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Nepal: A Journey of Photographic Transformation
A Conversation with Zhao Qichao

I first met Zhao Qichao at the large-format photo exhibition in Beijing’s 798 Art District
in spring 2021. He had photographed festival entertainment in Yu County, Hebei. The country
atmosphere and sturdy figures in his black-and-white wide-format pictures left a deep
impression on me. In summer of that same year, Zhao Qichao held “Ethiopia” at Find Rainbow
Books & Gallery. It was very well-received, conveying the ambience of Africa in the saturated
tones of digital black and white. As the pandemic swept the globe, photographers had to stop
working, but they gained an opportunity to slow down and organize their past pictures, a chance
to think and create more deeply. Zhao Qichao has traveled to many countries, and he has
amassed an impressive body of pictures. Those pictures were edited into the substantial new
photobook The Home of the Gods. We had the following conversation online in early November
2022.

Zhu Jiong

A Gear Guy’s Journey from Landscape to Documentary

Zhu Jiong (ZJ): Zhao Qichao, hello! I’ve spent the last two days looking carefully through
your website. The introduction states: “I am a passionate photography enthusiast who is well-
versed in SLR cameras, rangefinder cameras, large-format cameras, digital backs, and Polaroid
instant systems. I use different photography equipment to achieve the best visual effect across
photographic genres.” [Zhao Qichao’s website: www.50mmc.com.] Can you talk about your
photography journey?

Zhao Qichao (ZQC): I'm from the northeast, and I’ve worked in Daqing, Beijing, and Qingdao.
I’m an engineer by training, but I ended up going into business, which was quite hectic. In 2000,
I took a business trip to Shanghai, where I bought a Canon SLR. Curiosity about photography
set me on this path. I invested what time I had outside of my busy job into photography, which
gave me a way to relax. Photography has offered me a new way of understanding society and
another way of thinking. I’ve worked on my photography for more than twenty years, and
photography has truly become my hobby.

ZJ: Enjoyment is truly the best motivation. I noticed different subjects and styles of
photography on your website, which shows notable changes in your understanding of
photography over the last two decades.

Z.QC: Initially, I liked to photograph landscapes. I could bear hardship, working from dawn to
dusk. I lived in tents and braved the wind and rain. I traveled around China taking pictures for
many years. [ photographed beautiful landscapes that I really enjoyed, and when I posted them
for my friends to see, everyone liked them. However, after a while, I discovered that all of these
pictures of scenic spots online looked very similar. I asked myself why I was taking these
pictures. I had to do something different, so I continued to explore other avenues in my
photography.

Z.J: On your website, you say you’re well-versed in all of those different types of photographic
equipment. What equipment do you actually use? Why have you bought so much gear?

Z.QC: I joke that I'm a “gear guy.” I started out as an engineer, so whenever I buy a new piece
of equipment, I’m just itching to learn how to use it. The ones I find easy to use, I keep; the rest

I sell on. There have been a few things that I’ve sold, only to buy back a few years later.

Z.J: Really? You’d sell them then buy them back?


http://www.50mmc.com/

Z.QC: Yes. Some of the pictures of the northeast on my website were taken on a Hasselblad
XPan. I bought one in 2005. I really liked the wide format, so I took a lot of pictures. However,
when Canon released the EOS10D digital camera, I found that digital cameras were so much
more convenient and had a great effect, so I sold all of my film cameras.

Z.J: The Canon 10D?
Z.QC: Yes, the 10D was Canon’s first mature DSLR, then they released the 20D and the 5D.

Z.J: 2006 was early, and the resolution wasn’t very good. You switched to digital not long after
you started using the XPan.

Z.QC: Yes, I moved to digital. However, after a few years, I discovered that everyone was using
it, and it became uninteresting, like fast food. I bought film cameras like the XPan and Rollei
again, then I never gave them up.

ZJ: It’s so interesting that you cycled from film to digital, then back to film! Your personal
experience reflects developments in photography equipment and its changing relationship to
photographic creativity.

ZQC: Yes, it was a reversal.
Z.J: When did you go back to film cameras?
Z.QC: I bought the XPan back around 2015.
Z.J: After you went to Nepal.

Z.QC: Right. When I went to Nepal, I used Sony’s first interchangeable lens digital camera. I
bought the Sony to transition to Leica lenses. However, [ used a Sony lens on my trip to Nepal
because it was convenient.

Z.J: You now have several digital cameras?

ZQC: I have three digital cameras: an Alpa camera and a Phase One digital back, as well as a
Leica and a Fuji. I got rid of the Canon a while ago, so I don’t have that anymore. In the past, |
used a Canon to shoot landscapes because of the full range of lenses, from wide-angle to
medium and long telephoto lenses. Now I don’t really shoot landscapes, and I don’t use the
Sony much anymore. My 135 mm cameras are mostly Leicas; I have a Leica black-and-white
digital camera and a color digital camera. The Alpas have a movement, which is sometimes
more convenient for photographing architecture. The Fuji has great resolution, similar to a large
SLR, but more convenient.

Z.J: Are the Leica digital cameras easy to use?

Z.QC: The Fuji medium-format has a zoom and can auto-focus. It has more functions and is
easier to use. So why do I keep the Leicas? They’re easier to carry when I travel. Carrying
cumbersome equipment when traveling with family makes a big difference on a trip. The Leica
guarantees a certain image quality and it’s easy to carry, which is really important. I shot all of
the pictures in my Ethiopia book on a Leica.

ZJ: Innovations in equipment have driven important advancements in the history of

photography. Equipment offers a visual scope and effect, and technological advancements have

spurred developments in the subject matter and style of photography. Having a grasp of the

equipment and technology is a very important way to get into photography. It’s the same for
9



professional photographers. As a gear guy, you understand the possibilities of different
equipment for different subjects and styles. Your familiarity with different cameras benefits
your photography. If you begin with cameras, you’re mastering photography from the technical
aspect, which is a specialized and effective way of doing things.

ZQC: I think of it as a way into photography. All equipment has its advantages and
disadvantages, but it can have a significant influence on subject matter and style. With a large-
format or Alpa camera, I have to photograph something fixed. The advantage is that I can
consider the framing carefully. I can take one solid picture, but I can’t capture fresh, lively
scenes. In contrast, the Leica and Fuji cameras are very convenient. The Leica is the smallest,
and it is the least intrusive for the subject when you’re taking the picture, so it helps you take
the pictures you want. The Fuji medium-format is automated, so the subject feels pressured the
instant you pick it up. This is another reason why a conservative camera like the Leica is still
so popular to this day. Different cameras have different uses.

Z.J: You have very clear ideas about these cameras. How do you match the equipment with the
subject matter?

Z.QC: It’s determined by the subject matter. For example, I have focused a lot on Qingdao in
my photography, using a large-format camera and black-and-white film. When the subjects are
better suited to color, I shoot on color film. I also carry my Leica with me to record life. I used
just one camera for this time and this subject [Nepal]. I did another project in Yu County because
I bought my first large-format camera: a Chamonix 8 x 20. In order to use this camera, I took a
friend’s advice and went to Yu County. While I was using the contraption, I found it too large
and inconvenient, so I switched it for a custom Chamonix 5 x 12. This was a more suitable size,
and I used it for six or seven years. When the project was finished, I sold that large-format
camera.

Z.J: Do a lot of photographers go through as much equipment as you do?

Z.QC: There may not be many who do exactly what I do. However, it’s quite common for
people to cycle through equipment, bringing in new things and getting rid of others. Very few
professional photographers that I’ve seen are like that. A lot of my artist friends use just one
kind, which is a major difference between professional and amateur photographers. Huang
Qingjun, who created Home and is also from Daqing, has always used a Nikon. He occasionally
used an Alpa, but he doesn’t much anymore. It’s different for us amateurs, who use a lot of
different kinds of cameras. In recent years, I’ve forced myself to stick to one kind of camera
for a time. Going back and forth over cameras, discovering that there’s a certain atmosphere
with this lens and a higher contrast with that one... What’s the point of comparing these things?
In the end, the goal is to take pictures, and the real value of those pictures is the content. Viewers
don’t care what kind of camera you used. I gradually learned that buying and selling equipment
can be fun, but all of this equipment is simply a tool when you’re taking pictures. You can’t
mess around with it on a shoot. You should use a dedicated camera and lens for each subject.
That way, you can focus your energy on taking the pictures.

Z.J: In your early days, what was the greatest number of cameras you took with you at a time?

Z.QC: A few times, | took everything with me—a large-format camera, a 120 digital back, and
a 135 mm camera. [ was really excited while I was taking the pictures, but when I got home, 1
discovered that there were very few pictures worth looking back on. I wasted a lot of time
switching out my equipment. My photography trips to Nepal and Ethiopia left deep impressions
on me, because I chose the simplest gear, and I’m satisfied with the pictures I took. In my
journey as a gear guy, | have moved from complexity to simplicity.

ZJ: “From complexity to simplicity”... that’s a good way to put it! Now your photography
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equipment has a defined goal.

Z.J: Speaking of subject matter, the first works of yours that I encountered were your pictures
of Yu County in Hebei. It’s a very rich series. How did you shift from landscapes to people and
culture?

Z.QC: I started my Yu County project in 2014. It was the topic I discovered after going to Nepal.
My trip to Nepal in late 2013 played a key role in the shift in my photography. That year, the
entire family went traveling. First of all, I wanted to be able to take holiday photos for my wife
and child, so I took my Sony interchangeable lens camera, which they could also easily use to
take pictures of me. Personally, I had hoped to take more landscape photos, so I brought my
Alpa and a tripod. After arriving in Nepal, I discovered that there weren’t many scenic
landscapes to photograph, aside from the mountains. We traveled all over Nepal for nine days,
so we didn’t stay in one place for very long. While using my small camera to take holiday
pictures for my family, I also photographed a lot of the local people.

Z.J: Why did you go to Nepal?

Z.QC: I’ve traveled to many countries. That time, I chose Nepal, in part because the country
neighbors ours and there are countless religious ties. I was extremely curious; I wanted to see
what it was like. Once we got there, it felt very familiar, almost as if I had been there before.
They live very differently than we do now. Nepal is a bit backward, and the society there is still
rather traditional. A Nepalese friend brought their daughter along to see us, and she complained
that she wanted to go to KFC. This is how we lived in the 1990s; it really felt like that era. Most
people in Nepal are Hindus, but there are also some Buddhists. We went to the bank of the
Ganges River. When people die, their bodies are burned on riverside funeral pyres. Like India,
there is a caste system, and people must use the crematorium associated with their caste. These
religious rituals are exceedingly interesting. Many different landscapes have prompted me to
take lots of pictures. When I got home and looked at the pictures, I discovered that other people
had already taken them. When I did a search, all of the images looked essentially the same, and
my landscapes weren’t that memorable. In contrast, the pictures of people that I took in Nepal
remind people of many other encounters. They had a real human touch. Looking at them a year
or two later, they still feel very close. I don’t ever need to look at the landscapes again. I went
to Nepal in late 2013 to early 2014. In March or April 2014, I bought a new large-format camera
and took it to Yu County. I wanted to take pictures that were different, so I photographed the
historic village architecture of Yu County, the lives of the villagers, and festival entertainments.
Photographing people and social life was so exciting.

Z.J: So the pictures you took in Nepal were the key to your cultural documentary work.

Z.QC: The Nepal project was a turning point for my photography. After that trip, I generally
didn’t focus on landscapes. [ would just shoot one or two on occasion.

The Inspiration Behind The Home of the Gods

Z.J: Right, now we should talk about your Nepal project. You took all these pictures on a really
tight timeline.

ZQC: Yes. I was there for a total of nine days, and I went to almost all of the key places in
Nepal: Nagarkot, Bhaktapur Durbar Square, Pokhara, Swayambhunath Stupa, Kathmandu

Durbar Square, and Boudhanath Stupa. I took a ton of pictures in a rather short period of time.

Z.J: Is the picture on the cover from a key religious site in Nepal?
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ZQC: I don’t remember its name right off the top of my head, but it’s a square. Nepal is a
religious country, so it deals with religion differently than other places. When we think of
religion, we think of temples or churches, which are fixed sacred sites. That’s not the way it is
in Nepal. In addition to the temples that are UNESCO World Heritage sites, there are places of
worship everywhere. There are many squares in the cities, which always have Buddha statues.
People can light lanterns and candles and offer flowers anytime. It seems that the first thing
they do every day is bow and say a prayer. This was in a square, not a temple. Religion can
appear at all times and places. The square is opposite a market that sells vegetables and prepared
food—it has everything. There are also a lot of tourists.

Z.J: The photograph on the cover is a rather wide-ranging scene. Why did you shoot it this way?

Z.0OC: There were a lot of people in the square that day, so I tested out different angles. Later, I
decided to photograph the surrounding area using the Alpa digital back. I wanted to convey the
unique facets of religion in Nepal, which are everywhere in social life.

Z.J: Are you religious?

Z0OC: I’m not. I’'m a classic athelist.

Z.J: Did you crop the image?

Z.0OC: Not really. I don’t really like cropping pictures.

Z.J: In this book, there is a lot of vitality in the colors and a great sense of light. The black of
the Buddha statue and the yellow of the building are quite striking. Did you tweak the colors
after the fact? How do you control the colors?

Z0OC: Not a lot. I personally don’t like it when the colors are too bright. I prefer something
slightly paler. I restored the colors in this picture to a normal state. I used a digital back: the
colors are saturated, and the morning sun is bright. I don’t want to change the colors later.

ZJ: The colors are gorgeous, but they’re real. It’s particular to the place—the buildings,
environment, figures, and clothing shine in the sunlight. I think that the black in the image is
really beautiful. It presses down on the entire image and makes the gorgeous colors feel heavier.

Z.OC: It fits with Nepal’s atmosphere.

Z.J: How did the book’s title “The Home of the Gods” come about?

ZQC: Liu Zheng gave it that title. I originally wanted to call it “Nepal,” something rather
straightforward. I was pleasantly surprised by the name he proposed; it refined the theme of the
project. Nepal is unique because everyone is religious, whether Hindu or Buddhist. Religion
touches all of society—people, animals, and nature. There are stray dogs everywhere; there
were a few dozen in one market. They’re different from dogs elsewhere, because they don’t
chase or bark at people. They just lie there quietly. You almost feel like even the animals have
been touched by religion and imbued with calm. In Nepal, I took about a hundred pictures of
dogs. The Nepalese have a distinct reverence for nature and the mountains. You could say that
“The Home of the Gods” means that there is divinity in the heart of every living thing.

Z.J: 1t’s so beautiful—such a poetic title! The Home of the Gods is divided into four chapters.

The first section is portraits. Your camera brings us closer to the Nepalese people, so that we

can look at them face to face. In the second chapter, your shots are more relaxed. We see

people’s actions and the environment. It seems like you bring us everywhere in Nepal, showing

us its social life and religious atmosphere. The third section focuses on a unique group of
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ascetics, immersing the viewer in a unique culture within Hinduism. The fourth chapter takes a
broader perspective. You bring the viewer to cities, villages, and mountains, showing the natural
world that nurtured Nepal’s religious society.

Z.QC: Right. This is the product of Liu Zheng’s photo editing. He wanted to place the portraits,
the best part of this project, in the first chapter.

ZJ: The portraits are all medium close-up shots, which are quite unified. You started out
shooting landscapes, keeping your distance from the human world. Was it difficult to
photograph these people? Sometimes getting close to people can be challenging.

Z.QC: The portraits were shot on the Sony. I used a single camera and lens, and almost all were
taken with a wide /2 aperture, which created consistency across the shots. Prior to that, I had
taken very few photographs of people in China, because people are very guarded. The instant
you raise your camera, people start asking questions: “What are you doing?” “Why are you
taking pictures?”” This didn’t happen in Nepal. It may also have been the language difference. I
may have been asked those questions, but I didn’t understand. In any event, I didn’t have any
trepidation. I walked around and took my pictures, smiling and happy. It’s also related to the
religious beliefs of the people here. People were very friendly; they didn’t care if you took their
picture. They acted as if you didn’t exist, they treated you like air. The majority of those portraits
were not taken in the square. We always got out of the car to take a look at the villages we
passed along the way. These villages haven’t really been disrupted by tourists, so people were
amiable and welcoming to outsiders.

Z.J: Smiling at people as you take the pictures, that’s the secret! Did you apply your experience
of photographing people in Nepal to your later projects in China?

ZQC: Yes. The same year, I started to photograph Yu County. Because of my experience in
Nepal, I knew to smile at people, but I also chatted with them a bit. Because there was no
language barrier, we talked before I took the picture. I'm now taking a lot of pictures on the
beach in Qingdao. I talk with all of those people beforehand.

Z.J: With the kind of lens you used, you had to be very close to people. Can you share more
detail about how you took these portraits?

Z.QC: Nepal is on a plateau, so the sun is very strong. The people were very much shaped by
that place and time. I wasn’t thinking about a book back then; I just wanted to take a few more

portraits because the people were so interesting.

Z.J: The picture of the woman with the green kerchief has a real sense of power.

Z.QC: I found this woman very confident, which gave her power.

Z.J: You photographed people in traditional dress, as well as fashionable young men.

ZQC: There was a significant contrast between the two. Most people were dressed in a
traditional way. They weren’t, particularly the one in the sunglasses. This was quite rare, so it
stood out in that environment.

Z.J: In the next two pages, there’s a portrait of a man wearing glasses. He looks so noble in the
bright sunlight. You photographed different classes of people.

Z.0OC: There were so many people around. He sits on the stairs drinking a cup of coffee. He
was wearing a suit, so he was dressed differently than other people.
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ZJ: There’s so much in the second chapter. You bring us into the social spaces of Nepal,
showing us how people move between religious and worldly spaces. Religion is everywhere,
but you don’t make it seem mysterious. Instead, you focus on the lives of the Nepalese. At the
beginning of the second chapter, there is a motorcycle and two cows next to a roadside Coca-
Cola advertisement.

Z.QC: I remember this scene like it was yesterday. We were passing through a village, and we
saw the influence of outside culture on it. To me, Nepal felt like China in the 1980s. Coca-Cola
advertisements and motorcycles are a product of modern civilization, while the cows and old
houses have come down to us from the past. Because of the collision between these two
elements, I took the picture. In my previous work, I would have squeezed out the Coca-Cola
advertisement to make the colors in the image more coherent. Now I retain more environmental
elements in my pictures, which is the most significant change in my work as I transition away
from landscapes.

Z.J: In the pictures, the social and cultural contradictions are presented with a lot of rich detail.
There’s also a Buddhist symbol on the wall. There’s a shadow in the foreground, showing the
impromptu nature of the pictures. You really feel like you’re there. Did you consider how to
deal with the black in the foreground?

Z.QC: When taking the pictures, I didn’t notice the shadow in the foreground. When I saw the
cows and motorcycles, I rushed to take the picture. When I set about choosing the photos later,
I noticed this shadow, but I didn’t crop it out. I didn’t want to move it, because I think that the
bottom of an image should be heavier. The black shadow gives a stability to the image. In
addition, this shadow shows that there’s something in this space.

ZJ: Shooting documentary work is very different from landscape work. In documentary
photography, you need to shoot quickly—walking, looking, and taking the pictures. You have
to think fast. When editing the pictures and making the book, you can make new discoveries,
and you have the opportunity to analyze the images in more detail. Evidently, your observations
of Nepal focused on the collisions and juxtapositions between tradition and modernity (see p.
102). Three men are engrossed in reading the newspaper next to a powerful lion sculpture. It’s
so interesting that there’s noise hiding within the calm!

Z.QC: I took this in the morning, when many people were standing on the street in the shade. |
was drawn to this scene because I thought that the lion sculpture didn’t match with the
newspaper reading. I felt like people read newspapers in homes, hotels, coffee shops, or offices.
This was a market, a place with a strong religious atmosphere, but there were suddenly so many
people looking at the newspaper. | pressed the shutter without thinking.

Z.J: The subject of the third section is ascetics. Why?

Z.QC: I can only talk about them in general terms. They’re Hindus. They practice by isolating
themselves from this world, which is how they obtain happiness in the next. They’re called
“sadhus,” and they reduce what they need to live as much as possible. They eat and drink very
little, atoning for their sins to achieve spiritual freedom. There is a page with close-ups of four
faces. The second person has so much hair; I assume they’ve never cut it. The third person had
only been practicing for a short time, so their hair wasn’t very long.

Z.J: Do people give them money?
Z.QC: Generally not. However, you need to give money to some of the sadhus in the market.
They’ve been polluted by modern society, and some people won’t let you take their picture if

you don’t give them something.
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Z.J: Did you give them money?

Z.QC: 1 gave out money for the group portrait with a lot of people in it. They were sitting or
reclining in various places, so if I hadn’t offered some money, they would not have been
standing so neatly.

Z.J: Are there female ascetics?

Z.QC: Both men and women can be ascetics. Sometimes, if the photographer is European, they
don’t ask for money, but if the photographer is Chinese, then they do. It’s a problem.

Z.J: The fourth chapter of the book is about nature and landscapes. Was this section taken on
an Alpa?

Z.QC: Not entirely. The first four were taken on a Sony, then the rest were taken with my Alpa.

Z.J: The two landscape photographs on foldout pages are so impressive! The eternal calm of
the mountains and gorges nurture so much life, and the sky is so blue. Did you add a filter?

Z.QC: When you take photographs on the plateaus, the sky is just that clear; you don’t need a
filter. Also, I don’t really like filters. There’s a sea of clouds in this picture, which is quite rare.
My companions said that the phenomenon wouldn’t happen in the season we visited. I had
previously encountered this sea of clouds miracle at Wudalianchi in northeastern China. I joked
that I was just lucky.

Z.J: People favored by nature are certainly lucky. Were these two landscapes taken on the same
day?

Z.QC: Yes. However, the latter picture was taken first, just after sunrise. The sun shone on the
mountain top. We waited until the sun had risen, then we hurried down the mountain. At that
moment, the sea of clouds appeared, and I took the second picture.

Z.J: You still managed to take landscape photographs in Nepal! This section reflects your skill
in landscape photography.

Book Production as Aesthetic Elevation

Z.J: Qichao, this is the second time that you have asked Liu Zheng to edit and publish a book
for you. It seems that you work well together. As a photographer, what was your experience
with Liu Zheng as a photo editor?

Z.QC: For a book like this, I think that taking the pictures is just one-third of the work. Next,
you have to organize them and, finally, print and bind them. If you don’t take that final step,
then it’s as if you’ve done nothing. I am passionate about photography; you could even call me
a fanatic. I can identify pictures that are good on a technical or formal level. However, when
you edit a book, you’re not just creating a collection of pretty pictures. There needs to be an
artistic weight, and I don’t think that I have that capacity. I’ve always made handmade books
out of the pictures I take for my family. I do at least one a year, so I’ve made dozens of books.
It truly requires professional skill to sift through the large number of photographs associated
with a project and turn them into an art book. I gave Liu Zheng several hundred, maybe over a
thousand, photographs, and he took two or three months to systematically evaluate them.
During the edit, he gave me excellent feedback on my work.

Z.J: As a photographer, you’re always limited when you edit your own book; there’s a mental
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block. Was there a big difference between Liu Zheng’s choices and yours?

Z.QC: I’'m an amateur photographer; I haven’t received any formal art training. When I started
studying photography, I was more influenced by a mass aesthetic. I wouldn’t shoot something
unless it was beautiful. [ now want to depart from that mass aesthetic and nurture the ability to
identify and create a higher level of beauty. I have also seen a lot of photobooks and talked with
young photographers, which have expanded my thinking. When I gave Liu Zheng the pictures,
I talked to him about what I was thinking as I took them, but I didn’t specify the structure of
the book or the arrangement of the sections. The choice and layout of the images were entirely
the result of his creativity. After I received his edited version, I carefully went through
everything. Why did he choose this picture? Why did he put these pictures together? I've
learned about the artistic aesthetic from his editing work, which has allowed me to shake off
mass aesthetic constraints. When I posted the big, beautiful landscapes I photographed, they
would get a lot of likes, but when I posted the pictures Liu Zheng chose, people didn’t notice
them. The mass aesthetic and the artistic aesthetic are entirely different.

Z.J: That’s such a stark contrast. You have a lot of faith in Liu Zheng!

Z.QC: Overall, I think that making a book is not just about learning how to lay it out; it’s about
learning and cultivating an artistic aesthetic. This Nepal book was a turning point in subject
matter and aesthetics for me. Liu’s editing work helped me further refine this transition.
Everything from the title of the book to the arrangement of the chapters was intended to
complement the theme. My biggest takeaways from this book were the elevation of my aesthetic,
the expansion of my thinking, and the development of my style.
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