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Musician:
Instrument
preserved
for the world
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Su was drawn to playing the
instrument when he was 5.
“My family was into the duxianqin,
which affected me a lot,” he says.
“I used to work in the pastures and
feed the cattle for my uncle in order to
get on his right side, so he would teach
me how to play.”
The more Su learned, the deeper
his affection for the duxianqin grew.
He became a disciple of a local
master when he turned 11, along with
four of his friends, all of whom quit
after a while, unable to endure the
difficult and repetitive training.
One needs to pluck the instrument’s
st r i n g w h i l e s i m u l ta n e o u s l y
controlling the pitch by moving the
instrument’s spout, which resembles
a stick, to adjust the tension on the
string.
“It relies purely on hand feeling and
needs years of practice,” Su says.
“The tricky part is to play accurately
and quickly.”
Su was the only one who stayed
the course and saw things through.
After around two years of study, he
began to give performances along
with other Jing artists, and the excited
and curious audience fueled his
enthusiasm to continue honing his
skills. His performances then made
their way from his neighborhood
to Shanghai and Guangdong and
Guizhou provinces, where he became
a sensation.
“People were interested, and it’s a
great way to show Jing culture to the
outside world,” he says.
In addition to performing with the
duxianqin, Su has long engaged in
promoting the art form by teaching
local students since the 1990s.
“There were very few people who
could play back at that time, and my
teacher asked me to carry on the
legacy of the duxianqin.”
At first, he went to local schools and
taught the instrument free of charge.
Then, the number of his students
grew. So far, Su has imparted his skills
to hundreds of young people.
“I can put my mind at rest now,
because I have many students who
can play the instrument decently,”
he says.
In 2008 Su’s active engagement
in local art and culture earned him
the title of head of Hating, a site for
local Jing ethnic people to gather
and celebrate major festivals. Under
his leadership the annual traditional
Hajie, or Changha festival for Jing
people, has grown over the years.

Su Chunfa, a duxianqin player, has long
engaged in promoting the art form by
teaching local students. PROVIDED TO CHINA
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arbara Crane’s eyes sparkle
with joy as she browses a thick
binder filled with 8-by-10-inch
black-and-white photographs.
“That’s a brick oven, that’s an incense
burner and that’s a roasted suckling
pig especially prepared for a wedding
ceremony,” she said, describing her
work with easy familiarity.
The photos were a few of the
hundreds Crane took during a trip to
China in 1985.
China’s reform and opening-up had
started seven years earlier and Crane
became one of the first photographers
from the United States permitted
by the Chinese government to take
pictures freely around the country.
She became a “cultural emissary”
thanks to an exchange arrangement
between Beijing and Washington.
To celebrate her 90th birthday,
t h e i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y re n o w n e d
photographer and influential educator
put on retrospective photographic
exhibitions in March at the Stephen
Daiter Gallery and Catherine Edelman
Gallery, both in her hometown of
Chicago.
Going through her photos, Crane
shared reminiscences of that trip 33
years ago, when she set out carrying a
Rolleiflex twin-lens reflex camera and
hundreds of rolls of film.
S h e roa m e d t h e st re e ts a n d
alleyways of not only big cities like
Beijing and Shanghai, but also explored
remote villages in Shaanxi, Sichuan
and Guangdong provinces as well as
the Guangxi Zhuang autonomous
region.
“I visited Chengdu, the Lijiang River
Valley, Guilin, Guangzhou. Being
the first foreigner to be allowed to
photograph and travel freely in these
areas, I was able to take pictures no
one else had. I learned so much on my
trip to China. What impressed me the
most were the lovely people and the
villages.”
She also became something of a
celebrity.
“Nobody those days saw Americans
up close, so whole villages came out,
with young women holding their kids.
People were so generous. They cooked
sweet potatoes for me and gave me
the biggest cup of tea. I was treated as
a special VIP guest.”
In return, Crane gave them Polaroid
SX-70 pictures.
“Well, very few people had seen
SX-70 pictures at that point in time.
Everybody wanted the little Polaroid
pictures. I was running out of film.”
With her photo binder open, Crane
seemed to enjoy taking a journey back
in time.
“Brides wore red. That’s typically
their wedding attire. The village had
one TV set. They brought it to the town
square, and they brought their chairs
and watched the only TV set together.”
The villagers invited their new friend
to their homes, which Crane said
meant a great deal to her.
“I photographed their beds. There
were two kinds of beds: one with
mosquito netting, the other was in
brick recesses in the wall. ... In some
villages, the pigs slept in the house
with the people.
“The people shared their lives with
me, invited me for meals and gave me
so much. I tried to convey it through
the photos taken in China.”
Because Crane was allowed to go
where foreigners previously were not
permitted, she headed to some remote
areas. On her way she took all means
of transport, including a tractor.
“At that time I couldn’t find any
cabs, but I wanted to interview and see
people in the real rural areas, so one
way of transportation was by tractor.
The dust was covering my eyes.”
Shen Wei, a student at Fudan
University in Shanghai at the time, was
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PERMITTED TO TAKE PICTURES
IN CHINA

Village near Luoyang, Henan province, in 1985. PHOTOS BY BARBARA CRANE

American
photographer
was witness to
changing China
Barbara Crane, now 90, was one of the first
foreigners allowed to take pictures around the
country. Hong Xiao reports
selected by the government to serve
as Crane’s interpreter. She traveled
with the photographer for a month and
saw firsthand the chemistry between
Crane and the villagers.
China was underdeveloped at that
time, “but I was used to that,” Shen
said. “I didn’t feel very proud. But she
(Crane) captured things that Chinese
in those days might not have recorded,
discovered totally from an American
perspective.”
Shen, now a business executive
shuttling between the U.S. and China,
kept in touch with Crane after the trip
“From her perspective China was so
unique,” Shen said. “She found special
beauty. She loved people, and people
loved her back. That’s the amazing

part — they could sense this American
was genuinely interested in their lives,
in their culture. They surrounded her
with love.”
However, the images that captured
Crane’s unique perspective on a
historic period in China have never
been published.
“Firstly, I thought the photographs
I took in China weren’t typical of my
work at the time. Also, a Chinese
friend who I respect originally saw the
photographs and said ‘The Chinese
people don’t want to be remembered
for how poor they were.’ So, out of
respect, I put the photographs away
for many years.”
But the idea of publishing the
photographs has obsessed her for

Chengdu, Sichuan province, in 1985.

The Great Wall in Beijing in 1985.

years.
“Barbara hopes someone will help
her publish that book, so the world will
see the seminal images she made in
China,” Shen said.
Crane, born in Chicago in 1928, was
exposed to photography through her
father, who was not a professional but
was passionate about the medium.
As a child, Crane helped him in his
basement darkroom.
Crane gained a bachelor’s degree in
art history at New York University, and
in the 1960s gained a master’s degree
at the Institute of Design at the Illinois
Institute of Technology.
After starting a photography
program at New Trier High School,
Crane went on to teach photography
for 28 years at the School of the Art
Institute of Chicago. For most of her
life she worked as a photographer,
c re a t i n g h i g h l y f o r m a l , o f t e n
abstract images of people and urban
landscapes.
She is the recipient of a John Simon
Guggenheim Memorial Fellowship
in Photography grant, two National
Endowment for the Arts grants and an
Illinois Arts Council Fellowship Award
in photography.
Crane has taken part in more than
170 group exhibitions and featured
in more than 75 solo exhibitions.
Her work is included in numerous
permanent collections, including the
Museum of Modern Art in New York
and the Art Institute of Chicago.
“Barbara is an icon; she is one of
the classics,” said Susan Anderson, an
internationally recognized artist who
studied with Crane in the 1980s at the
School of the Art Institute of Chicago.
“I think she was way ahead of
her time. Her works still look very
contemporary.”
Yu Peng, China’s deputy consul
general in Chicago, attended Crane’s
recent exhibition and said her work
in China is a “precious treasure” that
represents the cultural exchange
between China and the U.S. and the
friendship between people of the two
countries.
“She is a legend. As the first
American photographer to travel
in China freely after reform and
opening-up, her artwork has important
significance in helping to understand
the country’s social situation in that
historical period.
“Hopefully through our efforts we
can promote the publication of the
photos in China, even worldwide, in
memory of the cultural exchange
through photography between China
and the U.S.”
In 2009 Crane got to visit China again.
“C h i n a ’s d eve l o p m e n t i s
unbelievable,” she said. “It’s wonderful.”
With good health, Crane dreams of
going back to China to exhibit her work
or sign what she hopes will be her new
book celebrating the China of 1985.

Embroidery: Tradition hand in hand with contemporary art
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“Then, I thought I could use these
stitches to depict the orbits, the sun’s
rays and the planets.”
To expand the market for embroidery
products, Zhang wants to embellish
headphones, watches and phone shells
with delicate embroidery, which is
inspired by the craft of jin xiang yu, jade
inlaid with gold.
“In ancient China, craftsmen
attempted to use different materials
harmoniously in one object,” Zhang
says. “So I also try to combine
embroidery with stuff other than
decorative paintings.”
Z h a n g b e ca m e i n te reste d i n
contemporary art during trips to the
United States and Europe in 2013.
“At the time I knew little about
contemporary art, but I thought I could
get a wider vision and new direction to
develop embroidery from contemporary
art forms,” says Zhang, who applied to a
postgraduate program at the School of
Art at Soochow University in 2014.
Taking his idea of blending embroidery
with contemporary art, Zhang has used
needles and thread on a wall to create

The headphones and this watch are among Zhang Xue’s works. PHOTOS PROVIDED TO CHINA
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Zhang Xue has inherited traditional Suzhou embroidery skills from his mother, Xue Jindi.

a 3D art installation titled “See the
Mountains.”
Speaking of whether these
innovations could blur the traditional
features of Suzhou embroidery, Zhang
says embroidery has evolved over

the past 2,000 years, which in itself is
change and innovation.
“I do not impose limits on the
subjects we choose, the materials we
use and the forms we present. It’s all
about passing down the craft and at

the same time meeting the needs of
the market.”
Zhang says that in 2011 when he was
helping his mother contact customers
he found some who wanted to change
the embroidery designs, which was
beyond the capacity of the traditional
needle workers.
“The market wanted embroiderers
who were able to make something new,
so, I decided to steer my career in that
direction,” he says.
At that time, he says, youngsters
seldom chose to join the industry as
people of his generation had more

opportunities after graduating from
universities.
“However, attitudes to traditional
craftsmanship have been changing.
Now many of the embroidery masters’
children are back in their hometown to
pick up embroidery as a profession.”
Nevertheless Zhang warns: “You
need to be talented and patient to be
an embroiderer.”
There are many jobs in the embroidery
business where people can display their
capabilities.
“So we would like to see youngsters
find their roles in the industry.”

