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Liu Heung Shing’s landmark photobook China After Mao: Seeking Truth From Facts 
(Penguin, 1983) is a publication that anyone interested in China knows and loves. 
Liu’s photographs of daily life taken in the years after the Cultural Revolution 
challenged mental stereotypes of a closed and regulated Communist society and 
thus came as a revelation to many readers. Thirty years on, the mainland Chinese 
language edition has been reissued, with a new cover and with additional 
photographs taken between 1983 and 2013 added, and published and exhibited 
under the title China Dream: Thirty Years, though in some cases not all of the original 
photographs made the cut.2 
 

 
Image 1. Liu Heung Sheung, China After Mao: Seeking Truth From Facts. 

 
The subtitle of Liu’s original book “Seeking Truth From Facts” underlines the 
historical specificity of Liu’s photographic project in the 1970s and 1980s, and points 
to his coded sense of mission. Liu describes himself as a “traditional photojournalist” 
and has observed that he was “lucky to spend five years observing China”, first in 
Guangzhou in 1976 after the death of Mao Zedong and three years later when he 
was posted to Beijing with Time magazine – a long term assignment that was a rarity 
back then. He took full advantage, he says, of the latitudes provided by his employer 
and submitted reports on whatever he thought was interesting.3 Living in Beijing he 
had plenty of time to explore the city and observe the changing lives of its people. 
 
A Hong Kong born, China-schooled, American-educated photojournalist, Liu Heung 
Shing (b.1951) is also a naturalised American citizen and current long-term resident 
in Beijing. He thus occupies a complex transcultural identity. In a recent interview Liu 
was asked how he felt about being described by the Beijing-based artist and cultural 
critic Chen Danqing as the only “outsider” (along with Cartier-Bresson) to produce 
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true or accurate images of China. Liu responded by distancing himself from the 
perspective of Cartier-Bresson and other non-Chinese photographers and 
disagreeing that he was an outsider: “My work” he responded “is closer to ordinary 
Chinese people.”4 Chen’s backhanded compliment raises a number of interesting 
and important questions regarding the definition of “Chinese photography” and the 
ongoing reluctance within mainland China to acknowledge photojournalism (or 
photography more broadly) by so-called “outsiders”, namely those working for 
outside agencies.   
 
Why have Liu’s images proven to be among the most memorable of those taken at 
the time when China was just beginning to open up again to the outside world? Is it 
because of his background as both an outsider and an empathetic insider and what 
he terms his own “contextual understanding”? Or is it more about the viewer’s 
experience and understanding? These are questions I have often asked myself, in 
part because I was living as an art student in Beijing in the late 70s and early 80s, 
close to the same time Liu made his photographs. In his work Liu not only 
appreciates the documentary subject matter drawn from daily life, he also reflects a 
familiar cosmopolitan aesthetic developed during his training in the United States. . 
 
By comparing Liu Heung Shing’s photographs with works by contemporaneous 
documentary photographers working in Beijing, it is possible to better comprehend 
Liu’s particular style of documentary photography or photojournalism and his 
valuable contributions to the formation of Chinese visual culture. 
 
But first of all, some general observations about documentary photography, and by 
documentary photography I mean the use of photography to record aspects of daily 
life in a candid and objective way with a view to contributing to the historic record. 
Documentary photography is a genre of photography that can encompass both 
photojournalism and the work of independent practitioners. 
 
From today’s perspective, it is easy to forget just how precious late twentieth 
century documentary photography is inside China. Chen Xiaobo, for example, 
reminds us of the terrible gaping hole that exists in truth telling in pictures in China 
from the 1950s to the 1970s.5  
 
Recent documentary photography, or what I have elsewhere called “people’s 
photography”, began in 1976 with the brave and spontaneous records documenting 
citizens defying a government ban to gather in Tiananmen Square and mourn the 
death of Premier Zhou Enlai on the 4th and 5th of April 1976 (Mao died in September 
of that year).6  In the decades since then, documentary photography has evolved in 
complex ways, based on its close political connections with official print media 
organisations, and yet also with self-expression and art.  
 
Observations by two self-taught photographers who were key members of the soon-
to-be-established April Photographic Society help set the scene. 
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The first is Wang Zhiping (b. 1947). Writing in 1979, after the end of the Cultural 
Revolution, Wang argued for photography to be practised and understood in artistic 
terms:  

News photography cannot replace photographic art. Content is not the same 
as form. Photography as a form of art has its own special language…The 
beauty of photography lies in the rhythms of nature, in the realities of society 
and in the emotions and interests of people. Increasingly, it will not have to 
exist in ‘important subject matter’ or ‘official ideology’.7 

 
A few years later, reacting to the increasing artistic trend of photography in the work 
of Wang Zhiping and others, fellow society member Li Xiaobin (b. 1955) wrote: 

In my opinion content is also form…Content and form are equally important. I 
strive to use the unique characteristics of photography to express the 
beautiful, or what is not necessarily beautiful but is real and natural – what I 
regard as beautiful….Taking spontaneous shots of people going about their 
daily life, I do not want to embellish them in any way. Because I do now know 
or understand them, all I want to do through the forms within the 
photograph is to convey a feeling.8 

 
Wang Zhiping and Li Xiaobin articulate the developing tensions to to emerge out of 
the Cultural Revolution era, that is,  the desire to shift photography away from 
politics and official ideology on the one hand, and to recognize the intrinsic value of 
photography in recording the dramatic changes that were taking place as a result of 
China’s economic reforms on the other. Li Xiaobin’s statement reflects his belief that 
it was necessary to prevent there from being another gaping hole in the 
documentary record of daily life in twentieth century China. 
 
 
Seeing China – Perspective 

 
Image 2. Li Xiaobin, Petitioner, November 1977, chromogenic print. Reproduced 

courtesy Li Xiaobin 
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Image 3. Lü Nan, Yang Jun, Mental Hospital, Tianjin, 1989, gelatin silver print.  

Reproduced courtesy Lü Nan 
 

 
 
The perspective of a documentary photographer is important and informs his or her 
photographic style. What do we think about when we look at the photographs 
“Petitioner” (1977) by Li Xiaobin, and “Mental Hospital, Tianjin” (1989) by Lü Nan (b. 
1962)?  First off we might ask about photographers’ motives for taking the 
photographs. 
 
How does our understanding of the images change when we learn about the plight 
of petitioners in Beijing (the Chinese government estimates there were some 30 
million miscarriages of justice during the Cultural Revolution), and that Lü Nan’s 
photograph is but one image within a larger series titled “The Forgotten People: The 
State of Chinese Psychiatric Wards”. Yang Jun was a patient in a mental hospital in 
Tianjin for 10 years. He had no family and died from tuberculosis two months after 
this photograph was taken. 
 
The photographs were not taken by practising photojournalists, nor were they 
published or displayed publicly until many years after they were taken, for fear that 
their straightforward documentary style would be misunderstood. In referring to 
these works by Li Xiaobin and Lü Nan my purpose is to draw attention to the larger 
humanistic context for understanding and interpreting documentary photography in 
China in the 1970s and 1980s. 
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The photographs of Liu Heung Shing  
 

 
Image 4. Liu Heung Shing, Mao and Hua , Shanghai 1977.  
Courtesy of the artist and M+ Museum for Visual Culture 

 
One of Liu Heung Shing’s early photographs taken in China in 1977 shows a billboard 
version of the oil painting “With You in Charge I am at Ease” by military painter Peng 
Bin and Central Academy of Fine Arts (CAFA) professor Jin Shangyi (1977), now in the 
collection of the National Art Museum of China. “With You in Charge” was the 
officially endorsed painting to depict the handover of power from Mao to his chosen 
successor Hua Guofeng. Liu’s photograph shows the painting reproduced on 
monumental scale on the Bund in Shanghai. It displays some of the hallmarks of Liu’s 
style – a quirky image of daily life writ large with a strong sense of narrative and 
socio-political context. One can also find hints of influence from Albanian-American 
action art photographer Gjon Mili. Liu was apprenticed to Mili at Life magazine and 
credits Mili with teaching him to “interpret human experiences and capture them in 
two-dimensional images with warmth”.9 Liu’s images are imbued with a clear yet 
sophisticated visual narrative that allows them to function effectively on their own 
or as secondary illustrations to a news story in a magazine or newspaper.  
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Image 5: Li Xiaobin, Xidan, Beijing, 1978, gelatin silver print.  

Reproduced courtesy Li Xiaobin. 
 
Both Liu Heung Shing and Li Xiaobin took photographs at Democracy Wall in Beijing 
in 1979. At the time Li Xiaobin was working at the Chinese Museum of the History of 
the Revolution on the edge of Tian’anmen Square. Thousands of “big character 
posters” – outpourings of individual grievances – were posted on the wall at Xidan in 
a brief moment of free speech which flourished in 1979. Many of the early posters 
demanded that those arrested during the 5 April Movement in 1976 following the 
death of Zhou Enlai be politically rehabilitated. 
 
In Liu’s photograph a man squats on the ground Chinese style away from the action 
reading the People’s Daily, the official mouthpiece of the Communist Party. His 
solitary activity creates contrast and context, which is absent from Li’s image, which 
instead focuses on people avidly reading the posters to the exclusion of anything 
else. In Li’s photograph the texts of the posters are large enough to be read making 
his photograph (and others in the series) at once a document of the posters and the 
phenomenon of Democracy Wall.10 
 

 
Image 6. Liu Heung Shing, High school students studying in Tian’anmen Square, 

1980.   
Courtesy of the artist and M+ Museum for Visual Culture 
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Image 7. Wang Wenlan, Tian’anmen Square Beijing, 1984, gelatin silver print. 

Reproduced courtesy Wang Wenlan 
 
It is also illuminating to compare the photographs taken by Liu Heng Shing and Wang 
Wenlan of people relaxing in Tian’anmen Square at night. The square was lit up with 
powerful security lights. Many people went there to read, including students 
studying for university entrance exams. The focus of Liu’s 1980 photograph is on 
young people reading while seated on the square. The receding lines of the paving 
stones create a feeling of deep perspectival space, leading the eye to the Mao 
Zedong Mausoleum and the Monument to the Revolutionary Martyrs which are 
brilliantly lit in the background. In contrast,Wang’s photograph taken three years 
later features more complex groupings and activities taking place in the square. 
Couples and families relax at the end of the day with the Great Hall of the People in 
the background. There is an equal focus on people and their bicycles and less 
emphasis on the unusual activity of reading under a street light at night. 
 
Liu and Wang met in 1979. Wang would visit for tea, noodles and conversation (after 
receiving permission to visit a foreigner at home).11 Like Liu Heng Shing, Wang 
Wenlan (b.1953) was a photojournalist. He became head photographer of China 
Daily when it was established in 1980 as the   official English language newspaper. 
After looking at Liu’s photographs in China After Mao, Wang realized it was possible 
to take photographs with his mind as well as his eyes, and actively to engage with 
history.12 In the late 1970s and early 1980s there was little international literature 
publicly available to be read or purchased. Individuals relied on “foreign friends” and 
bookshops for access to independent images and to gain information about the 
world beyond China. 
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Image 8. Liu Heung Shing, The Style Brigade, Yunnan 1980. 
Courtesy of the artist and M+ Museum for Visual Culture. 

 

 
Image 9. Li Xiaobin, Portrait of young women riding bicycles near Beihai Park,  Spring 

1980, chromogenic print. Reproduced courtesy Li Xiaobin. 
 
The economic reforms that gradually opened China to foreign business ushered in a 
period of relative liberalism in the 1980s. The wind of change was particularly 
noticeable on the street in peoples’ dress—the  subject of Liu Heung Shing’s 1980 
photograph “The style brigade, Yunnan”, a close-up of three youths sporting 
reflective sunglasses, and Li Xiaobin’s 1980 colour photograph of women riding 
bicycles near Beihai Park wearing feminine summer dresses and big sunglasses. 
 
Liu Heung Shing’s image is static, iconic and tightly focussed. The faces of the youths 
fill the frame. Sunglasses shade the boys’ eyes and reflect back to the viewer images 
of Liu taking the photograph, creating a resonant double portrait of seeing and being 
seen. Powerfully divergent symbolism can be seen in the fashionable sunglasses and 
zip-up jackets on the one hand and the Mao caps on the other. 
 
During the Cultural Revolution it was not possible for women to wear frilly or 
brightly coloured dresses without the risk of being criticised as brazen or bourgeois. 
Thus Li’s breezy colour image of locomotion is evocative of the fast-paced changes 
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that were taking place. His exuberantly forward looking photograph projects an 
image that is as uncontainable as Liu’s is contained. 
 

 
Image 10. Wang Wenlan, Jinshui Bridge Beijing, 1986, gelatin silver print. 

Reproduced courtesy Wang Wenlan. 
 

 
Image 11. Li Xiaobin, Exhibition of fashion by the French designer Yves saint Lauren 

at the National Art Gallery, Beijing Spring, 1985, gelatin silver print. Reproduced 
courtesy Li Xiaobin. 

 
Continuing with the theme of fashion, Liu Heung Shing’s 1981 photograph of French 
fashion designer Pierre Cardin, shows him attending to the collar of a coat worn by a 
Chinese male model. It marks the occasion of the designer’s second collection 
showing in China at the Peking Hotel (his first showing in 1979 was to a closed 
audience). Pierre Cardin was the first influential international fashion designer to be 
invited to show in China (his earliest visit was in 1976) and is credited with 
introducing the concept of a fashion show and models to China.13  
 
A related photograph by Wang Wenlan, taken five years later, records Chinese 
female models parading northern European fur coats to an audience in front of 
Tian’anmen Gate. The models are dwarfed by the giant painted portrait of Mao 
Zedong hanging above their heads, creating a striking contrast between the austerity 



M+ Matters l ARTWORKDOCUMENTATION 
www.mplusmatters.hk  

 10

of the military uniform that had been de rigueur since 1949 and the opulence of fur 
garments.  
 
In a comparison image taken by Li Xiaobin, a solitary middle-aged male visitor gazes 
at a female mannequin sporting a chic skirt and blazer complete with stockinged 
crossed legs and a hat. It was taken during an exhibition of Yves Saint Laurent 
fashion held at the China Art Gallery (National Art Museum of China) in 1985. The 
quiet, almost empty exhibition gallery, its walls artfully draped with cloth, draws 
attention to the gulf in sensibility and experience between modern Paris and modern 
Beijing. There was said to be little interest in the fashion show and few visitors.14 
Whereas Liu Heung Shing and Wang Wenlan’s photographs of Beijing fashion events 
have a recognisable newsworthy quality, Li Xiaobin’s does not. Li utilises the visitor 
barrier in the gallery space to draw attention to the divergent worlds, real and 
imagined, represented by the everyman visitor figure and the lifeless imported 
mannequins. Li’s image is imbued with a highly attuned sensitivity to local culture in 
the process of change and the documentary record. 
 
He Yanguang (b.1951) is another pioneering photojournalist. Back in 1976 he was a 
factory worker, imprisoned for his activities in Tian’anmen Square. After his name 
was cleared, he was transferred to the Central Committee of the Communist Youth 
League, and then became a reporter at the Beijing Youth Newspaper (published by 
the League) when it resumed publication in 1981. 
 
In 2008, looking back over 30 years of photojournalism, He observed: 

Photography is not just about looking, sometimes it is also about resisting 
forgetfulness. People often ask me why I would take a photograph of 
something if it will not make it into the paper? My response is unequivocal. 
When you take a photograph the image becomes eternal, you don’t have to 
worry about waiting, the day will come when it is possible for it to be seen by 
readers… I have the patience to wait. History is so long, no matter what kind 
of prohibition there is, there is an inexorable movement towards disclosing 
the truth and revealing the real situation.15 
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Image 12.  Liu Heung Shing, A Student Skates past Mao’s Giant Statue at Dalian 

Technology University, Liaoning,1981. Courtesy of the artist and M+ Museum for 
Visual Culture 

 
One of Liu’s most memorable and oft-reproduced photographs is ‘Skating past Mao’, 
taken at the Dalian Institute of Technical Management in 1981. Liu’s double portrait 
juxtaposes the living and the dead. The anonymous skater glides past a statue of 
Mao, propelling himself forward through space that appears as boundless as the sky 
in an action of apparent fearlessness, as if he has broken free.  
 
Liu’s background as both an outsider (a photojournalist then working for Time 
magazine) and an insider with “contextual understanding” has given him a unique 
position as a photojournalist in China. In China After Mao: Seeking Truth From Facts 
he created a rich legacy of striking images that are imbued with humanistic feeling 
and a great sense of the historical moment. Like the work of many fine 
photographers they defy easy categorisation, drawing on the stuff of daily life to 
create images that are at once documentary and artistic in ambition. Liu Heung 
Shing’s photographs are an important part of the history of visual culture in China, 
helping us to see and feel the dramatic economic and cultural changes that have 
taken place over the last thirty odd years. 
 
While Liu has succeeded in having his photographs from the China After Mao series 
published repeatedly in China, images containing political figures who have fallen 
from favour such as Zhao Ziyang and Hu Yaobang (more conventional works of 
photojournalism) are not included. Thirty years on, the news and the print media 
industries remain heavily politicised and controlled. China Dream: Thirty Years 
remains a work in progress. 
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1 Based on a talk that formed part of the M+ Matters public symposium ARTWORKDOCUMENTATION: 
Photographing China, a conversation about documentary photography in China in the decades 
following the publication of China After Mao, held at the British Council, Hong Kong, 22 November 
2013. 
2 China After Mao was first published in mainland China in 2009 (hardback), 2011 (softback) and 
reprinted in 2013 with a different cover to mark the thirtieth anniversary of the original publication. 
The book/catalogue was titled China Dream: Thirty Years (Beijing: Shijie tushu chubanshe, 2013);  
and the exhibition: ‘China Dream: Thirty Years’, China Art Museum, Shanghai, 26 July – 25 August 
2013. Many of the works date from 1976-1983 and are drawn from China After Mao, with a smaller 
number recording the period since 1997, when Liu took up residence in Beijing. The title of the 2013 
publication and eponymous exhibition: “China Dream: Thirty Years” links the images taken during the 
Deng Xiaoping era of economic reform and opening (改革开放)with the President of China, Xi Jinping’s 
vision for the future: the China Way, China Dream, and Socialism with Chinese characteristics (中国道

路，中国梦。中国特色的社会主

义。)http://www.artmuseumonline.org/zx/tszlcontent.jspx?contentId=2138. Accessed 13 February 
2013. For information about the China Dream see the official Xinhua website 
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/mzfxzgm/ and Geremie R Barmé, ‘Chinese Dreams (Zhongguo 
meng 中国梦), China Story Yearbook 2013, http://www.thechinastory.org/yearbooks/yearbook-
2013/forum-dreams-and-power/chinese-dreams-zhongguo-meng-
%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E6%A2%A6/, accessed 13 February 2014. 
 
3 Ni Junchen, “Liu Heung Shing: A Bigger Picture of China,” China Pictorial, 8 October 2013, see 
http://www.chinapictorial.com.cn/en/features/txt/2013-10/08/content_571047_3.htm, accessed 13 
February 2014. 
4 Ibid 
5 See Chen Xiaobo, “Xinwensheying de juexing” (The Awakening of Photojournalism) in Bao Kun, ed., 
Photographing China: Highlights of 50 Years of Chinese Photography, (Beijing: Zhongguo sheying 
chubanshe, 2006, p. 170.  
6 Claire Roberts, Photography and China (London: Reaktion Books, 2013) p. 121. 
7 Ibid pp. 129-130 
8 Ibid pp. 134-135. 
9 Liu Heung Shing, China After Mao: Seek Truth From Facts (Hong Kong, 1983), p. 8. 
10 Ditto 
11 Email communication with Liu Heung Shing, 13 January 2014. 
12 Wang Wenlan, "Zi pai", in Chen Xiaobo, ed., Zhongguo sheyingjia. Wang Wenlan: Ouran, (Beijing: 
Zhongguo rennin daxue chubanshe, 2007, p. 237.  
13 Jianhua Zhao, The Chinese Fashion Industry: An Ethnographic Approach, Bloomsbury Academic, 
2013, p. 111. 
14 Li Xiaobin, Biange zai Zhongguo 1976-1986 (Hangzhou: Zhejiang sheying chubanshe, 2003), p. 79.  
15 He Yanguang, ‘Shidai gei wo jiyu’. See www.rmhb.com.cn/chpic/htdocs/china/200812/news/p64-
wenzi.html, accessed 8 May 2010. 


