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Witness to A Changing Era

Jiang Wei

Fifty years ago Xu Xixian could never imagine that his photographs would be a
valuable visual record in the years to come. Xu's father was a tailor who started his career
as an apprentice in a shop on today's Huaihai Road. Born in Shanghai in the early 1940s,
Xu had four younger sisters and a younger brother. As the oldest child, he faced the
hardships in earning a livelihood for his family. When he was thirteen years old, he once
had to travel to Jiangwan to buy medicine for his sick brother. At that time Jiangwan was
still a desolate piece of land, but the sight of willows bathed in the sunlight was refreshing
indeed. "My parents and I were worried about the illness of my brother," recalled Xu, "yet
the beauty of Nature offered me a welcome relief. The sight was so impressive that it still
lingers in my mind." ,

The future was anything but certain; the room was terribly crowded; the brother
was seriously ill—life was not easy for Xu Xixian. But thé picturesque scenery in the
countryside offered a relief to the string of misfortunes. He started to pick mushrooms and
fungi in Jiangwan and Dachang to supplement the diet of his family. He also sold the
surplus in the market, and earned over one thousand yuan-a large sum by the standard of

its day. Thus Nature provided both material and spiritual nourishment for him.



Xu Xixian decided to make a record of the beautiful scenery, and he thought of
making sketches first. But after he tried for some time, he had to give it up, both because
drawing requires professional training and because it was too time-consuming. An ideal
solution was photographing, but he knew that the expense of a camera would make it
Jimpossible. But once the idea emerged, however, he simply could not retreat from it. In
1962, he started his career as a clerk at the coupon office of the Wusong Grain Administra-
tive Center. At that time the "land-reclamation" campaign started and it encroached on his
cherished landscape. The destruction worried him greatly. In 1965 he bought his first
camera, a second-hand German one, at 60 yuan—almost his savings for half a year's work—
and started his expeditions. But soon he had to sell the camera to get needed cash. In a
time of desperate poverty, everything else had to give way to earning a livelihood. He
kept buying cameras and selling them in hard times, then re-buying them—this recurred
several times. Then the Cultural Revolution broke out. His "peripatetic" lifestyle, penning
poems and shooting photographs, were considered intolerable by the "revolutionary
masses." So he had to burn all his photographs and books to avoid troubles. But he was
still not free from political misfortunes. In 1969 he was working in a grass-root grain shop.
Not long after his son was born he was sent to a labor camp on Changxing Island in the
Yangtze River because a leader of the "Insurrectionists" found his attempts at poetry
offensive. The detention lasted for a year. He was sentenced for no reason and released

for no reason; the nature of the charge against him was unclear throughout. Now he has



no more complaint about that horrendous experience, yet the agonizing labor of digging
slit from the bottom of a frozen river in the winter is still fresh in his memory. After his
release he returned to the grain shop and then in the mid-1970s became a mechanic. As a
clever man, he was full of innovations and became a top manufacturer of automatic grain-
selling machines. His crafts even drew some apprentices from outside Shanghai. Once he
fell down the stairs of his home because of fatigue, resulting in a minor cerebral concussion;
this later gave rise to atrophy in optical nerves of his left eye. Even this handicap could not
prevent him from his commitment. In 1978, he bought another ordinary second-hand
camera and resumed his photographing. The motivation was so simple yet so strong that
he decided that it would always be a part of his life.

After some time, he found it necessary to draw up a schedule for his trips, as there
were so many things for him to shoot, either in the suburbs or in the downtown. Shanghai
was such a large city that there were still many places he had never been to. So he bought
an atlas at a bookstore on the corner of Yan'an and Henan Roads. The purchase not only
cost him 15 yuan but also required a reference letter issued by his employer. On that atlas,
which he still has, he marked the places of interest in each ?bwn, village, and district, and
then planned the traffic routes and prepared background notes on the historical sites. The
detailed schedule on the routes benefited his photographing expeditions. In addition, he
has kept notes on their dates and what he experienced on the road. Throughout the 1980s,

he bought and sold cameras several times as he had done before, as he still had not risen



above his poverty.

Thus he continued his photographing, and by the end of the last century Xu had
developed an archive of over 20,000 black and white photographs, covering a broad spec-
trum of subjects: roads, buildings, rivers, and daily life; he had traveled to almost every

Jcorner of Shanghai, covering a total of 30,000 kilometers. His notes ran to over 500,000
words, bearing witness to all his painstaking efforts. His hobby absorbed a tremendous
part of his time and energy. "The sights that we have experienced in our life may become
distant memories in the days to come. The invention of the camera is really a blessing in
that it enables us to record the bygone era, otherwise it can only be wistfully recalled in
our dreams," he said.

Now Xu Xixian is elderly and retired. While he was categorizing his treasured pho-
tographs and notes, mixed feelings would come to his mind. Everything is changing at a
dizzying pace, he sighs, the old Shanghai depicted in his photographs is irretrievably
disappearing. In the town of Daoyuan in Fengxian County, there used to be more than ten
teahouses. When men came off work, they regularly gathered there to drink tea or to
enjoy the view of the river traffic: the atmosphere was both lively and relaxed. When he
paid a second visit to the town, he found only the old houses and the old men remaining
there. The younger generation has left their old hometown forever. His talk with these old
folks brought them to tears. He knew that the old town would be completely dead when

they were gone: this is an everyday occurrence in the suburbs of Shanghai. A shadow



crossed his face when he spoke of this. He also remembers that in his early years, he
always took the train from Baoshan to Wusong to pick mushrooms. This was the very first
railway line in China, and it stopped operating at the end of 1987. In the late 1950s, the
ride from Baoshan to Jiangwan cost seven cents, and the ride to Wusong, thirteen cents.
His photograph preserves a last look at this railway: the weeds rise as high as a man; the
steam locomotive is coming slowly; the windows of the railway car are within an arm's
reach of the neighborhood on its flanks. After it had been abandoned for almost ten years,
the railway was replaced by the elevated metro line. There were also quite a few humor-
ous episodes that he experienced in his journey. In Pandian village in Fengxian County,
there is an old bridge originally named Tai Ping, or Eternal Peace. Obviously such a name
was not suitable in the tumultuous era of the Cultural Revolution. In view of the troubled
times, the quick-witted villagers chiseled off the dot in the Chinese character for "Tai", and
the two dots in the character for "Ping", and the name became "Da Gan" or "hard work"
instead. "Hard-Work Bridge"—politically correct! A flash of genius helped save the bridge

from vandalism. Both of us could not help laughing.

In this album I complement Xu Xixian's photographs with modern shots at the
same places by his son, Xu Jianrong. The juxtaposition of the old black and white images
and the new colored ones, the father and the son, the traditional and the digital cameras,

provides for a tableau of a changing era.



In her outstanding book On Photography, Susan Sontag asserts: "Taking photo-
graphs has set up a chronic voyeuristic relation to the world which levels the meaning of
all events." In the perspective of dualism, the outmoded stands in contrast to the fashionable.
The two sides are constantly confrontational. In the end time moves on, and we tend to

“embrace the new and forget about the past. Of course the past is valued by some as their

k.”s.piritual retreat,” but such "past" is has no meaning at all if it has no reference to reality. It
is as a fanciful dream as a hollow reality. The photographs of the father and the son are
memento mori; to take photographs is to participate in the mortality and mutability of
another person or thing. Time is the only constant factor, and in the face of it all other
things appear transient and fragile. It flows eternally on, in such a "chronic" process that it
"evels" the meaning of all events. So such juxtaposition of the old and the new has an
effect extending far beyond two generations. Viewing today's sights in the future will be
just as viewing the bygone sights today. Photographs provide an ideal medium to witness
how the vanished subjects use to look like; photography is an elegiac art.

"The earliest surreal photographs come from the 1850s," added Sontag, "when pho-
tographers first went out prowling the streets of London, Paris, and New York, looking for
their unposed slice of life. These photographs, concrete, particular, anecdotal (except that
the anecdote has been effaced)—moments of lost time, of vanished customs-seem far
surreal to us now than any photograph rendered abstract and poetic by superimposition,

underprinting, solarization, and the like." Now I become increasingly convinced that some



most simple and traditional works can harbor the most sharp and sensitive insights, while
the exaggerated and unsubstantiated ones are shallow, far-fetched and short-lived. It is
likely that someone in the future will proclaim like Sontag, "The earliest Chinese surreal
photographs come from the 20th century, when photographers went out prowling the
towns, the countryside, and the battlefields..." It is just because of the passage of time that
the objective things turn "surreal.” Time is stronger than reality.

It is inevitable that everyone suffers over the course of time. In the face of it, however,
some undaunted few maintain their Sisyphusian efforts to preserve images of the past.
Many people tend to undervalue the significance of such efforts, thinking it unworthy of
the efforts. But the significance of the past is undeniable. We should not forget the old
bicycles, tricycles, and the shabby housing of the past even when we have the luxury cars
and stylish residential quarters of today. Only by comparing our lives in the past can we
determine the significance of them today. So the presence of everything, no matter whether
it comes early or late, shares an equal value in the camera lens. Just as a shaft of light
illuminates the particles in the air, Xu Xixian's works illuminate the deep significance of
the bygone era as well as illustrate a stirring human story?

In the field of photography, we are tempted to be influenced by the media and the
social icons, and fall prey to the grand, mega-hyped illusions. Xu Xixian is neither an icon,
nor even an artist by common standards, but his works are all rooted in real life. The

advent of his works calls for a major revision to the evaluation of photography: it is no



longer dictated by a few professionals. Great changes have taken place in the past three
decades in Shanghai and in China. Humble as he is, his experience has brought him face
to face with facets of a changing era that might otherwise have gone unremarked. Photo-
graphing has become an integral part of his life, and his works have turned out to be a
.‘sweeping saga. Most of the subjects that he has captured on celluloid have passed into
.history. Given the absence of a visual record of them, his works can be seen as a valuable
sociological document. Moreover, they have set a benchmark for those who wish to docu-
ment the life of their contemporary era. In recent years, I always stress that photography
should be loyal to life rather than hide the truth in order to provide a pleasant scene. But
unfortunately in today's materialistic society, this is not encouraged as it should be. To
succeed in this regard is no easy, however, since it requires journalistic integrity and unre-
mitting efforts. When he presses the shutter release of his camera, Xu virtually returns to
the original intension and the essence of this art: the photographer captures what has
happened in a familiar world, a world that awaits a camera to freeze it and to witness the

relentless melt of time.
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