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A Fusion of Two Worlds — RongRong & inri’s  “Photography = Life”

Interview with Photography Critic lizawa Kotaro

I met RongRong in 1998, if | remember correctly. | was in Beijing on
a magazine assignment to look at some of China’s contemporary
photographers. I'd already been to Taiwan and Hong Kong a

number of times, but | was excited (a mix of curiosity and

expectation, really) because it was my first visit to mainland China.

| met a number of photographers on that trip, but RongRong was
the one that made the strongest impression on me. His long hair
tied up in back, his straight gaze when he spoke to you.-:- |
remember thinking he seemed like the embodiment of some late

Edo period Japanese patriot.

— Was he still working in the East Village in the Beijing suburbs?
No, by then the East Village commune,
where Zhang Huan and Ma Liuming
were doing their very physical
performance art pieces, was already
being dissolved. RongRong moved with
his friends and acquaintances in that

group back to Liulitun, nearer to the

Lo Liulitun, Beijing 2002 No.13
center of Beijing, and began publishing  Gelatin Silver Print

New Photo, which was a large-format magazine made of copies of

photos stitched together. It included the work of people like Liu

Zheng, Qiu Zhijie, Hong Lei and others who would go on to lead
contemporary Chinese photography, so the content was full of
pretty exciting stuff. The red thread-bound volumes were
somewhat like Araki Nobuyoshi’s Xerox Photo Album,

and | was surprised when RongRong said he’d actually referenced
that when putting New Photo together. Apparently information on
Araki’s work had gotten to China fairly early on.

I remember going to visit them when they were living in what was really
a kind of tenement. There was a wash basin outside the kitchen, and |
remember seeing Ma Liuming, with his long hair and beautiful face,
washing greens and daikon back there. | think their lives were not easy,

but you got this sense of waves of positive energy.

— Did you know inri at that point?

No, and RongRong hadn’t met her yet, either. In 1999 he came
to Japan for a somewhat extended period, in order to
participate in the Tachikawa International Arts Festival, and
somehow their fates crossed then. Clearly they both felt some
mutual pull. I'’ve heard that even after he returned to Beijing he
used to call her on the phone every day. Which was unusual,
because he barely speaks Japanese, and inri didn’t speak

Chinese. You have to wonder how they communicated at all, but



apparently they did—the power of love, | guess!

But | don’t think their meeting was just a
coincidence. inri had been working for a
newspaper and other places, exhibiting
her photos almost entirely in isolation,
but those often had a truly visceral

expressiveness, like shouting out with

all her physical being. RongRong’s
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photos, too, from the East Village to the
Liulitun periods, often focused on documenting the performances
he and his colleagues were doing. | think the two of them found
some commonality in that. It’s interesting to see how these two
people, born and raised in completely different environments,
unconsciously came to produce such similar works. In that sense it
seems completely natural for them to have been drawn to one

another.

— And ultimately inri went to Beijing and the two began working
together.- -
Yes, in 2000, | think. They started out doing a series of them posing

nude in locations like the Great Wall and the gorges of Jiayuguan,

and when RongRong returned to Japan
in the cold winter of 2001, to plan for
the Shiseido Gallery’s Promenade in
Asia exhibition, they shot the In Fujisan
series. It was right after that when | first

met the two of them together, and they

showed me the completed series. That
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was when | first met inri.

—What was it like?

Oh, it was really remarkable! (laughs) To begin with, they shot it on
the frozen ice of Lake Yamanaka in the middle of the winter. It
must’ve been about 15°C below zero, and you see them running
around naked and embracing each other and so on, so it was pretty
crazy work they were doing. Honestly, | couldn’t really understand
why they’d go to such lengths, but in the photos you can sense the
escalating pain as their spirits and bodies kept colliding with one
another. inri was in her late 20s, at the time, RongRong maybe a bit
older. They were a young couple bound in love, so naturally a
certain erotic element came into what they were doing. Among
their works, it’s not like there are none with fairly overt sexual

references, but in the In Fujisan series those parts are largely



absent. The tone is closer to a kind of religious ceremonialism. A lot
of these photographs show the two of them laying down on the
earth, feeling the earth’s energy through their bodies, an

expressive activity reminiscent of prayer.

— After that RongRong & inri seem to have become very active,
particularly abroad, and their works suddenly began earning much
wider recognition.

Yes, but that’s not just RongRong & inri. From around 2000 many
Chinese contemporary photographers were starting to draw strong
interest and their works were increasing sharply in value. This
growth has sometimes been called an “art bubble,” and certainly
there was an element of that. But you can also say that
contemporary art in the U.S. and Europe at that time had become
somewhat anemic, had turned down a sort of cul-de-sac, and into
that void came these Chinese artists pouring their whole hearts and
minds and bodies into new work, and | think their efforts ended up
moving a lot of people. RongRong & inri’s work, too, was part of that

“restoration of physicality” trend and influenced it quite strongly.

— Just looking at all the places they exhibited from 2000 on gives a

sense of the breadth of that new popularity—Beijing, Chicago, New

York, Berlin, Arles, San Francisco, Madrid, Barcelona, Shenzhen.---
During that period | often met them whenever inri returned to
Japan. We used to go to dinner together, or go sing karaoke, things
like that. (laughs) | forget what songs RongRong used to sing.
Starting in 2005, though, we didn’t have much contact for a while,
but suddenly one day in 2007 | got an email asking me to come to
Beijing. They'd just built the Three Shadows Photography Art
Centre in the Caochangdi arts district on the outskirts of the city,
and they wanted me to come to the opening reception. I'd been
hearing about this photography art center concept for a while by
then, but honestly I’d always had my doubts whether they’d really
be able to pull it off. | was surprised by how unexpectedly quickly

they were able to get it going.

— So you went to the opening?

Of course! And when | got there | was even more surprised by the
scale of the place. The exhibit spaces were so spacious and
comfortable, they had a library, and a café, darkrooms,
residences, everything. Caochangdi was rapidly being developed
into an “arts district,” and besides the Three Shadows Art Centre,
the area is also home to places like Ai Weiwei’s famed brick

buildings, with their unique “delicate yet strong” style.Anyway,



the whole thing surprised me, or maybe it would be better to say
| was even shocked by what they’d achieved. The way RongRong
was living compared to when I’d first met him ten years earlier
was just so different. Ai Weiwei had also designed the building
near the Centre that doubles as their residence and atelier. It's
very spacious and has numerous rooms, practically a palace
compared to where RongRong used to live. Ten years ago he was
washing vegetables in an outdoor sink, and now they’ve built,
mostly with their own money, this art museum-class facility. It’s
the fulfillment of what can only be called a kind of “Chinese

dream.”

— It does seem incredible!

Indeed. But even through all that, | was happy to find that
RongRong and inri themselves hadn’t fundamentally changed.
Naturally their lifestyle had changed greatly, but RongRong is as
friendly and positive as ever, and inri keeps a close eye on
everything, from the management of the Centre to the affairs of
their family. They had two boys already, and I’'m sure it was a real
task to keep track of them running around all over the place, and
now they’ve got a third son, expanding the family to five.

But while RongRong & inri themselves haven’ treally changed, their

work certainly has. When they first started collaborating, their work

seems to have confronted the real world around them with a sense

of tension. Those photographs were windows into emotions like

loneliness, unease, and anger, and these feelings come through

particularly strongly in series showing the demolition of buildings

and abandonment of factories in and around Beijing. Others have

to do with being surrounded by natural magnificence, and in these

we see them naked, attempting to touch the earth with their whole

bodies.

But after their move to Caochangdi,
series like Three Shadows turn to other
subjects, like family and the people who

helped them build the Centre. The

Caochangdi
portrait”

oriented,
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like the pregnant inri and their newborn
children. There’s one photo that shows
RongRong and inri with their long hair
braided together. | think it’s a really

wonderful image, but it has this sense of

series is more “family
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contentment that | don’t think would have appeared in their earlier

work.

— Would it be fair to say that the powerful energy in their earlier
work has gone below the surface, leaving images that are much
more mild?

| think so. There are probably a lot of people who prefer those
earlier works, so charged with such tension, but | think their
willingness to go in other directions speaks to their integrity as

artists.

— How do you mean?

| mean that for RongRong & inri, artistic activity can’t be separated
from their current way of being, from how they are living at the
moment. The Liulitun series shown in
this current exhibition is literally a
chronicle of RongRong’s eight years
living in that place. First we see him
living with his compatriots, then inri

comes from Japan and enters the

picture. This kind of composition,
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detailing the progress of everyday life

and all its details, almost like a diary, is

very close to the Japanese “shishashin” photo ( “autobiographical
photo” ) genre. As | mentioned earlier, RongRong had noticed the
work of Araki Nobuyoshi fairly early on, and | suspect he
wasconsciously attempting to integrate the essence of Araki’s
well-known Shishashin photo album into his own work.

| think the Liulitun series probably embodies RongRong & inri’s
fundamental approach to living as photographers, a philosophy
of “photography = life,” you might say. In that light, some of
their other self-portrait-oriented photo collections are also

variations on the shishashin photo approach.

— But don’ t you think that the temperament of their work is
considerably different from the accounting of intimate human
relationships inherent in the diary-like shishashin photo genre?

| see what you mean. RongRong & inri have done a lot of
installation pieces using large prints several meters high and
wide, and their work does in fact have strong “performance”
elements. But their ultimate goal is not to pursue some abstract
concept, not to construct fictional stories. Rather, their intention
is always to fix the reality of their lives at that point in time, and

their work is a manifestation of that, so all of those life changes—



the move from Liulitun to Caochangdi, the opening of Three
Shadows, the birth of their children—come strongly into the

photographs.

— Ah, | see what you mean, and the implication is that their work
will continue to change into the future as well.---

Undoubtedly. Even now they’re actually right on the cusp of
another major turning point. In 2009 they started the Three
Shadows Photo Award, a competition which aims to support
young Chinese photographers. | was invited to be on the judging
panel for the first two years. But, in April 2010, just as the second
judging was in progress, plans were announced to redevelop the
entire Caochangdi district, including the land where Three

Shadows sits, so this has presented a major problem.

— It sounds like a major setback!

RongRong and his group would like to expand Caochangdi as a
“special arts district,” but some of the other residents in the

area have lost no time in advancing plans to develop the area by
building condos and shopping centers and such. Maybe it’s
understandable, but for RongRong & inri, who have just gone to

such effort to build Three Shadows, you can imagine what a

crisis it is.

— Do you think there’s any danger of them losing Three Shadows
altogether?

It’s not an impossibility, but fortunately the Caochangdi Spring
Photo Festival they started in 2010 has mobilized a lot of visitors,
and their exhibitions and photography competitions and other
activities have been well received, so | don’t think the danger is so
imminent. Still, while they’re okay for now, there’s no predicting
how things might change in the future.

In any case, over the long term, | don’t think such unexpected
changes will necessarily negatively impact their work. | imagine
they’ll ride out whatever happens, taking it all in and using it as a
springboard for whatever they do next. Right now they’re dealing
with a complicated set of pluses and minuses, but | take a pretty
optimistic view. They will grow older, have grandchildren, and
eventually become frail and elderly, but through all that | think

they’ll always continue pursuing their work.

— |l wonder what that work will look like.-:-
Yes, I'd like to see it, too. | think they’re different in many ways:

Chinese and Japanese; man and woman; with different personalities



and values. But it’s actually because they’re different, when their
two worlds merge the resultis a tremendous power. To see how that
power will continue to grow and expand is really something to look
forward to.

Another thing you can say about RongRong & inri is that as
photographers, as artists, they’ll really give motivation and courage
to a generation of young Japanese trying to cut their own paths. I've
mentioned this many times, butin just ten years these two unknown
young artists have come so far as to establish their own
photographic art center. Certainly conditions in China and Japan
are different, but in a lot of ways China today looks like Japan in the
1960s and 70s in terms of its rapid economic growth. Back then the
so-called “Japanese dream” was still a glittering goal.

But it’s so dull to just accept that things are impossible. Youth and
courage, brought together, can give rise to such tremendous power.

That is what | want to believe.

— It makes us want to bring their power into ourselves and throw it
back to them. Thank you very much for talking today.

The pleasure has been all mine!
(This interview was actually conducted by lizawa Kotaro interviewing lizawa Kotaro.)



