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atwill does a photographer photograph, in a city he is strange

to and given halfa year to explore? Some people maintain that,

when you are in a city for two weeks, you could make a book out of

it. For two months, you could probably write an essay. But for two
years, it may be to too overwhelming to start. The same is true
with photography, the art of writing in visuals. The process of
looking and selecting is critical. Photographer Aram Tanis,
originally Korean, now based in the Netherlands, offers a unique
perspective. His Beijing series "Blowing Smoke and Seahorses’,
outcome of a halfyear residence program, is now exhibiting in
Europe. Blowing smoke is no surprising phenomenon for Beijing,
what about seahorses then? The artist claims, such a harmless and
elegant animalis seized in vast numbers along the Chinese
seashore, for use in traditional Chinese medicine. Slightly
melancholic, darkly but surprisingly sharp, Aram Tanis' Beijing is

different from what we see, and precious in its own rights.

Abitare How do you "see", if "seeing" is the
foundational mechanism of photography?

Aram When I photograph Ilook at details, people, animals and
objects that others often ignore. Iam drawn to those who don't fit
in. What I am interested in are the smaller everyday things that are

happening and surrounds us. The beggar ignored by people in
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there fancy clothing,the woman wearing a costume while givinga
g g giving
tour, the commercials that we are so used to, that we sometimes
forget how manipulating they are. We are used to all of it, we don't
see itanymore, we don't try to understand how it would be to sit
on a stair and beg for money while people try hard not to see you.
g

Abitare How doyousuppose youraudience "see" your work?
Aram: Foran audience my work can sometimes be confronting.
Ith sometimes people C se not to look at my work, because
it makes them feel uncomfortable. I think a work should make
people feel something and that something can also be a ‘negative’
feeling. The more important question for me is why someone feels
what she or he feels.I think it is important that an audience looks
at my work with their heart, not just with their mind, to
understand what T want to bring across.

Abitare How was your experience in China, and how
does it relate to society of spectacles?

Aram My experience in China is mixed. There are always great
experiences but also negatives ones. My experiences tell
something about me, but I think also how society works. My
experience in Beijing is completely different than the one in

Macau or Hong kong. It is still China, but these cities are so




THE ISLAND IN THE LAKE, I CAN
RECOGNISE, IS AN EYE; EYES WHICH
CONTINUE TO LOOK AT YOU - FOREVER AND

EVER
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THE WOMAN - STILL A GIRL - IS SENSUAL,

THE CITY OF WHICH I AM PART OF IS A LIVING

EXPECTANT AND DESIRING; THE MAN - ORGANISM, INHALING AND EXHALING TOTHE
STILL A BOY - LOOKS TENDERLY, PASSION- HEARTBEAT OF TIME, SCREAMING AND WHISPERING,
ATELY LOSING HIMSELF IN THE SECRET TAKING IN AND EXCRETING
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LARGE RESERVOIRS, FILLED WITH FLUIDS, WITH
THEIR ELEGANT ROUNDED STAIRS, THEIR SOFT SKIN
OF LIGHT WHICH SHIFTS THROUGH THE DAY AND
SLOWLY CHANGES INTOTHE FULL MOON, COVERING
THE STEEL CITY
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different from one another. What I did alot in Beijing is observing.
Go to the same places and watch the (same) people. I think that by
observing you see more. You can get a better understanding of

things.

Abitare Isn'tit true that everywhere society are
surrendering to spectacle?

Aram Thatis true. Everybody has a way of looking at things and
‘judges’ it in their own way. These days however our way of looking
isinfluenced alot by commercials, advertisement and what
became mainstream. If we want to look critical and open minded

it takes time and an effort to do so.

Abitare What is then a critical attitude of looking at
the society?

Aram I come from South-Korea and live in The Netherlands. I
look at things a certain way because that is what I am used to. But
I also read books, watch documentaries, talk to Chinese to get to
know more about the country and the Chinese society. This way I
try to form an opinion about subjects. [ think it is important to
realize how fast beijing people have to change with the changes
the country is going through and that this is nearly impossible.
The mindset of people cannot be changed that quickly, this will
take more generations. Realizing all of this doesn’t mean however
that we cannot focus on how tough Chinese society is. I think it is
important to do so, because then people will hopefully come up
with a solution to better the lives of people.

Abitare Why Black and White?

THERE ARE TWO KINDS OF PEOPLE WHO CAN HOLD
ANOTHER PERSON IN THEIR SIGHTS FOR SO LONG:
YOUNG CHILDREN AND LOVERS WHO CANNOT SPEAK
BECAUSE THEIR WORDS FAIL TO EXPRESS
THEMSELVES
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Aram With black-&-white you focus on the object I photograph.
When I think colour doesn’t provide any important information I
won't use it. Tam not a great believer in colour just because it
makes an image pretty. The series I shot in colour are stronger
because of it. Colour gives extra information that is important for
the viewer in those cases. In this work I don’t feel it was important.

Abitare What is between real and fictional in
photography? How does one judge?

Aram Jacolijn Verhoef, a Dutch artist, wrote an essay that talked
about the thin line between documentary and fiction and how the
line between those two mediums have become blurry. By
choosing the images you will show you are manipulating and so
on. For me there is a clear line. When I as a photographer don't
stage anything it is real. The work in ‘Blowing Smoke and
Seahorses’ is in that way real.

Abitare What is the consideration of the layout of the
book?

Aram ForabookItry tolook at what makes the story [ want to tell
stronger. The cover is loose and can be changed by another one. On
the inside of each page is a different cover, a page can be taken out of
the book and replace the existing one. The reason why we did this, is
because Chinese society is one you don't understand that quickly. It
takes time. People are friendly but don’t open up that easily. The
book also shows my personal view on society, this is why the book
comes with a thin white elastic, same colour as the paper. This way,
when you take out covers, the book will stay together, but also
because it gives it a more personal feeling to the whole.
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