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Photo  essay  of  North  Korea  at  the  exhibition  Images  from  the  Red  Nations.  [Ruan  Fan  /
chinadaily.com.cn]  For  more  photo,  click  here  

"Westerners  tend  to  think  that  the  North  Koreans  are  struggling  in  a  living  hell,  which  simply  might  not  be  the  case,  as  you  can  tell  from  the  pictures,"

said  Na  Risong,  curator  of  an  exhibition  at  Inter  Art  Gallery,  Beijing's  798  Art  Zone.

The  exhibition,  entitled  Images  from  the  Red  Nations,  features  photos  taken  in  21  countries  from  the  former  socialist  bloc,  including  North  Korea,
Albania,  Yugoslavia,  Romania,  East  Germany  and  Cuba.  Driven  by  a  sort  of  nostalgia  from  the  photographer's  experience  of  China  in  the  60s,  this  is

the  first  time  a  Chinese  photographer  has  shown  a  collection  of  photos  from  the  defunct  socialist  alliance.

"The  socialist  complex  rooted  in  those  people  could  only  be  told  by  those  that  have  similar  experiences,"  Na  said,  "and  westerners  simply  cannot  grasp

the  nuance  and  subtlety."

Liu  Yuan,  the  photographer,  is  an  indefatigable  traveller  and  prolific  photographer  born  in  the  1950s.  Having  lived  through  the  60s  when  red  China  cut

itself  off  from  the  world,  Liu  has  always  wanted  to  see  what  the  countries  of  the  Eastern  bloc  were  like.

It  all  started  with  a  tour  of  North  Korea.  Early  in  2008,  he  set  foot  in  this  land,  mysterious  to  easterners  and  westerners  alike.  The  tour  brought  back

memories  of  his  teenage  years  in  North  China.  "The  poor  living  standard  and  the  parochial  mentality  of  the  people  were  just  like  in  isolated  China

decades  ago,"  Liu  said.

Photos  taken  on  that  tour  were  later  exhibited  at  the  China  Pingyao  International  Photo  Festival,  where  curator  Na  saw  them  as  well  as  photos  of

Cuba,  and  the  contrast  between  the  two  socialist  countries  sparked  the  idea  for  a  larger  exhibition  in  his  head.
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A  visitor  looks  at  photos  of  Hungary  at  the  exhibition  Images  from  the  Red  Nations.  [Ruan  Fan  /
chinadaily.com.cn]  For  more  photo,  click  here  

"Though  both  of  them  are  socialist  countries,  the  lifestyle  of  their  people  and  the  cultural  landscapes  were  so  different,"  Na  said.  "So  I  thought  maybe  it

would  be  interesting  if  we  could  provide  a  more  general  impression  of  what  the  socialist  countries  are  like,"  he  said.

Na  suggested  that  Liu  Yuan  take  photos  of  not  just  present  socialist  countries,  but  also  former  members  of  the  communist  bloc.  Liu  agreed  at  once.

Driven  by  the  desire  to  see  those  countries  himself,  Liu  Yuan  has  travelled  to  more  than  a  dozen  countries  in  the  following  five  years.

The  pictures,  which  are  both  thoughtful  and  spontaneous,  are  visual  impressions  tinged  by  Liu's  own  personal  history  and  experience.

"His  photos  are  non-­dogmatic  and  straightforward,  but  they  are  always  in  connection  to  something  deeper  within  himself,"  said  Robert  Pledge,  who

wrote  the  foreword  for  the  exhibition.

Pledge  said  that  Liu's  photos  express  a  form  of  nostalgia,  which  is  reflected  through  the  sheer  accumulation  of  multiple  "fragments  of  superficial

impressions".

The  curator  chose  200  photos  from  the  over  200,000  "fragments"  Liu  had  captured,  hoping  to  present  a  more  objective  view  of  the  countries.

He  also  went  out  of  his  way  to  make  the  exhibition  more  appealing,  projecting  pictures  over  cubic  boxes  aside  from  just  hanging  them  on  the  walls  and

providing  a  special  section  where  songs  from  the  former  Soviet  Union  are  played  over  the  projections.

The  photos  form  a  small  kaleidoscope  for  audiences  to  catch  a  glimpse  of  the  red  nations.  "It  might  also  have  research  significance  in  sociology  and

anthropology,"  said  Yin  Dejian,  publisher  of  the  photo  album  of  the  exhibition.

"We  might  not  fully  comprehend  the  implications  and  the  significance  of  these  pictures,  but  who  knows,  ten  or  twenty  years  later,  they  might  speak  for

themselves,"  Yin  said.
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Photographer  Liu  Yuan.  [Ruan  Fan  /  chinadaily.com.cn]  For
more  photo,  click  here  

What  critics  say

Yang  Dazhou  (photographer)

Some  of  Liu  Yuan's  photos  are  quite  contagious,  and  most  are  shot  quite  at  will.  They  may  not  surprise  you  as  art  pieces.  But  for  capturing  the
individual  lives,  and  how  such  lives  connect  to  the  patterns  of  human  life,  they  might  inspire  you.  Liu's  photos  emphasize  his  personal  feelings,  they
are  a  sheer  representation  of  his  lifestyle  and  life  attitude.  It  has  surpassed  a  utilitarian  pursuit  of  taking  so-­called  "good  photos".
Li  Shufeng  (Head  of  Institute  of  Photography,  Chinese  National  Academy  of  Arts)
Liu  Yuan  takes  photos  of  anything  which  intrigues  him.  He  is  the  least  biased  in  choosing  his  subjects.  He  shoots  from  sites  of  historical  significance  to
things  happening  right  now,  in  the  moment.  He  shoots  people  of  all  social  hierarchies.  He  does  not  look  up  to  developed  countries,  nor  does  he  look
down  upon  underprivileged  countries.  He  always  confronts  the  truths,  the  facts  as  they  are.
Chen  Bo  (Photographing  theorist)

One  can  never  produce  good  photos  if  one  has  not  endured  any  hardships,  or  has  never  been  shocked  in  one's  heart  and  soul.  Suffering  in  Liu’s  early
years  has  shaped  his  thoughts  and  emotions,  and  made  his  very  unique  aesthetics  and  sentiments.  Liu  tried  to  comprehend  the  conditions  of  people
that  share  similar  experiences  with  him,  showing  deep  concern  for  people  who  are  living  in  dire  straits.  This  is  one  way  he  distinguishes  himself  from
other  photographers.
If  you  go

10  am-­6  pm,  Tuesday  to  Sunday,  through  May  11.  Inter  Art  Gallery,  Sevenstar  Main  Street,  798  Art  District,  4  Jiuxianqiao  Road,  Chaoyang  district.
010-­5978  9029.
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