were newly emerged from
adversity, facing unprecedented cultural
devastation and an uncertain social future.
As Wang Zhiping, the principal organizer
of the exhibition, wrote in his introductory
statement, “Photography, as an art form,
has its own unique language. It is high time
for art to be explored using art language,
just as the economy is managed using eco-
nomic measures.”

Echoes of history could be heard in
their chosen venue, as Zhongshan Park
also happened to be the site where Beijing
Light Society, a photography collective of
great importance to the history of Chinese
photography, first exhibited their works in
1924. However, none of all three April Photo
Society’s exhibitions made specific text and



visual record in that time, nor was there any
systematic collecting and collating of mate-
rials after the events; as a result, it has been
difficult for interested researchers, or any
potential readers, to find information about
the group’s activities. This is partly why the
April Photo Society has to date not been giv-
en sufficient attention by the art world, and
its place in the context of Chinese contem-
porary art hasn’t been clearly defined. My
hope is that this publication can fill the gaps
in history and wash away regrets.

This project began back in 2009, with
materials basically collected by myself and
art critic Shu Yang while organizing the April
Photo Society 30t" Anniversary Symposium,
held in March of that year. During the editing
process we searched both online and off,
and added to these materials as much as we
possibly could. We have verified, recorded
and selected materials with the intent of ob-
jectivity and respect for historical facts. | be-
lieve this to be the most complete collection
of documentary materials and discourse on
the topic produced to date.

2

The documentation included in April Photo
Society has been divided into three vol-
umes: Volume I: On the Scene; Volume ll: A
Document; Volume lll: Perspectives.

“On the Scene” consists mainly of
exhibition photos and photocopies of mate-
rials at that time. The three exhibitions are
presented in chronological order, with the
first and second exhibition documented
most extensively. While the first exhibi-
tion’s timing and presentation were, in a
creative sense, a reflection and criticism of
Cultural Revolution propaganda imagery, it
also reached back several decades to pick
up the torch of photographic art from the
Republic of China era (1912-1949), giving a
clear signal that the organizers and partic-

ipants were in pursuit of artistic modernity.
The first exhibition revealed a departure
from the photographs of the 1976 “April 5t
Tiananmen Incident” that some members
were known for, and was also markedly
different from the two exhibitions that fol-
lowed. Despite repeated statements by the
organizers that the exhibited works avoided
“politics,” but it is impossible to avoid rec-
ognizing now that the exhibition itself was a
political expression of the awakening minds
of a group of young photographers. It was
the first purely non-governmental, self-or-
ganized photographic art exhibition after the
Cultural Revolution, and thus is now seen

as a historical marker. As we were not able
to collect as many materials relating to the
third exhibitions, they account for a relatively
small proportion of text and image.

“A Document” reproduces a very
special document: a near-complete pho-
tographic record of the first exhibition.
Photos of the exhibited works, taken on site,
were directly contact printed from 35mm
negatives and stuck onto manuscript pa-
per—283 pages in total. Forty-odd years
have yellowed the paper, but only a single
page, number 119, is missing. These ar-
chival photographs were taken by a mem-
ber of the China Photographic Society
(an official body, later renamed the China
Photographers Association). This document
would be vital to any study of the April Photo
Society, able to fill in gaps in the memories
of involved parties or correct errors in the
statistics of authors and works in the first
exhibition, and also to illustrate the relation-
ship, at that time, between the official pho-
tography establishment and a grassroots
collective like April Photo Society. We used
color printing, to better capture the traces of
time on matter.

The content of “Perspectives” is based
on transcripts of talks given at the April



Photo Society 30t" Anniversary Symposium,
and audio and video recordings of interviews
conducted with symposium attendees. The
symposium focused on the following four
topics: 1) The April Photo Society exhibitions
were the beginning of Chinese contempo-
rary photography; 2) The first April Photo
Society exhibition was one of the earliest
Chinese contemporary art events; 3) The
curatorial philosophy and academic direc-
tion of the April Photo Society and its exhi-
bitions; 4) Internal debate within the April
Photo Society regarding the ontological
value of photography. During the course of
discussions, participants added the topic

of “April Photo Society Spirit.” In addition

to key members of the April Photo Society,
we invited guests who were members of
official photography organizations and thus
part of “the system” at that time, as well as
representatives of Jintian (Today) magazine,
the No Name Group and the Stars Group,
and scholars of contemporary art and pho-
tography. We were fortunate to welcome
renowned poet Mr. Ye Wenfu, who wrote
poetic interpretations of artworks for the
first exhibition, but had lost touch with April
Photo Society members for many years.

The absence of Mr. Chi Xiaoning, host of the
“Friday Salon,” who passed away a few years
previously, was keenly felt. A total of 20 in-
terviewees were interviewed prior to or after
the symposium. Our aim was to provide a
multi-layered narrative, weaving together
diverse viewpoints and recollections to
cross-corroborate historical facts.

The April Photo Society was last for
three years. From available materials, we
can verify that the first exhibition in 1979
showed over 300 works by 53 photogra-
phers, and the second exhibition in 1980
showed 537 works by 151 photographers.
No record has been found of the number of
participants and works included in the third

exhibition in 1981, and none of the organiz-
ers or participants can accurately recall. As
regards the exhibited works, some images
from the first exhibition have been used

to illustrate the interview texts in the third
volume, but other than that we have avoided
subjective judgements and selective pres-
entation of works.

A grassroots photography collective
that blazed into being in an era of unpre-
dictable change, bursting with energy—the
April Photo Society launched a post-Cultural
Revolution movement to renew the concept
of photography, and a whole new chapter
for photography in China. So why did it
disappear after only three years, never to be
resurrected? Was it a success or a failure?
Through studying the documentation col-
lected here, combined with personal social
and historical experience, readers may find
some multi-perspective, but generally clear,
answers to these questions.

Mr Ge Lei, an artist and executive
editor of this publication, also contributed to
the gathering of documentary materials.

Xu Yong
November 24th, 2020





