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White
Good evening.  Tonight a special edition of In Touch for you with the focus on photography and China. 

Actuality - Beijing noises

For the programme I'm joined by Stephen Hallett, well known to In Touch listeners as our China specialist and the person who introduced us to the young blind radio journalists in Beijing from One Plus One, who, if you remember, modelled their own programme on ours.  And also with me, on the other side of the glass for a change, is producer Cheryl Gabriel, who has been working with the One Plus One team on a very different project  involving sensory photography. Cheryl, first of all, tell us more about that.

Gabriel
Well a couple of years ago, Peter, I took part in a photographic workshop for 
blind and visually-impaired people, using the other senses, rather than sight, to take 
photographs. It was run by the charity PhotoVoice, and it impressed me so much that 
I wondered whether the journalists at One Plus One would be interested in a similar 
opportunity. So I ran it past Stephen here and went to One Plus One and he said that they were really excited. PhotoVoice were also very keen on the idea, so last year I went to Beijing with Stephen and a professional photographer, called Chloe Dewe Mathews, and together we ran a week long  workshop, which culminated in an exhibition of the participants' work.  And it was quite amazing.

Hallett
So if I can come in with a bit of background here.  PhotoVoice is a British charity that's been working with different groups of marginalised people to help them to use photography as a way to get their ideas across and to advocate for things that they really are concerned about.  They've also been working in Mexico and the UK with groups of visually impaired people to teach them basic techniques to use photography to express their ideas.

Gabriel
One of the first things that we did was to do a music exercise, Peter, and we'd really like to do this with you now.  So all you have to do is listen to this piece of music for a moment or two.

Music playing

Peter?  What did you actually think or what was in your mind when you heard that music?

White
It's a terrifying kind of question that.  The honest answer:  The first thing in my mind - went a complete blank.  Then I thought about my violin lessons that I used to have because obviously the strings there.  And then as the drums began to develop I guess what I was thinking about was - for some reason actually with the drums I got an impression of horses and I was thinking of horses sort of galloping across a plain.  And after that the idea - my ideas were so crowded then I got completely confused.

Hallett
Oh that's really interesting because when we did this in Beijing everybody had totally different reactions but what really struck me was that some of the team, who I know very well, who've never had any sight at all, particularly Li Ning, expressed their ideas in very, very visual terms and Li Ning was particularly eloquent in what she said.

Li Ning through interpreter
The beginning of the music reminds me of blue skies and green lawn and somebody's walking by themselves and then all of a sudden there are more and more people come - a bit like a celebration of a festival or something.  And towards the end of the music, especially when the vocal comes out, it sounds more like a huge celebration and people are singing together and laughing - a huge celebration of something - happiness.

Music playing

Li Ning
At the beginning I'm just thinking what kind of film is it from then the music tends to be very fast and then I thought it won't be in China, it must be in Africa.  I think the music is of good quality.

White
I see what you mean.  Only at least somebody had partly the same idea of mine, which was grass, which is where I got my horses from.  But apart from that it was all completely different.

Gabriel
The idea really of that Peter was to prove and to show that everybody has visual images or can have visual images in their mind even if they've not had sight.

White
Okay, yeah because I guess my image of horses - it wasn't just the sound of them, I actually had a picture, that was the clearest picture I had and that was of horses galloping across a plain and it was about as visual as I can get, let's put it that way.

Hallett
I mean we all use the language of visual imagery all the time in our day to day language but most blind people think that they're excluded from any sort of visual activity, like photography, because they can't see.

White
Well can I just throw in the sceptic's question because I'm not saying I am one, although most people know I am a bit of one?  Photography for blind people, particularly totally blind people, surely that's pointless - Stephen?

Hallett
Well not really, I mean just in the same way that you talk about things in visual ways, why not engage with photography, which has a kind of language which so many people use and learn the techniques to be able to communicate?  So using the other senses you can learn techniques to express visual images through photography.

White
So how did the concept go down with the members of One Plus One because as I recall there were one or two sceptics amongst them as well?

Hallett
Yeah they were and I mean they were very excited by it and for them it was a totally new idea. But I think they had a variety of reactions and particularly those who'd never had any sight in their lives, they were certainly quite sceptical about it at first.

Qingfeng through interpreter
My name's Qingfeng, I'm from Beijing One Plus One.  I've got two hopes about this workshop.  Firstly, whenever I've held a camera in the past people have laughed at me and said - How can a blind person take photos?  So I hope that after doing this workshop I can go out in the weekend with my camera and people won't stare at me, that would be brilliant.  Secondly, I think that for most people sight is the main means by which they understand the world, so I want to learn more about the sight in order to understand how you people think.

Li Ning through interpreter
My name is Li Ning from Beijing One Plus One.  I'm totally blind.  I've never known much about photography and I hope that this week I can develop an intuitive understanding of it.  I also hope that I can discover a new way to experience life.

Ma Tao through interpreter
I'm Ma Tao, I'm from Tiajin.  I've always like photography but I always found that if I use a traditional camera I can't see what I'm taking if the light is too dim.  While if I use a digital camera I can't see if the light is too strong.  So I'm really curious to find out what this blind photography is all about.

White
So Cheryl what techniques did you teach them?

Gabriel
Well everybody was given a fairly basic digital camera, first of all, and all the functions were taught to them in a tactile way.  And the screens were blocked off as well, so everyone had the same experience.  And someone from PhotoVoice had made a really sort of groovy tactile map of the camera as well, which the totally blind participants found really helpful to help them find their way around the controls.

Hallett
Yeah and it was also about learning basic techniques to use the camera.  For example, judging distances by stretching out your arm, putting the camera against your forehead, so that you could judge the angle of the camera and work out a composition.  And so you could use these basic techniques without seeing anything, for totally blind people, possibly people who are partially sighted using the other senses to compose your picture and react to or connect with the object that you want to photograph.

White
So can you sort of give me a concrete example of what you mean?

Hallett
Yeah well I mean I had this experience where I'd been on the workshop and was asked to take a picture showing light and dark, which if you can't see - I was blindfolded completely at the time, I'm partially sighted - but it's very difficult to express light and dark in a non visual way.  And what hit me at the time was this idea I was in a sunny street and I could feel the warmth on the wall next to me, that light and dark was really the same as shade and heat.  So I could put my hand on a way, I could feel the shade where the wall went round the corner, and I took a picture of the surface of the wall - showing light and dark.

White
Do you know that's fascinating because I think I used to do that as a child, because I had slightly more sight but basically I was interested in the shadow, an idea of relating shadow to slightly cooler and non shadow as a bit warmer - I think that's the nearest I've got to getting it so far.  So how successful was the team in getting the shots they were after?

Gabriel
Well one example was that Yanshuang wanted to take a picture of a water droplet because she said she'd never seen one before, which is quite interesting, she said she'd felt a few drop into her hand.  So we did an exercise outside and with the help of some of the sighted photographers Yanshuang had, I'd say, limited success with that.

Chloe Dewe Mathews, who was the sort of lead facilitator from PhotoVoice, and although I was a facilitator as well Chloe was very much - I regarded her as my mentor as well - and she described what Yanshuang was trying to achieve.

Mathews
Yanshuang was keen to capture the movement of water and droplets of water.  She was talking about a tap, so we thought while we're here we'll try and recreate that.  There's a little stop point for cleaning bikes and cars, there's a red plastic basin which is filled with water and one of the other photographers has taken a water bottle and he's just dripping slowly small amounts of water into the basin and Yanshuang is just taking pictures from different angles and she's actually feeling the water dripping and then moving the camera in and out to try and get as close as she can without actually getting the camera wet.

Gabriel
Well as that didn't work terribly well we came back inside and under more controlled conditions she was able to take the close up of the water droplet as you'll hear here.

Mathews
Yanshuang just captured the water drop.  Several of them.

Gabriel
That is fantastic.

Yanshuang
I finally succeeded.

Gabriel
What do you think about the shape of the water drop, now you've seen it?

Yanshuang through interpreter
It looks transparent and if I can touch it still feels transparent.

Gabriel
Is it the shape that you imagined it might be or completely different?

Yanshuang through interpreter
Not exactly the same.  I thought it would be a round one but it's not round, it's water dropped shape.

White
So I mean did Yanshuang actually have a little bit of sight because the question that occurs to me is almost the one you put Cheryl - it's all very well taking them, what's the point if the photographers can't see the pictures, you're no closer to knowing what - I wouldn't be any close to knowing what a water droplet looked like?

Hallett
Yeah I mean in that case Yanshuang is partially sighted.  But what was really exciting - as you can hear everybody had a lot of fun - but there's was also a lot of innovation going on.  And one thing which surprised everybody was when one of our facilitators, who is a photographer himself, Luo Yongjin, suddenly helped some of the participants put their hands on the screen - at first we didn't know what was going on - and then we found what he was doing was he was moving their hand around the monitor then they could feel where everything was in the picture, so they could understand the composition in their own minds by understanding the relation to the monitor.  And that worked really well.

Actuality - Zhiyuan describing to Li Ning

Gabriel
Are you happy with the way things are going?

Mathews
Yeah it's brilliant.  I mean I think it's exactly as Stephen warned us it would be in that ideas are picked up so quickly and that something that Luo discovered today, maybe an hour or so ago, he started touching the screen and suddenly like a virus suddenly everyone's at a screen, touching the screen, guiding each other through the screen and already this is a technique that's almost been stamped on - branded - right this is one of the techniques we're going to be using from now on, I mean it's quite amazing.

Hallett
Zhiyuan is just talking Li Ning through another picture which she took which is of herself taken in the mirror of a car and she's pointing the camera at the mirror, it's actually very clear, but her face had this wonderful sense of composure.  And the mirror itself is slightly dappled with dust from the rain, so it makes a very nice effect, it's actually a really beautiful picture but again Zhiyuan is not interpreting the picture, he's just explaining what's in it and letting her work her way through it using the edge of the screen as a guide to locate each element in the picture.

Gabriel
Zhiyuan, you have actually devised this system, it would seem, of the participants actually experiencing their photographs, can you just explain how you came up with the idea?

Zhiyuan
I wanted to let them feel about the composition, if you describe with only words it's very abstract for them.

Gabriel
Now you're a sighted photographer and you're working as one of the facilitators in the group with us here, have you discovered things that you didn't know yourself working on the project?

Zhiyuan
Yes a lot.  As the facilitator at the same time I'm also learning a lot of things, for instance their feel of the depth of field, their observation through peering and touching - those are very amazing to me.

Jin Ling
I just saw a dandelion, I want to blew on the dandelion and picture the flying of the seeds but I just take the photos and didn't notice the areas of family behind me so I luckily picture them in my photos.

Gabriel
Captions as well are an integral part of the process and the photos and the photographers are invited to write and record a caption for each of their pictures, which really speak for themselves.

Li Ning through interpreter
All girls like to look at themselves in the mirror but I have never been able to do this.  When I touch the rear view mirror of this car and felt the cool shade of the surrounding trees I really wanted to use the camera to record my reflected image.

Jin Ling
Blowing dandelion.  Watching dandelion.  Watching blowing dandelion.

Gabriel
That was Jin Ling talking about her delightful dandelion picture and that is actually one of the images which is used to publicise the Sights and Seen exhibition which starts in London tonight.  The Chinese photographers were also exhibited in Beijing after the workshop.

White
So how did that go down?

Hallett
Well there was a huge amount of interest from the Chinese press and actually we held three exhibitions in Beijing and they were well attended by members of the public and journalists from all over Beijing.  The thing is in China people really like things which are new and counterintuitive and we coined this idea of non visual photography ('feishijue  shying' in Chinese) which is quite a sort of surprising idea so people were rather intrigued by this.  We also had visitors from some of the British community in Beijing.  Karen Smith, who's a local curator, who was also instrumental in helping to make the whole event happen.

Smith
One of the most interesting things that I've learnt through this project is that - how the photographer saw the frame is not the same as the way that I see it as a photograph or just a photographic object.  But there are some very striking works here, I have to say.  First here from  Zhiyuan. we have a wonderful photograph of Tiananmen and here the photographer was walking along when he walked into a roped cordon, which of course, for him, was a barrier that was just totally unexpected at that particular point and just having photographed straight ahead from the point at which the barrier cordoned him off.  And what he couldn't see was that this of course is coming up to one of the main entrance - it's a very political point in the square where you have the guards standing outside, that nobody's allowed to go into this point, but just the fact that he's placed the barrier, the rope barrier that he bumped into, right across the middle of the photograph I think makes a very powerful statement about the barriers that everybody encounters in life.

White
So what about the photographers - I mean they were suddenly plunged from doing something completely new into having a national exhibition - how did that all go down?

Hallett
Well of course they're a team of journalists so this was a great break from their regular routine and they thoroughly enjoyed it and got a lot of attention to boot.  And they all had different reactions to the whole experience.

Vox pop of reactions
I think that after this week's training I've learnt to take photos by using hearing and other senses without seeing the object.  I've also developed the habit of carrying my camera with me wherever I go.  Now I really want to take pictures whenever I hear an interesting sound.

Over the last few days I've been able to discover beauty in the details of things.  For example, white flowers, dew drops, these are things I usually can't see clearly but after taking photos of them I can see them as they are.

White
So what happens now - is there a plan to carry this forward?

Hallett
Yeah well one or two of the team in One Plus One actually trained as facilitators themselves, they're very keen photographers, and they've carried on doing training with other groups of blind people in China and they've particularly been working with a group of very poor students who come from remote villages, who are training as masseurs on the edge of Beijing, so they've been doing some more training and they're hoping to extend it to other parts of China too.

White
Okay, well, if people listening to this would like to get involved in non visual photography how can they do it?

White
PhotoVoice have a website and you can check out online what they're doing, you can also get information about the exhibition that's on in London and also see some of the images but they'll be able to give you more information about future courses.

White
Well thank you both.  That's it for another week.  You can contact us via the action line on 0800 044 044 or via the website.  From me, Peter White and my guests and co-producers Stephen Hallett and Cheryl Gabriel, goodbye.


