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New book release: SLEEPING CHINESE

by Bernd Hagemann

Favoured by print-media alarmists, the term “The awakening of the Chinese dragon” has become something of a cliché over the decades. Furthermore, it seems to carry an unsettling subtext for the rest of the world; China’s growing economic clout is a threat.

The brilliantly original Sleeping Chinese is therefore a reassuring work – they’re just like us, but more so. Today’s China is not only a relentlessly surging economy, it's also a country of amazingly adaptable nappers, as this insightful and thoroughly entertaining book reveals. 

Those citizens of the Peoples’ Republic who are toiling so diligently to build 21st-century China need their beauty sleep as much as anyone else. And, as this fascinating collection of photos shows, almost anywhere can become an instant bed in urban China. 

The photographs in Sleeping Chinese were taken over a period of six years by photographer Bernd Hagemann, 40, who moved from his northern German home to China in 2002 – first to Beijing, and then to Shanghai. 

In recent years, he has regularly trawled the streets of Shanghai to spot and photograph “extreme nappers” to add to his extensive photograph collection.

"Whenever I wander through the boomtown that is Shanghai, I carry my snap-shot camera with me. Because at every corner you can discover people napping in the strangest positions and situations, sometimes even snoring, while sunk in deep sleep. Noteworthy are the missing mattresses and pillows!”

Hagemann has an unerring eye for soporific spectacles that make for superb pictures. The objects of his ever-alert lens are pictured sleeping in the most unlikely places: under trucks, in plastic buckets, on shopping carts, atop scooters, and even on butchers’ slabs. A pumpkin serves as a pillow here, a random pile of bricks provides a mattress there. 

Was any of this this set up? No: this is the modern China of long working hours, and an enlightened tolerance to catching up on sleep whenever – and wherever – possible. 

Sleeping Chinese captures the downtime of China’s weary masses who, in their waking hours, are powering the nation’s economic rise. And in delivering this excellent work, Hagemann provides a long-overdue human dimension to the much-reported story of the growth of Asia’s economic superpower. 

Hagemann divides his sleepyheads into three categories: “hard sleepers”, “soft sleepers” and “group sleepers”. Hard sleepers are able to fall asleep anywhere, on any surface. Soft sleepers need something a little more comfortable. And group sleepers snore with people around them, be it friends, family or complete strangers. And in almost every case, the photograph elicits the question: “How is that possible?” 

continued...

Hagemann says: "The media talk about the ‘Sleeping Giant’, the ‘Birth of a New Superpower' or the ‘Awakening of the Dragon', very often with a strange kind of undertone which is supposed to frighten us. The reality definitely seems more peaceful."

In time, the Sleeping Chinese project became close to Hagemann’s heart. "The calmness, the flexibility and the adaptability of the workers behind the revival of China fascinated me," he says. Duly, Sleeping Chinese is a work that is respectful of a society that the photographer clearly admires. 

Viewers can enjoy a preview of the book at Hagemann’s website www.sleepingchinese.com, which features 600 photos and a wealth of background information on Hagemann and his ongoing love affair with China. It’s a nation of many superlatives. And now Hagemann has found another – home of the most amazing nappers in the world. 
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