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As I sit down to reflect on my whole student time in the Photography major at LAFA, I am roughly 7years removed from my last class. After graduation, I taught at LAFA for several years part-time. Now I want to make a short recall on both my student time and my career experience to spread out further reflection.

I have been studying photography as a student for about 7years and I believe that is quite a long time to study photography. Generally, two or three years is long enough to master this knowledge, unfortunately, I spend so long to come to this end, however, I found out that this path has no end. Fortunately, 7 years of study has given me not only photography knowledge itself but brought me many ways of seeing things. And I understand that it is time to answer some questions now. 

1, why did I choose photography as my major?
2. What does photography give me?

I have to say that not all motivation has a noble purpose, the pure reason for me is I am bad at drawing which makes me spend 2 more years to become a university student. However, I started to like it when I was a freshman because photography was in an era of change, digital technology was booming in 2007, at the meantime, our school still provide a traditional method for photography and I was surrounded by both digital technology and traditional process at the same time, this experience you can never get from another major at that time. I think that is why I am falling in love with photography afterward. Since I had the opportunity to start my photography knowledge with the traditional method, negative film, silver gelation paper, chemicals, etc. perhaps, it is the reason that I am always fascinated by all kinds of materials, and in recent years I started trying to combine alternative photography process with digital technology, I will talk more about this later. 

Most of the knowledge that I acquired during my early study was practical knowledge, how to use a camera, how to develop film, how to develop a negative to positive, stuff like that. It appears to most people that photography was never an academic subject, just. Thankfully, our school considered that photography history is necessary, I got to know a lot of important artists in history and what did they have done with photography, such as Daguerre, Niepce, Talbot, those inventors makes me understand that how photography came on earth, and Julia Margaret Cameron, Eugene Atget, Mann Ray, Edward Weston, these artists told me what did they trying to do with photography in that time(in the early days of photography, it was not clear that what else could be done with it, photography was considered an adjunct to painting). 

More importantly, my postgraduate tutor introduced me to contemporary photography, I have got a large number of inspirations from reading artists’ work and their opinions which makes me understand that photography is not just a tool to take pictures. Cindy Sherman’s series work <Complete Untitled Film Stills>1978 showed me that how she expressed herself via selfies. The <Immediate Family>1992, <Proud Flesh>2009 by Sally Mann taught me that how to get along with my family, and how to build up a relationship between my career and my family. the most important thing that I learned of Sally Mann’s work is always asks “what is your work related to you” so I make an effort to concentrate on someone or something in my immediate vicinity rather than on large and controversial issues but less related to me. I have been practicing on wet-plate collodion process since 2012, its unique visual experience attracted me and push me forward. One of my wet-plate collodion work <Oceanborn> was pursuing an exquisite tone to present the texture of the marine life which considered as the origin of human life. The alternative photography process has become popular in recent year especially in China, traditional photography process plays an important role in contemporary photography. There is an increasing number of artists who using wet-plate collodion process, cyanotype, Vandyke, Platinum Prints, I think the main reason is not only the artists but the collectors they consider uniqueness is an essential element for artworks under the digital age background. However, uniqueness is an vital weakness of photography, this is why historian considered that Talbot had greater contribute in photography than Daguerre, because Talbot’s Calotype process could be duplicated according to The Genius of Photography documentary BBC. It is interesting that artists are using this weakness as an advantage for their works nowadays.
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Under the Skin wet-plate collodion 2015 Zhang Hengtai
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Oceanborn wet-plate collodion 2013 Zhang Hengtai
People always ask “what is contemporary art?” Certainly, the skeptical observers argue that it is an output of Americans ideology to the whole world, it is all about capitalism. I would not say that is wrong, to me, it is a way of seeing things, a way of how I express myself, and it helped me establish my critical thinking which is never losing yourself in anything and always looking at the big picture.  
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Cindy Sherman Untitled Film Still #21 1978.    2021 Cindy Sherman, courtesy of the artist and Metro Pictures, New York
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Proud Flesh “Was Ever Love” 2009. Courtesy Gagosian Gallery

The cyanotype process was my first exploration, in the early time of history cyanotype was an inexpensive method of making a photograph, as we all know that the majority element for the darkroom process is silver which is an expensive chemical. John Herschel in 1841-1842 discovered that many iron compounds are sensitive. However, this was not the original intention of this invention. Due to its inexpensive feature, I made a large number of cyanotype photographs, including landscapes, portraits of my friends. Now look back to those works it was not cogitative, I think I was more focused on the process itself, the image quality, and how it looks different. My undergraduate final project was a serial of large-scale cyanotype work. It was a contact print with my own body and sensitized cotton sheets. I was naked and wear a wig also with sticks or nets stuff like that. The outcome seems irrelevant to photography since the images are sketched and outlined, so people asked what does this have to do with photography? 
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‘Back to The Future’ Cyanotype Contact Print on Cotton, Zhang Hengtai

Honestly, I had no idea how to answer it at that time. Now I would say this is photography confidently, because photography is not just produced by cameras, the fundamental core about photography is light, secondly is how can you fix the image. I believe that the first one is undisputed, take a look at the word “photography” it was formed by joining the Greek words for light and drawing. Just as painters brush paint onto a canvas to create a picture, photographers paint an image by capturing light particles on a light-sensitive medium. One significant part for early photographers is how did they fix the image, as we all know that it is not difficult to present an image.  According to David Hockney’s book “Secret Knowledge: Rediscovering the Lost Technique of the Old Masters” (Thames & Hudson: New York, 2001) provides many lines of evidence in support of his contention that a wide range of classical artists made use of optical projection to improve the accuracy of their painting. In an account published in 1802, Thomas Wedgwood described that he found silver nitrate solution, previously used as a black dye when these were pressed onto the surface and exposed to the sun. there was no means, yet, of fixing the image. Richard Buckley Litchfield mentioned one of the experiments by Thomas Wedgwood in his book “Tom Wedgwood, the first photographer” (LONDON DUCKWORTH AND CO. 1903) Wedgwood projected the image of the darkroom onto a sheet of paper similarly sensitized, and obtained a rough picture, which could only be preserved in the dark. There was not a comprehensive method for the photographer to fix the image they have to find their way to do that before sodium thiosulfate was broadly used in the photographic fixer. Although cyanotype does not need any fixer to preserve the image, it has its way to do so. It is undeniable that cyanotype is photography. 

I was influenced by Nam June Paik, Matthew Barny, and Bill Viola during the early stage of my postgraduate study, their artworks have extended my perspective. Along with George Orwell’s book, Animal Farm,1984 and Hanna Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem, A report on Banality of Evil came to my sight, although it was not a serious study of those books, I realized that being prospective and critical thinking was my shortage, so I started approaching video art, experimental video, attempting to merge some iconic elements of Animal Farm, 1984, Banality of Evil. Many of my video works are negative, full of pains, Marina Abramovic once said “People have so much pain inside of them that they are not even aware of” In 2014, my first solo exhibition “The Banality of Evil” in LAFA gallery which was an attempt of a dialogue between me and myself to identify the dark side of myself to find out which is the truly one. To me, this exhibition was a conclusion of my experiment of photography and video art during the past few years.
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‘The Banality of Evil’ solo Exhibition LAFA Gallery 2014 
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‘Banality of Evil’ Video Installation 2014
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‘I Want You’ Triple Video 2014
It is a fascinating process when I am trying to figure out something, because the more information, messages, new concepts that I absorbed, the more confused I am, however, each problem seems solved at once after a certain period. For instance, the first time I saw Marina Abramovic’s performance art I do not understand what she was doing, I can’t see anything but self-destructing. Until one day I watched a documentary of Artist is Present, one of her iconic performances, which was inspired by her belief that stretching the length of a performance beyond expectations serves to alter our perception of time and foster a deeper engagement in the experience. Seated silently at a wooden table across from an empty chair, she waited as people took turns sitting in the chair and locking eyes with her. Over course of nearly three months, for eight hours a day, she met the gaze of 1000 strangers, many of whom were moved to tears. I started to understand her early works, which painful performance was a unique way of expressing herself, which considered as a connection between herself and outside. The process of understanding a concept or an artwork needs time, which digestion and connects irrelevant information, and come up with something new. there is one thing that I have learned from performance art, it plays an important role in contemporary art, however, many of them are recorded and displayed as documentaries for exhibitions. However, those content has never been questioned. People would ask what’s the meaning of making a fake documentary of performance art. Indeed, I assume the only purpose of a fake documentary performance art would be to test viewers’ reactions. Amalia Ulman’s Excellences and Perfections project in 2014, an Instagram-based work in which she posted photos of herself in various stages of what looked like a nervous breakdown: Los Angeles latte art and pouty selfie videos that escalated into a breakup spiral, sugar-baby ventures. After four months of such posts during which some of her friends expressed confusion about her mental state, Ulman revealed she wasn’t publicly losing it but had instead been making art about our exposure at any cost. Afterward, she was accused of being a fraud as “the first great Instagram artist”. In the age of excessive Internet media, earning trust isn’t a difficult thing, that seems unusual because digital technology is not Hi-tech anymore, people can easily forge photographs on a smartphone. What makes people get fooled so easily, I believe that is a question we should consider seriously. 
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The question of what is knowledge which reminds me to ask myself that what is contemporary art? these two questions both seemed to be open questions. It depends on individuals’ experiences and perspectives, indeed, there is no one specific answer. However, I believe that there has been an invisible perimeter for those definitions, you can do whatever you want to in this circle. In other words, you are one of them as long as you follow the rules. Now here comes the fundamental question “who made the rules?”  During a long period of human practice，we developed a pattern based on our knowledge. Our values shift as our knowledge develops, and the emergence of new things is constantly being questioned. 

In literature, writing which does not conform to the norm is good writing. We have three keywords here, norm, nonconformity, and good writing. We understand that all arts have norms, but why is nonconformity good writing? So-called norms in complementary terms mean conventional, and in pejorative terms is derivative. At a certain stage, artists willingly follow a norm that developed over time, which gradually appear canons, exemplars, and authorities. It is not so much dissent on the part of the artist in nonconformity, as occasional emergence of geniuses which transcends formalities of the past. their temperament is particularly strong, and they follow their own instincts, indulging themselves at times until it trespasses a little, which becomes even more interesting, more playful, and become even more pleasure. Ancient artists who departure from conventions was not fully self-conscious. Look at Caravaggio’s paintings, many of his works used butchers as models, he did not beautify them matching real images with religious subjects. Thus, he left behind conventions in Italian religious painting formed since the fifteenth century. In the sixteenth century, painters of all countries followed suit taking Caravaggio as a new model, each with their own gift and temperament leaving Caravaggio behind slowly. Some geniuses would even forsake their own form, in old age, an unsympathetic market Rembrandt saw through it all, and painted a series of somber self-portraits which different from his early oeuvre. The most classic departure from oneself I think is the portraits of dwarfs by Velazquez, he spent his whole life painting the royal family respectfully, in my point of view, the dwarfs series is a magnificent departure. Norms are always there to be foregone by geniuses because no norm could possibly encompass an infinitely diverse reality. It is inconceivable that Velazquez should paint dwarfs in the manner he painted kings. Rembrandt’s Jesus and Saul are iconic indeed, yet he discovered and affirmed in his own old face another kind of beauty with extraordinary judgment and assurance they are deserting the norm unconsciously, these geniuses simultaneously enriched the canon. The Baroque painting would be less exciting without Rembrandt’s self-portraits or Velazquez’s dwarf series. 

All departure, even betrayal begins with the sharp eyes of artists with what they ‘found.’ In the nineteenth century, artists increasingly sought not to conform, nonconformity became a norm in the twentieth century. However, all norms represent correctness and mighty force, artists who take the lead to different are out of luck, the most famous case is Impressionism. Ma Xiao, who gained his doctorate from Tsinghua, published a book entitled Enemies of Impressionism.  It recounts the artistic scene in nineteenth-century France with all its norms and lists twenty or so great painters who have all but sunk into oblivion, those artists we call the Salon Painters who enjoyed enormous fame in Paris on the continent at the time. In another word, the most impressive lot in the nineteenth century was not the Impressionists, but these Salon Painters. Nevertheless, a hundred years later, what the public remembers is Impressionism.

Skeptical believe that after World War two, the United States used its powerful cultural propaganda and the art market to elevate previously non-art objects to a category of art. they also declared European classical art was “outdated” in the name of “anti-art” and “anti-painting,” and promoted “pop,” “performance,” “installation,” and “conceptual” art produced in the 1960s position of art. “Contemporary art” was defined as “pop” “performance” “installation”, and “concept”. This was effectively shifted the center of global art from Paris to New York. 

On the other hand, contemporary art also provided much more opportunities for artists, one of the benefits is that it provides individuals with a means of self-expression. Anyone can express themselves in a way that is safe for others to observe through painting, sculpture, and performance art. Similarly, the perspectives expressed are valuable to society because they provide a unique glimpse into the artist's mind and thoughts. Just as the act of creating art is an expression of one's personality, so is the selection and display of art in one's private space. By selecting art pieces that appeal to them personally, an individual can exercise their own judgment and express elements of their own mind and thoughts, even if they lack artistic ability or interest. Others can quickly grasp a concept through artistic choices.

In retrospect, it is possible to see that artistic practice is a circle of establishing rules, breaking the rules. Humankind has a natural ability to acquire knowledge and establish a social system, most importantly this kind of system can keep running and evolving by humans constantly. Leibniz believed that humans could acquire inevitable and universal knowledge only through logical deduction. Descartes as a rationalist claimed that human has intelligence naturally, rationality is above empirical, and knowledge based on sensory experience is unreliable. For instance, seawater tasted salty and bitter, the sky is blue which can’t be considered authentic knowledge.

On the contrary, The British constructed the empiricism dominated by human senses, Bacon emphasized the importance of the experience of experimental science to epistemology. He believed that the senses are the beginning of knowledge, are completely reliable, which is the root of all knowledge. British empiricist Locke considered Descartes’s theory has directional errors, experience built based on human knowledge, Locke mentioned, babies are like a blank sheet, they don't have any talent intelligence, the newborn can acquire knowledge because during the growing up with the senses to understand the world, constantly stimulated by the external environment and formation, Locke said, all knowledge is derived from experience. Even for existential logical knowledge like mathematics, the deductive starting point is an axiom system. The so-called axiom system is a self-evident system, which must be based on experience. For example, the axiom that the straight line between two points is shortest comes from experience.

John Locke represented empiricism was later called British empiricism. So far, the rationalism represented by Descartes’s theory in Continental Europe and the empiricism represented by Locke's theory in Britain has been inseparably debated about the source of knowledge. At the height of the struggle between rationalism and empiricism, another Englishman appeared and struck a fatal blow to both empiricism and empiricism with his cynical thinking. This was David Hume.

Hume challenged Descartes' rationalism and Locke's empiricism simultaneously, and his challenge almost destroyed humans’ cognition. First, Hume contradicts Locke by saying that one of the unavoidable problems of empiricism is how to make sure that the senses are reliable, for instance, the position of the fish we see in the water because of the refraction of light is not the real position, and if you try to catch the fish according to the position you see it will be failed. Hume believed that sense is unreliable, human sense has a huge limitation to the cognition of nature, and knowledge based on sense experience cannot be universal and inevitable knowledge. Second, Hume challenge Bacon’s inductive method, induction cannot bring necessary knowledge such as every day we see the sun rises in the east then we generalize the sun rises in the east inevitably this knowledge, but if one day the earth was changed by an asteroid impact rotation direction as the sun may rise in the west, this probability is a very low possibility but there will always be, So inductive method is invalid.

Hume’s next target is rationalism, he said that rationalism is a subjective illusion, and it is impossible to understand the world only by rational deduction because human rationality is not absolute. To prove rationality is not reliable, Hume had to perform an unprecedented challenge which was to overturn the law of cause and effect. If we look at causality from a skeptical point of view we'll see that the inevitability of causality is not an absolute necessity. For example, people thought that catching a cold would cause a cold and thus established a causal link between catching a cold and catching a cold. However, a deeper analysis reveals that cold is not the real cause of colds, but rather the disruption of the immune system due to a drop in body temperature caused by cold, leading to bacterial and viral infections. Hume argues that any seemingly indestructible law of cause and effect is superficial knowledge that will break down in the pursuit of continuous and deep. Human reason cannot touch the essence of the world and then analyze the real law of cause and effect, so the deductive method is not reliable, and rationality is not reliable.

Kant admitted that Hume’s theory is like being hit in the head with a blunt blow. So, Kant fell into deep meditation. He decided that he would no longer investigate spirit, substance, and deduction, but rather the capacity of human knowledge. Where does the capacity of human knowledge begin? Kant considered although our knowledge begins with experience it does not from experience, in addition apart from empirical knowledge, there is rational knowledge. Empirical knowledge is gained in experience and rational knowledge is the prior knowledge of experience, this knowledge is inevitable, universal, this is from human beings. Prior knowledge has become the core of Kant's epistemology, Kant said universal inevitability from the human form of "transcendental reason" finishing is a kind of subjective will, human nature is the transcendental form of rationality, it logically prior to any experience, in the process of human exploration of the world all the perceptual materials will be finishing rational form in the human brain, this leads to the necessity of knowledge.

Kant thinks our knowledge begins with experience it does not from experience, in addition apart from empirical knowledge, there is rational knowledge. Empirical knowledge is gained in experience and rational knowledge is the prior knowledge, which is inevitable, universal, Prior knowledge has become the core of Kant's epistemology, Kant said universal inevitability from a process of ‘transcendental’ of human, it is logically prior to any experience, in the process of human exploration of the world all the perceptual materials will be finishing rational form in the human brain, this leads to the necessity of knowledge.

According to Kant, man can only recognize "phenomena" that can be perceived by human transcendental rationalism form, and we cannot know what the thing in itself, which means, "thing in itself is unknowable". If we study a stone, for example, we can study it from many dimensions, such as mass, density, color, volume, molecular composition, etc., but we never know what the true nature of the stone is. Kant believes that people do not understand the world around the natural object, but that the natural object must meet the transcendental rationalism form of people to be recognized by people. The world appears to us as a result of our prior cognitive abilities. Kant believes that people's cognitive ability is the core, and ‘phenomena’ should revolve around people's cognitive ability. In short, our knowledge cannot go beyond our experience, and it is only in the knowable field of "phenomena" that rationalism becomes our tool for understanding the world.

According to Gadamer ‘Things that change force themselves on our attention far more than those that remain the same. That is a general law of our intellectual life. Hence the perspectives that result from the experience of historical change are always in danger of being exaggerated because they forget what persists unseen.’ (Gadamer 1989 TRUTH AND METHOD continuum LONDON NEWYORK) Human cognitive competence has limitations as Kant claimed only phenomenon can be perceived by humans, the thing-in-itself beyond our cognitive competence. Within this perimeter, we construct rules, and then we break them, the norms and nonconformity fighting against each other, people are easily attracted by new things, however, what remains during this fighting process should be consider seriously. 
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