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Gao Bo

text by CHRISTIAN CAUJOLLE
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Categories, like all imaginary expressions, function as
decoys, a bit in the manner of that photography which pre-
tends te “reproduce” the object for which it is substituting
an image. It is thus that the tradition of "travel photogra-
phy" is often described as serving to trace the “portrait of
a country.” This, under scrutiny, signifies nothing.

It is sufficient, however, to follow this senseless formula
to the letter in order to put into effect and replace in form a
practical voyage of photography. That was so of our precur-
sors, which leaves us today with the wonderful traces of con-
templating regards, in order to preserve thergin the trace
mest "loyal® o the simple human memory, of the ruins of past
civilizations. This is what Gao Bo has done, appointing him-
self to convey to us the sensitive emotions of a Tibet which
is first his own.

The discovery of the remote regions of China, approaching
the ethnic minorities of one of the most complex composites
on the entire planet, is, for the attentive traveler, a long
story. A history which has for a leng time hesitated between
color and black and white, between documentary and impres-
sionism, between the restitutions of immediate emotions and
the temptation of a western practice of photography for pic-
torial magazines in color. And Tibet, which has been one of
Gao's passions for a very long time, was the location of a
radicalization of photographic practice which introduced a
completely original manner, the portrait in a global project.

Naturally, visions of people, of countrysides, the streets
of Lhasa, vignettes of life are always set with respect, fi-
nesse, tenderness, with the right distance. This willingness
te show without seeking to explain to the natural rhythm of
the voyage is seductive.

They inscribe themselves in a tradition of photography in
which fundamental humanism is declined and modulates as
function of individual sensibilities. And they assume their
classicism with an undeniable happiness. One could remain
therein and rejoice in this peaceful tonality which makes us
travel vicariously, and which generously offers us without
cheating the vantage point of a privileged witness. We can be
that much more satisfied that, beyond the formal success, Gao
Bo's Tibet is @ country that indeed very few of us would be
capable of discovering and even fewer of putting into form.

Many travel photographers are put to the exercize of the
portrait, accumulating in looking at the subjects straight
on, faces that become a manner of invented family, an album
which escapes only with difficulty the primary degree of docu-
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mentary and of the typical. It is in surpassing this approach
by a plastic talk at ence radical and coherent that Goo Bo pro-
poses to us another vision entirely, an intimate vision which
dismisses the talk toward a veritable cosmology.

His "double portraits® in associating a face and a mask, by
inverting the sense of the mask, shows us faces in which the
formal perfection recalls a vision of world harmony, of an in-
ternal coherence anchored in time, in history, in collective
practices. The rapprochement of the image of a face of today,
fixed in the middle of an ancient chamber, with a mask which
is another form of the face, by means of other techniques and
with other ritual props, is inscribed in a culture of the com-
plementarity of extrernes and the permanence of the double
{opposite). Just as our regard circles from one to the other
to embrace them in a totality before perceiving within them the
details or fraits, just as we want to turn them without ceas-
ing to seize within them the mysterious internal coherence,
this practice of the "portrait” puts us back more than ever at
the question of the identity of the other side of its history,
its culture. And it also says to us, throwing a serious doubl,
that the laying out of a face is an exercise which we have
forgotten a bit too much, used as we are to the apparent func-
tional evidences of photography which bring into play some-
thing other than success or the perinence of a form.

One could say that this "porirait” of Tibet which organizes
itself around the tension between the images of the fraveler
and the portraits is entirely structured by the affirmation
of point of view, of subjectivity, of a thought which consti-
tutes the double visions, reducing to nil the appearance of
certitude which traverses the photographic representations in
order to oblige us to think of a totality—a globality. Thus a
microcosm, a well-defined territory in its real geography, it
returns us to a conception of the world.

It has often been said that the work of the photographer is
a form of self-portrait when it develops by necessity and when
it escapes the conventions and commonly-accepted rules. Rare-
Iy will work on a territory demonstrate as clearly, while a-
voiding formalism all the while, the taking of risk vis a vis
the self that photography must be. Without kindness and conces-
sions, with the liberty of he who appoints the world truly re-
specting his object, Gao Bo asks us to igneore the exoticism,
the typical, the spectacle, and to see behind appearances that
which founds the image. By crossing the mirror, without manner
and without makeup, he leaves therein a bit of his own image.
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Gao Bo 1964/born in Sichuan province, China. 1979 /enters Sichuan Institute of Fine Arts studying
painting. 1983 fenters the Central Academy of Arts and Crafts in Beijing. studying book and design
1986 /wins a Hasselblad camera in the National Photography Competition. Begins serious photographic
work. 1988 fpublishes monograph in Munich, Germany. 1990/ arrives in Paris. Works distributed by Agence
VU. 1993 /s0lo exhibition "Spring of China" tours France, 1996/"Gao Bo Photo Tibet: 1993-1995" is
published in France. A tour exhibition of the same name is held at FNAC Photo Galeries in France.
His works have been published in Geo, Photographic Magazine, Paris Match, Rolling Stone, and Vogue
[speical Tibet edition).
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