Soul Stealer

This series originates from some dreams the two of us had. What we were discussing at that time
was how to use photography to find our origins in some “dreamlands” rooted in history. Then, in
the year 2006 we came across the local “Landplay” performed in some villages in Guizhou
(Southwest of China), which is considered “the live fossil of Chinese opera”. Hopefully, by using
this old play, we could rebuild the ancient warfare scenes, and let the actors connect with and even
become historical figures through their masks. In this way, photography becomes an amazing time
machine, moving through different eras in history.

However, as we went deeper and deeper into the project, and the images were gradually emerging,
we realized that our cameras were not only just simple time machines, but the act of photographing
resembled more and more the act of soul-stealing, as in the early years when photographing had
just been invented and was considered a device which could manipulate souls. For example, the
character in the portrait in which the Landplay actor holds the mask is actually just a farmer when
he takes the mask off. However, as the actor faces the camera lens, he shows exactly the same
expression in his eyes as the spirit beneath the mask. Several layers of time merge together as the
shutter opens for a few hundredths of a second; meanwhile, ancient spirits are able to penetrate
through and stay still along side the real people on the film. Besides taking the portraits of the
Landplay performers, we were able to bring different troupes together and have them perform the
battle scenes of different time periods in a natural setting, which turns out to be a fairly large scene.
Under such conditions, those ancient spirits would gather together from all the various times.
During the whole process of photographing, we did not make any changes to any of the characters,
their props, or the surroundings. What we did was only to arrange everything in one image,
magically integrating time, humanity, society, culture, nature and the mysterious afterworld thanks
to photography.

After finishing the “Landplay” series, we headed in a more interesting direction: we wanted to
explore through photographs, how the society, culture, environment and politics influence and
control people, and what the relationship is between actual persons and their spirits. That’s how the
“Cosplay” series was shot in the same way. This time, we focused our camera on a group of
teenagers, and the fast-developing young city of Shenzhen as the backdrop. COSPLAY, which
stands for Costume Play, refers to the comic book fans dressing up as anime or manga characters.
The Chinese youngsters in this series are generally all high school students. By making the costumes
and dressing themselves, acting as the anime or manga characters (mostly from Japanese cartoons),
they change themselves from a common boy or girl into a super hero or a devil, and with some
strong spiritual and cultural hints, they enter an invented virtual world unrestricted from daily
ordinary life. In fact, they have realized part of their dreams just by standing in front of the camera.
This “surrealistic” image displays the boundless possibilities of photography as an art medium to
probe into the relationship between the present and the future on all levels.
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The staging of the “Landsplay” and “COSPLAY” series was intended to invoke images of “soul
stealing” which is an age-old hypnotherapy among Chinese civilians. When children are frightened

by something and lose consciousness, the elders will go to the scene at night and call the child’s
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name, so that the “lost” spirit would hear the calls and come back to the body. Our photography is
actually the same as “soul stealing” in the image experiments, summoning history, culture and
humanities. Philip Kuhn, the famous American Sinologist, in his book “Soulstealer”, describes the
enormous Chinese Sorcery Scare in 1768 during the Qianlong Emperor's reign. The book discloses
the crisis of the so-called “times of prosperity”, and the inherent reason why the old China tends
towards its latter-day tragic fate.

Nowadays, the new China seems to move towards to the new “times of prosperity”, but the crisis
should not be ignored. Just like what we exhibited in these two series, the villages where the
landplay originated become more and more hollow, since young people tend to rush out to the
metropolis, leaving only the old generations to sustain the traditions. While in the big cities, the
young generation whose soul is tightly held by trendy iconic culture, merely cares for the vogues
brought on by globalization, and knows nothing about the history and traditions of their own nation.

In 2007 and 2008 we worked on parts three and four of the series, which complete the Soul Stealer
series: “Mulian Opera” in Hunan province and “World of Warcraft” in Chonggqing, which complete
the whole structure of “soulstealer” series.

Mulian opera is a traditional opera type performed by Chinese folk troupes based on the legend of
“Monk Mulian Saving His Mother”. As the first verified story in Chinese opera history, this play has
been considered the origin of Chinese opera. Being documented first as a classic Buddhist text, it
tells the story of Monk Mulian, who, to save his mother from condemnation in hell, headed west to
seek help from Buddha, who touched by the Mulian’s pure heart, allowed him to become a monk,
and bestowing him with the feast of lanterns and a stone which protected him through the eighteen
levels of hell and finally reunited him with his mother. The diversified roles of gods and spirits in
this play reflect the supernatural or religious images of the spirit world, of samsara and retribution,
pictured by Chinese tradition. We asked the Hunan Shaoyang Qi opera troupe to perform
simultaneously several different plays in front of a 400-year-old tower, all together forming a scene
with elements of the human world, heaven and hell. During the shoot, local farmers were burning
stalks nearby, which caused the dense smoke that ended up adding a special effect to the
photographs.

“World of Warcraft” is currently one of the most popular internet games worldwide, which
integrates exciting and mysterious elements of war, wizardry, religion, demons and monsters, and
making an enormous number of cyber players crazily addicted. The group of performers we
photographed in their World of Warcraft costumes in Chongqing is a very well-known Chinese
cosplay team called “Century Noah”, most of whose members are high schools students or students
from the local Fine Arts University. These youths make themselves all the costumes and props for
role playing, including the silicone muscles. The location for the shoot was the side of Yangtze
River, with the Chonggqing city skyline as a backdrop, providing a landscape for these prehistoric
and supernatural “monsters” to emerge from the river and rush to ‘attack’ this modern city.

After thinking over the historical and cultural problems in our urgent needs, The “Soul Stealer”
series will go beyond the origin of our own reality and enter the “superhuman third dimension”.
We shall firmly persist in using photography to reach our goal, which maybe the reason reckoned
as the instrument that absorbed souls.
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