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Henri Cartier-Bresson
1908-2004

Born to a prosperous, French industrialist family, Henri Cartier-Bresson (HCB) first found his vocation in painting,
through which he developed a taste for the composition and balancing of images. He began to photograph
around 1930, whilst socialising in surrealist circles in Paris, which led him to create some unconventional and
witty images. After a trip to Mexico and the United States in 1934-1935, where he earned some recognition,

his interest turned to cinema, at the same time making his beginnings in reportage for left-leaning journals that
shared his own political views, all the while maintaining his own unique style.

The year 1947 marked the beginning of a second phase of HCB's life, with a retrospective exhibition of his work
at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, and the founding of a photojournalism agency, Magnum Photos,
with his friends Robert Capa and David Seymour. HCB then went on a long trip to Asia to address questions of
decolonization. He was accompanied by his wife Ratna Mohini, an Indonesian (Javanese) dancer.

He travelled around India for a year, and as fate would have it, met Ghandi on the very day of his assassination.
HCB attended the funerals, of which his striking photos were promptly published in the leading American magazine
Life. After ten months in China (1948-1949), he travelled to Indonesia, before returning to France in 1950. By now,
HCB had already become an internationally famous master of photojournalism, renowned for his unsurpassed
work in China. He brought to his work a personal expression that was more concerned with humans than events: ‘I
am almost only concerned with man’, HCB said in 1951.

He subsequently produced important reports in Moscow, Germany, Cuba, and Mexico, among others, and
published numerous books of photography, beginning with The Decisive Moment in 1952. After the deaths of
Capa (1954) and Seymour (1956), he became a model for a whole generation of photographers, and helped make
Magnum one of the world’s greatest photo agencies.

HCB returned to China in 1958, on his own initiative, to take stock of nearly ten years of the new regime. After
retiring from photography around 1970, HCB devoted himself to drawing. He is now regarded as one of the
greatest photographers of the twentieth century.
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Cartier-Bresson in China
1948-1949

At the end of 1948, Chiang Kai-shek's Nationalist government was threatened by the advancing People’s
Liberation Army, which had taken over Xuzhou and Bengbu in the south, and was nearing the Yangtze River. Life,
which had published several reports on the developing military situation, and had sent staff reporters to the
location, commissionned HCB on 25 November to report on the “last days of Peking”, a remaining Nationalist
enclave whose fall was expected.

Intending to stay for two weeks in Peking, HCB then stayed on in China for ten months. During this time, he
photographed activities of people in the streets, staying first in Shanghai, where he met up with his wife Ratna,
and then set out to report from among Communist troops arriving at Qingdao, (5 February-18 March), where
he was, however, kept in reclusion and then sent back. After a brief visit to Hangzhou, where his interest turned
to Buddhist pilgrims, he returned to Shanghai, then stayed in Nanking (10 April-9 June) where, on 24 April, he
captured the Communist taking of the city. He would have to wait until 10 June to return to Shanghai, which was
taken over by the new regime on 27 May. HCB was stranded in Shanghai for four months, with restrictions on
what he could photograph, before finally returning to Hong Kong on 23 September 1949,

In the course of his expectations, and of his idleness, amidst a restless people, HCB sought to record with
sensitivity the people’s traditional way of life, capturing the plight of refugees, the fear of strangers, economic
disorder, and the establishment of a political order without precedent, as he participated in the transition
between two opposing regimes. His photography, essentially reflecting social changes as seen in people’s daily
lives, was highly acclaimed in Life, the most widely read news weekly at the time (selling around five million copies
per edition), where he published four reports in 1949, which were republished by leading international magazines.

This lengthy stay in China - both unexpected and improvised - proved to be a foundational moment in the history
of photojournalism. HCB went on to greatly benefit from this enforced stay, creating a study “of society”, like a
series of anthropological inquiries, conducted daily, without preconception, wherever he found himself in contact
with people: in Peking, Shanghai, Hangzhou, then in Nanking and ending in Hong Kong. He rejected the idea of “the
picture story” current among American magazines, explaining: “Life isn't made of stories that you can cut into
slices like an apple pie [...] We have to evoke a situation, a truth.”

With each roll of film, HCB provided Magnum with information for the writing of texts to accompany the
photographs. He took more than 5000 shots, of which over 500 were selected for distribution by Magnum.
Vintage prints of these images have been chosen for this exhibition.

As a consequence of HCB's unusual personality, this unexpectedly large body of reporting came also with a new
style, which was less event-focussed, more poetic and detached, more attentive to its subjects - their individual
struggles and their concerns, reflected in the sensitive framing and balance within the images. Many of HCB's
photographs are still today among the most celebrated in the history of photography.

It is due to his reporting from China that HCB grew into a key figure in the empathetic photojournalism of the
1950s and a model for post-war photography in general. His eminence was confirmed with his books The Decisive
Moment (1952), and From One China to the Other (1954), the latter providing the idea for this exhibition.
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Teahouse, nine o'clock in the morning. Men come in bringing their birds in cages. Peking, December 1948
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In Lui Chi Chang, in the street of antiques, the window of a paintbrush merchant. Peking, December 1948



Peking
December 1948

On 25 November 1948, after leaving India, and finding himself in Yangon (formerly
Rangoon) in Myanmar (Burma), HCB received a telegram from Magnum instructing him
to go to Peking, which was already circled by Communist troops, and was expected to fall
imminently. So HCB went there on assignment for Life, for an article “The Last Time We
Saw Peiping.” The telegram included a detailed list of subjects to record.

HCB arrived in Peking on 3 December, and toured the city, guided by James Burke from Life.
His images reveal how his interest moved in its usual eclectic manner, recording markets,
shops, tradespeople in the street, contraband silver, and beggars. One notable photograph
is that of a tea house where elderly gentlemen came to sit among birds in cages; the evoking
scene captured depicted clientele sitting at various angles around tables, with dreamy
faces—as if in a timeless world where current events have little significance.

HCB always responded to his own feelings and discoveries, of fleeting perceptions that he
excelled in capturing: “| was observing the city in tiny slices of a hundredth of a second.”
He visited the Forbidden City in the fog, where he assisted in a recruitment campaign for
the Nationalist army, and attended funeral preparations for a wealthy old woman, and
even returned later for the burial. He was drawn to the morning Tai chi practice, the blind
forune-teller with her bell; he gained entry to a monastery for the elderly eunuchs, retired
from the imperial palace. His image of a labourer eating outside a tavern is characteristic
of his evocative and “anti-documentary” style, with its rigorous composition structured by
oblique shadows from a pergola, and the intense expressions of its two human subjects.
As he put it, this is a conception of photography as “the recognition of an order which is in
front of you.”

HCB left quickly, ahead of Communist troops, on 15 December. He sent to New York 26
rolls of black and white film, each of 36 frames, and 2 rolls of colour, containing altogether
more than 900 carefully observed and insightful shots, from which Life made an initial
selection of 200. The article titled “A Last Look at Peiping” appeared in the first edition of
Life for 1949. It is exceptional for its lavish illustration, with 22 photographs on 9 pages, and
for featuring a photographer who was not a member of the magazine's staff, but worked
for an independent agency. This event set off an enormous diffusion of HCB's images
internationally, and he gained recognition exceeding all expectations. Life had previously
published numerous articles on the military conflict, in a way favourable to the Nationalists,
but now revealed a whole other side of people and their way of life, in a society and culture
believed at the time to be disappearing.

— U BBRETRRRFPIN - 6T - 1948 F 128
A visitor passing Wu Men Gate in the Forbidden City. Peking, December 1948
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In the Forbidden City, ten thousand recruits line up to form a new Nationalist regiment. Peking, December 1948 A waiter or shopkeeper sits at the open window of a tavern, while a coolie eats outside under a pergola. Peking, December 1948
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At the end of the day, people wait in line hoping to buy gold. Shanghai, 23 December 1948
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Gold Rush in Shanghai
23 December 1948

After Peking, HCB returned to Shanghai on 16 December. The situation in the Nationalist
Republic had for years been characterized by financial and economic instability. There were
currency fluctuations caused by government regulations forbidding individual ownership of
gold, followed by others requiring it. In September 1948 gold was to be exchanged for the
new Gold Yuan note currency, but in November, it became possible again to buy gold again
in limited amounts. The waiting lines grew outside banks, for those hoping to exchange the
rapidly devaluing Gold Yuan for gold, leading to the “Gold Rush.”

On 23 December 1948, HCB by chance witnessed some of the scuffles on that day, not
knowing that riots had killed seven in the city. The crowds concentrated on the Shanghai
Bund, where the biggest banks were located. Some of them had been waiting from the day
before. Finding the banks’ doors closed, people waited in hopes that they would reopen.
From inside the building, HCB photographed the throng outside, and returning to the Bund
later, the aftermath: the clearing of the streets, the lost look of an injured young man, and
the pointless queues, all amid simmering tension.

By the end of the afternoon, at an unknown location, he took one more shot on the end

of his film: a chaotic scramble not even recorded in his notes, in which a tangle of bodies
was punctuated by distressed looks. This went on to become one of his most celebrated
photographs, with its perfect imbrication of bodies, and wide range of expressions on faces
- distressed or calm, smiling or indifferent - but giving away little of the deeper significance
of the situation, even if the general impression is of fear and panic.

The publication of this image by Life, just two weeks after the article on Peking, turned it
into a metaphor for anguish, disarray, and struggle for survival in China, and added further
to HCB's celebrity. Showing little in the way of decisive action, it left room for interpretation:
“Red Advance Brings Shanghai Panic” in Life, and “The City of Despair” in /llustrated.

—EBEFEEMZEHR LT —5%% - L5 1948 F 12523 H
Ayoung man is applying pressure with a rag to his injured foot. Shanghai, 23 December 1948
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Life in Shanghai
December 1948-April 1949

Based in Shanghai, HCB found himself in an unusal climate. In the city of five million
inhabitants, still far from the advancing Communists, where traditional, social and
cultural distinctions were disrupted, exacerbated by the constant arrival of refugees, “the
distressed of all the great cities” wrote HCB.

He wanted to make a new report on Shanghai, this time independently, for Magnum. From
the building housing foreign correspondents and military where he stayed, he surveyed

the Bund quays, where goods were unloaded, and refugees embarked for unknown
destinations. Coffins were loaded onto little boats, beggars waited for the arrival of bales
of cotton to grab a few precious handfuls, while Nationalist officers pack their trunks with
their families. HCB strolled the quays of Suzhou Creek, where people lived precariously
among the tangle of sampans. One of his photos, constructed around the lines of the boats’
oars, depicts a man “who takes a philosophical attitude. Let the others try to disentangle
themselves. He'll sit it out,” HCB wrote candidly in his notes.

Ratna, who joined him in Shanghai in January, observed “the odour of misery hanging
heavily in the streets, where one proceeds as in a macabre procession [...]. One finds often
in winter, left by the side of the pavement, the body of a new-born, wrapped in their best
clothes.” In his own way, HCB seeks to capture individual expressions that reveal something
of the feelings of desolation and isolation.

In these dire circumstances, poor children were aided by China Welfare, a charity founded
by Madame Sun Yat-sen. China Welfare gave the children medical assistance, distributed
rice and clothes, and provided rudimentary education through mime and nursery rhymes,
as well as teaching the basics of reading. HCB was skilled at photographing the most
touching of these subjects, such as the child waiting for the distribution of rice, with a look
that was both pensive and a bit distracted.
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A small boy pulling a legless man on a cart with tiny wheels. Shanghai, December 1948
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Patience of sampans. The man takes on philosophical attitude, leaving the others to disentangle themselves. Shanghai, end of December 1948
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At a time of panic and flight, shampoo and haircut in the street. Shanghai, end of December 1948
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Buddhist pilgrimages in Hangzhou. A father helps his son up onto the statue of Mi Lei Fo, the fat Laughing Buddha. Hangzhou, March 1949
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Hangzhou
March 1949

In January, HCB accepted another offer to report for Life. He was to try to cross Communist
lines, using his Communist contacts in Shanghai and France. This risky project, which
began on 5 February, came to an abrupt halt in a village near Qingdao (Shangdon province),
where he was arrested. He remained there, well treated, for five weeks, until 18 March,
without being able to take a single photograph.

Returning to Shanghai short of money, he conceived a new report while waiting for more
definitive events. He decided to go on a weeklong trip to the historic Buddhist pilgrim
destination of Hangzhou, easily accessible from Shanghai. This was to be a time of peace
and submergence in tradition, for which Ratna, who accompanied him and had prepared
thorough research, notably on Chinese medicine.

The trip offered HCB rich imagery such as monastery temples in mountains, issue
processions in colourful costumes, rituals for granting wishes, ancient superstitious
practices mixed with more touristic adaptations, mercantile impulses, and beggars
awaiting gestures from pilgrims for their salvation.

The report, appreciated for its picturesque and meditative content, went on to be published
in lllustrated, in London, and Point de vue-Images du monde, in Paris. One photograph of
abeggarin the street juxtaposes contrasting aspects of poverty and ease, and immobility
and modernity; in another, a man sits in front of a photography studio, where customers
are provided with costumes for their portraits. The man'’s stillness and blank stare echo the
mannequin with a wedding dress in the window behind him.
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A beggar in front of the shop window of a photographer, who offers a wedding dress for hire. Hangzhou, March 1949
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Temple of General Yue Fei. Pilgrims have come to spit on the iron statues of two men who betrayed the general. Hangzhou, March 1949 Pilgrims appreciate the vegetarian meals served in the taoist temple. Hangzhou, March 1949
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The last days of the Kuomintang. A Nationalist soldier waits at the railway station, with his wife and baby. Nanking, 20 April 1949
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Nanking
April-June 1949

HCB travelled on to Nanking, on the south bank of the Yangtze, intending to join

the Communist troops massed on the north bank, for another report. In Nanking,

he experienced the last days of the Nationalist “capital”, already deserted by its
administration, and now at the center of peace negotiations between the opposing forces.

He witnessed many refugees arriving or preparing to leave, depending on the latest
information, and the Nationalist army routed, with little motivation left. The population
wisely remained circumspect, but was beset by rampant inflation, and was forced to turn to
a thriving black market for food.

One photograph gives a sense of the atmosphere of resignation, among those facing
their uncertain future, like time has been suspended. It shows an extraordinary scene of a
little menagerie. Under the gaze of some off-duty soldiers, a boy presents a “show” with a
peacock and an eagle owl.

On 23 April, after the breakdown of negotiations between the Communists and the
Kuomintang, the Nationalist army withdrew from the city, and Communist troops crossed
the Yangtze. HCB witnessed the looting—albeit in a very minor way—of the city, especially
by children, with wood, rice, textiles, and blankets—the most coveted items.

The next day, the People’s Liberation Army made its entry, greeted by students performing
the Yangko, a dance from the northern countryside. Flags and banners were hoisted atop
the city’s institutions, street parades organized with makeshift vehicles, and anti-capitalist
posters and slogans flourished. A photograph by HCB captured the fascination of a
Communist soldier for fountain pens for sale at a stall. These were for him, no doubt, a sign
of education.

Everyone now understood that the Communist Revolution would spread to all of southern

China. HCB could not leave Nanking for a month and a half, and his work was restricted
under the new regime.
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A little suburban menagerie in Nanking, where Nationalist soldiers kill time. Nanking, mid-April 1949
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Aline of People’s Liberation Army soldiers enters the city. Nanking, Sunday 24 April 1949 A hand-painted propaganda poster. Nanking, 24 April 1949
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Parade of students with a portrait of Mao Zedong and the red star. Shanghai, 12 June 1949
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Shanghai Parade
12 June 1949

HCB returned to Shanghai on 10 June, where the People’s Liberation Army installed
themselves on 27 May: “The soldiers are a bit rigorous and puritanical, it's their strength,
and it has surprised everyone,” wrote HCB. He wanted to report on the new conditions for
the people, as well as foreigners, amidst the difficulties faced by the new authorities in
managing and supplying an enormous and disorganized city.

The main problem was financial, since a new currency (Renminbi) had been introduced,
but was beset by high inflation. Therefore, this became an opportunity to mobilize popular
support: “The students, the day after my arrival, began a public campaign against financial
manipulation.”

On 12 June, HCB witnessed a parade of students demonstrating against inflation and
currency speculation near the Bund, “like a rag-day festivity” he noted. The subject was
evidently conducive to making images, since four films were used to record trucks with
orchestras, young people in colourful suits, staged allegories of capitalism denouncing
American pressures, giant portraits of Mao Zedong and General Zhu De, and round dances,
with flags, slogans, and large symbols carried in procession, including the red star.

The enthusiasm of these youths is shown with close-up views of their faces, and in the
dynamic compositions of the images. In one photograph, the confident gaze of a young
man in the foreground, looking towards the camera, is counterpoised by the row of flags,
leading back towards a portrait of Mao. In another, female students walk joyfully in front of
the Soong Bank on the Bund. “Facts are not interesting, it's the point of view on facts which
isimportant”, observed HCB.
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Procession of students passing along the Soong bank, the biggest financial house in China. Shanghai, 12 June 1949
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During the typhoon. Shanghai, end of July 1949
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Shanghai Scenes
June-July 1949

The city is calm, while new working conditions are being organized. Signs of a radical
regime change are scarcely visible. At the corner of Joffre Street where there is a cinema,
a poster remains for an American film (/ Love Trouble), in front of which a patrol of soldiers
passes, while rickshaws wait as usual.

Production has dropped significantly, largely due to the American blockade, and inflation
is still alarming: “The price of rice is everyone's big concern today.” For HCB, censorship
was imposed, which considerably limited the possibilities of photographing: “the ports, the
docks, the factories are on the list.”

HCB had little choice but to photograph the small street shops, where he found subjects
toillustrate some changes. In the shop of a photographic studio selling hand-coloured
enlargements, the standard portrait of Chiang Kai-shek was replaced with that of Mao
Zedong. A sign writer continued his meticulous work in English on a poster.

On 22 July, a typhoon hit the city, resulting in “water for five days up to the knees.” HCB
photographed the precarious life of the inhabitants, bravely continuing their daily activities,
their silhouettes shown against the light in a narrow, humid street. “| use the setting to
locate my actors, to give them their importance, to treat them with the respect that is due
to them. And my approach is based on this respect” (1951).
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Brush dealer. Shanghai, September 1949
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A cycle rickshaw stand, a poster of an American film, and a military patrol on the sidewalk. Shanghai, mid-July 1949
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A street vendor and his son. Shanghai, end of July 1949
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Portrait painter’s shop in the Nan-Tao district. He works either from life or from a photograph. Shanghai, August 1949
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In the background, Broadway Mansions which previously housed administration and foreign correspondents. Shanghai, September 1949
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Shanghai Summer
July-September 1949

In Shanghai, the first week of July marked the official celebrations on which the new
Communist regime wanted to base its revolutionary campaign. The anniversary of the
Communist Party of China is on 1 July, and the anniversary of the outbreak of the Sino-
Japanese War on 7 July. However, the celebration of the latter was brought forward to 6
July, in fear of a Nationalist bombing. These occasions saw large crowds and parades with
decorated floats. The arrangements also interfered with 4 July, the American national
holiday usually celebrated in Shanghai with another show of force by a large gathering of
cultural groups at the Canidrome.

The parades on 6 July are led by the workers’ unions, with floats representing the trades
(such as textile, telephone, typography, and teaching workers). These are highly organized,
colourful parades, with banners carrying virulent caricatures denouncing capitalism and
imperialism by allegorical characters in costume. In a sign of the coming together of old and
new, the dockworkers of Pudong include the traditional dragon in their union parade. HCB
enjoyed photographing from the sidelines of the main event. For example, he photographed
workers putting finishing touches to a truck carrying a giant dial representing telephone
workers.

At the end of July, wishing to apply for a visa for Indonesia, HCB was required to submit

all photos taken in Shanghai to the censor, for which he had to develop the films and

make contact sheets. He was now content to look for some (non-critical) signs of

political or social change taking place, and of the activities of the people, such as the now
famous image of the cyclist carrying imposing bundles of bills (likely Renminbi in small
denominations). From inside a building, he photographed soldiers from the north, resting in
the shade between skyscrapers in the Shanghai heat. This typifies HCB's unconventional
construction of images.
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6 July parade. The Pu-tong dockers' union featuring the traditional Chinese dragon. Shanghai, 1949
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A cyclist carries large bundles of banknotes (old Gold Yuan notes demonetised by the new regime). Shanghai, September 1949
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Three soldiers of the People’s Liberation Army take shelter from the heat in the middle of the skyscrapers. Shanghai, September 1949
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The passengers on their way to Hong Kong lounging on the decks. 23-27 September 1949
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Towards Hong Kong
End of September 1949

Foreigners were allowed to leave Shanghai and Communist China on September 23, on the
American ship General Gordon. There were two days of screening and boarding, “waving
goodbye” amid trunks and military surveillance.

Onthe boat, among refugees, exiles, stateless persons, and press correspondents,
normality returns, and everyone lets themselves go. On the bridges, HCB was always in
search of a subject, wandering in search of a few images to show the regaining of lives,
and welcome rest. He felt freer to make images “for the pleasure”, in humour, and with the
French spirit of zest for life.

Still accompanied by his wife, he stopped in Hong Kong for ten days at the request of British
magazine /llustrated, where he resumed his habits as “walker-watchman”, capturing a man
reading the news about the Communist neighbour; young, elegant women crossing the
street; and a naked child escaping through an open door to the street. In one photograph,
itis naptime, and a naked child has fallen asleep on a piece of furniture, amidst the jumble
of a shop. HCB left behind political questions, and returned strictly to “the poetry of life's
reality.”

In China, in particular, HCB found his own style of photojournalism, where he would

soon become the model for a new generation: “To me, photography is the simultaneous
recognition, in a fraction of a second, of the significance of an event as well as of a precise
organization of forms which give that event its proper expression” (The Decisive Moment,
1952).

The photograph of a Chinese couple on the Hong Kong racetrack, with their expressions

seemingly revealing their concerns, symbolically ends a turbulent, but very significant
period for HCB, and one fruitful era for the art of photography.
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Siesta time, in a shop that rents mah-jong sets. Wan Chai district, Hong Kong, October 1949

52



HIREPRE
1958

ERNFEERERNEREREBAML ERIGHINARERMIERT 7T —HHRIFE - MAHIINRK 1958 F 6 A
16 HE10 A 23 AERBHERTENZH — - EHRETEZENRHPEAREMEMIHBE (1949-1959)
BE—R SA4TE) NEZHRERL  ABENTHERE 1940 FRENAE  REREERPE  HHBRSK
BEHBUE B EETHE -

1958 £F » MIUMTE TAEE FEZRIEZEPE » BRAXRRER 1948 + 1940 FREREBIATE o BEEBUAE
B LHBIMBFROEHEETERN @ E— R HNERRUSEENRHEMER  ERPRREFNTIESSETE o
EFREENBERAZRRRMTBRNERMR - BRIBH IR EE RS N ERRM - EBREET 12,000 24
B RaeTIR (BL) « KBUKESERZ (ZPIKR)  hHRE (R - BRERVBTESRERT (BR)
B HE TR RN o EHRERTD  HIRTHFSIREEFNREBRENTA  MELRABRAMZ B
PEHEEMFIOED - 1A - R T ANEENRE - EREBNEY - UREFRTENARHENES
E5E -

ERERKRESRN LERILR - INME RABSSNSERA DRMEERBAEFEET B St -
ththB2ETRERTER - LRBERQTOE « B4 EA - B2TE - Uk TER) RESBIEEANT -

RIMF RN HUREOFIRRE - FHERIEN—ERARME o Ittt A2 R T #MEZ REERE NN
RERE ~ BREZE - URRE - ERCEBGERNRS  HPRLEEMAERA MR B+ EZHE -

T4 HETRERBERTEEERE - FINRBEROZGRE—BHE - B THESAEEENRMRR

BIRDRE - AT HIBELRGIHES  AAUREREESNBUAIIZRIEELMER » TIHT B GREEF BHIX

BRE -

53

Cartier-Bresson in China
1958

HCB returned to China between 16 June to 23 October 1958, as part of a publishing deal between the now

renowned Magnum agency, and the biggest international magazines. He was to prepare a “photographic essay on
China today”, in time for the tenth anniversary of the People’s Republic of China (1949-1959). However, HCB also
revived the idea he had in 1949, to return to China one day, to take stock of the political changes it had undergone.

In 1958, he arrived in time for the launch of the “Great Leap Forward”, with the situation vastly changed from that
in 1948-1949. While benefiting from his known Communist sympathies, HCB was constantly guided and informed
by a designated guide-translator, and subject to a highly organized program, which aimed to offer a panorama of
the most impressive achievements of the regime, and the most significant of the Revolution. He travelled more
than 12,000 kilometres by train and plane, witnessing mining and steelworks (Anshan), the construction of very
large dam (Sanmenxia), an oil well built for the railways (Yumen), an engineering school where students learnin a
factory setting (Shenyang), and an industrial site in a rural village, with villagers smelting iron in numerous small
furnaces (Shiu Shin), etc. He was very careful to photograph workers in real and even painful situations, for which
he would later be reproached. In villages, he noted the presence of popular militias, the progress of the education
system, and the omnipresence of propaganda and slogans to mobilize the people.

In Shanghai and Beijing, where he stayed for a long time, he was shown exceptional achievements by student
volunteers who built swimming pools with their own hands, agricultural and technology exhibitions, and model
communes demonstrating the fair allocation of roles and functions, gender equality, and family “restructuring.”

With his tenacious, undisciplined approach, which never gave up on capturing human experiences, HCB
succeeded in showing the recurrent exploitation of collective, manual labour where there was a shortage of
machines, the bankruptcy of agriculture, the domination of militias, militarization, and indoctrination, of which
certain images would make a particular impression in the West.

These images were essential in the Cold War era, and in the Communist and anti-colonialist movements, however
they posed a number of legitimate, but unresolved questions. The magazines that published them dealt with
these questions according to their own critical positions, by accompanying the images, where they wished, with
contradictory texts.
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A parade celebrating the 9th anniversary of the People’s Republic of China. Beijing, 1 October 1958 An oil worker beats her drum as she leads a delegation to administration headquarters to announce their production quotas. Yumen, Gobi Desert, August 1958
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Children pass in front of a poster explaining that mothers must also go to school. Beijing, July 1958 In an engineering school, a woman student works a lathe. Shenyang, July 1958
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Beijing, July 1958
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Incitement to production: ‘Let’s be courageous to build a generous, better, faster and more sober socialism’. Shenyang Industrial Centre, July 1958
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