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Photo Annals of Vanishing Sceneries
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Chongging, a peninsula surrounded by rivers.
Situated at an important communications hub, Chongging is the Mesopotamia in China’s modern history.
The city was called China’s Jerusalem during the Anti-Japanese War.
As one of the world famous cities like Washington D.C. London and Moscow in the Second World War, Chongging proved its importance in the Far East
during the war.
A traveller with a pious heart of disciple,
The photographer recorded the vanishing sceneries of the city with his photos taken in 10 years' time.
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By Wang Kang

The Moments Which Last Forever

The craftsman didn’t know that he had become a witness of history, when, for the first time
in the world, he polished an ordinary glass into a concave mirror. The engineer, who invented
photosensitive film by chance, might have vaguely realized that all world mysteries could be
deciphered one day. Among all walks of life in human society, the only people who cling to the
special faith and pathos of the ancient pilgrims and modern solitary travelers are photographers,
they know perfectly well that each and every moment makes time omnipotent and space endless.
For ever immortal are nothing but the moments. Dancing with moments all their life, photographers
are both the captives and creators of moments.

Mr. Dai Qianfeng, an energetic hiker, spent 10 years walking, climbing and photographing,
in the beauty of mist-covered water surface and the echoing bells of temples. Loitering outside of
traditional residence rounded by high walls and witnessing life and death, he devoted all his
belongings—his traveling bag and his beloved cameras that any successful businessmen can easily
afford—to this city, only for the sake of its enchanting light and shadows, evocative rhythm, rich
colors and fanciful life. To him, this is a city with too many stories and memorable history. Its
high battlements, which have always been reluctant to show off to eager visitors, have withheld
the profundity and strength of a nation for almost sixty years, harboring the last landscape made
of faith, hope and love.

Sixty years ago, an American friend sighed for its extreme unsuitability for human life
when he flew over the city for the first time. However, this was China and this was Chongqing.
Hundreds of thousands of Chinese who refused to become the conquered, be they soldiers, farmers,
workers or merchants, with different characters, accents and propensities, swarmed into this city,
by different means of transport, through numerous difficulties and hardships and from all parts of
the country. They built this immigrant city into China’s wartime capital, the last frontier without
defense, design, fancy decoration or panache.

It fortunately shared the glory of a great nation and innocently carried the burden of sufferings
of an important historical moment. It is a book written in blood and flesh and compiled by the
War, having been sealed up ever since, and waiting to be read and loved by its appreciators. It is
like a great play that never ends, the prelude will take the audience to one story after another with
various characters. It is a song from the heaven, beautiful and traceless. It is a relic with solemn
heart and calm eyes, witnessing the magic of the Creator.

We have long forgotten the Deity and sense of beauty, slipping farther and farther from our
land and humanity. It is our pity and distortion of mind that we have been so dumb and emotionless
in front of such profound history and beautiful nature.

It is the right time now, my sisters and brothers, to walk into this last landscape, listening to
the distant breathing of our forefathers, recalling the seemly frozen but still running world, and
feeling its instantaneous beauty. Let’s hold our breath and cameras ready, to click the shutters
and catch the flash moments which shall give birth to another round of excitement.
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About the Author/Photographer

Mr. Dai Qianfeng, pen-named Yu Feng, was born in 1956 in Chongging. He went to the countryside as an “intellectual youth™ in 1975 and joined
Chongqing Publishing House in 1984. Mainly as an editor of the house, he has been working on photography, art and editing of theoretical books
on art. He was the editor of 150 Years of World Photography among dozens of other works and took part in the photography, editing and design
of Complete Collection of China’ s Grottos and Sculptures, a major publishing program of the country.

He started photography in 1983 and has taken more than 6000 photos of the old city of Chongqing. Old Chongging, the Famous City during the

Second World War was the most important theme of his photos taken in the years from 1985 to 1986 and from 1994 to 2004.
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By Yu Feng

The City in My Mind

The first photo I took of the old city of Chongqing was during the mid-1980s, motivated by my work and accompanied
by Mr. Jiang Dong, my colleague in Chongqing Publishing House. But systematic photography had not started until 1994,
when the second wave of engagement in trade came rushing through the whole country. Replaced by the so-called
“Postmodern” ideas from the west, the sacred spirit of serious reflection on our art creation disappeared in the whole art
circles and in visual arts in particular. That was also the low ebb in my life after a unsuccessful social experiences which
led to my suspicious and hopeless attitude toward justice, virtue and friendship.

That was a dull summer day when I was riding throught the lower parts of the city in a bus, everything passing by the
window seemed nothing but ruins left by an earthquick, totally due to my bad mood. This mountain city had been turned
into a huge construction site ever since the end of the Great Cultural Revolution in 1976, and I wondered why did these
digging, dismantling and building never seemed to stop? The whole city just looked like a worn-out coat, there never ceased
to be new patches on the old. Unlike other cities the ruins lay along the mountain slope appeared such a sad panoramic view
that they reminded me of the picture of the city after the barbarous Japanese bombardment. But, unfortunately, rested on
the countless scafolds, cranes and heavy air impact hammers was the hope of the people for the better era. In fact even today
in the 21* century, over 20 years later since the 1980s, real estate still remains the hot topic in the city’s life. Ambitions
of us human beings never fail to force on the city continuous expasion, and endless new construction on the site of the old
has become the fate that our city has happily accepted.

Sitting idly by the window as the bus wound its way up the mountain, I scrutinized the streets in the twilight of
the setting sun and thought of Hugo’ s Paris during the French Revolution where every home was moving.
Chongging, the old mountain city which had been silent for more than half a century, was now awakening with home
moving and celebration of new highrises. What was more important was the long-lost self-confidence of the
Chongging people reshown in such relocation. Three years later the city was, once again, upgraded as the fourth
municipality directly under the administration of the central government, the third time in its history.

On May 5", 1939—the day immediately after the May 4™-5" bombardment raids by Japan, the nationalist government
issued an order to upgrade Chongging to the status of a municipality under the Administrative Yuan, and He Guoguang
was appointed its mayor. The heavier the bombardment was the braver its people grew, the city’ s construction
accelarated with more houses built up on the ruins of the burned down. The mountain city turned into the spiritual
stronghold of the whole China which was deep in the hard time of national calamity.

In 1946 when it moved back to its original capital city of Nanjing, the nationalist government issued another order
to make Chongqing the “permanent auxiliary capital of China”, and the Draft of the 10-Year Construction Program for
the Auxiliary Capital, first of its kind in China’s history, was made. Which decided to build Chongging, in 10 years’ time,
into an important commercial city in the southwest, a fine port of the inland and a modernized municipality in China.
Unfortunately the program was never carried out with the following breakout of the civil war, left only as part of the
heritage of the wartime capital.

In 1949 when the Chinese Communist Party of China established its government on the mainland, Chongqing was
again decided upon as a municipality under the central government, and chosen, too, as the station for the Southwest




Millitary & Administrative Council, before it was degraded as a city under Sichuan Province years later.
In 1997 Chonggqing, for the third time, became a municipality. Since then city construction boomed again and the city
soon became one of the largest cities in China in 10 years’ time.

The original impulse to describe the old city with a camera was not out of any good understanding of the history of
the wartime capital, which had certainly greatly influenced China’s fate and the world pattern after the Second World War.
On the contrary, it was done because I had known so little of the history that it had seemded like a mystery. During the dozens
of years when it was neglected, the city was known for nothing but the famous novel of The Red Crags and the old folk
tales of our ancestors. When compared with the rich history of the Central Plain area, that of Chongging had been too poor
to be proud of. There are people, even today, who believe that beautiful girls and hot pots are the best business card of the
city, totally ignorant of its glory as the city which was once known as China’s wartime capital as well as the place where
the cooperation between the KMT and CPC took place. A thinker and learned man was correct to say that,

In many ways, Chongqing was different from all major cities in China. At the beginning of the Anti-Japanese War when
many large cities were lost to the hands of the invaders, Chongqing was chosen as the wartime capital, and lived up to its
honour in the following eight years, which won the praise of the world. Its hardship and glory, though past for over 60 years,
are the part in our history which we should keep in mind for ever, especially so when we are trying to take the lead in the
development of the vast west area for the national rejuvenation of China.

This is why I started taking photos of the city, meant to find the hometown I had lived in as a child and for the benefit
of self-salvation.

The shabby shacks and huts passing by the bus window reminded me of my childhood, those broken pieces of memory
of my early life and home. I suddenly had a strong surge of emotion to touch and feel the long-past childhood of mine.

Obviously because Chongqing was one of the three hotest cities in China, the pieces of memory of my childhood were
always the shiny summer days, nothing of the winter fog which hid the city from people’s view. Therefore most of my
photography in the following days was done in summer, as if the city was one with no other seasons.

The beginning of 1960s was the start of my memory.

When recalling the “Three-Year Natural Disasters”, people nowadays could hardly understand the hardships our fore
fathers had gone through. With a daily food quota of 300 grams, chaff and potherbs became the treasure food for many people
and some even died of starvation. Nevertheless most people took it for granted since their memory was still fresh of their past
life which had been even worse. That was really a time with hope, “the people lived a life like one in poetry, though it was
really difficult”, as some philosopher said.

Global warming didn’t start at the time, the night sky was always beautiful with stars and the Milk Way when I saw
them from the window of my 17-square-meter home. Frozen in my young mind were the excitement for and bewilderment
of the fathomless galaxy, while the footsteps of passersby and sirens from the river made my city a seemingly distant blur.
I often woke up dizzy and found, in my mind’s eye, myself lying in the wildness away from the city. It was not until many
years later when I realized what I was searching for—a permanent home with a better life.
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My life as a child ended abruptly when the Great Cultural Revolution started in 1966, which engulfed all people, grown-
ups or adolesents, in a society of Utopian believings. When schools suspended classes, we were left free to wander in streets,
handing out leaflets for whatever “revolutionary organizations”. How much we admired those college girls of the Red
Guards with stylish short-cut hair and broad military belts! The deepest sorrow we felt was our being too young to battle
in the streets. Chongqing became the best-known city for armed fights, with machine guns mounted on every strategic
heights and tanks running about the city. Endless shooting, fancy light tracers at night, burning buildings and fleeing
refugees became part of the city life. Finally I, too, had to run away for the countryside with my family, the exciting life
I'had dreamed of was ended before it was started. I could still felt the surge of emotion even 10 years ago, when I was taking
pictures of the tombs of the Red Guards in Shapingba Park. It was also in those years that I learned pieces of stories from
the grown-ups about the Wartime Capital and A Pair of Embroidered Shoes, a thriller about Chonggqing in 1949. The
headquaters of the US Army in Shangqingsi and echoing sound at night of the watchman s clappers along Chunsen Road
have ever since remained constantly exciting in my mind.

I went to the countryside again at the last years of the Revolution, but this time as the “intellectual youth” to be re-
educated by the peasants. Three years later I had my first job in a small county town away from Chongging, and it was there
I started learning photography with my teacher Mr. Yu Jiang.

It was not until another six years later when I was back in Chongging which, like most other cities in China, was already
turned into a huge site of construction. I didn’t want to be left behind the times and jumped into the tide of reforms which
I had hoped to bring me to my own empire of art, before I found out later that that was not the way of life decided in my
fate. My dreams of the ideal social life and career as an artist fell into pieces, when a series of unexpected incidents happened
between the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s. My heart, which was no longer young as it had been during
the childhood, found the torn-down houses similarly pitiful, and I knew that I had to stand up to the challenge of the new
life.

Time is both the terminator and creator of everything in this world, such as our life which shall disappear after its
existence while the new shall be born. The Vanishing Sceneries records the most beautiful appearance of the old Chongqing,
as my gift to this city nicknamed “Small Hong Kong” or “Small New York”. Farewell, I believe, is part of life as tragedies
are on the stage. This is why someone said that “life is memory, you kill your life when you kill your memory”. Likewise,
“philosophy is but looking for your home at heart with endless sorrows”. We must find our future of life and live up to it
in stead of crying for the dead. Nevertheless we should feel grateful to the ruins that stand for the past, we shall never have
our new future without the death of our past, which taught us to better appreciate every day in our life. Therefore I walked
into the deep lane of time and space with my camera in hand, took in every detail on the film and listened attentively to
the whispers of our history.

It was then when I started to understand the history of Chongging, especially when I found those historic sites from
the Wartime Capital in the eight years of the Anti-Japanese War. With an appreciation of my city much deeper than the
one I had as a boy, I found Chongqing was equally comparable to any other well-known cities in the world, in terms of its
historical significance and rich culture. The eight years, though short in history, enabled China to stand in the world as an




independent nation. The city seemed disappeared again in the mist of history after fulfilling its historic responsibilities after
the War. Now I knew what would be the theme of my pictures, that was the glory of Chongqing I clearly saw through my
telephoto lens.

With better knowledge of history, I found the old city alive and beautiful with deeper aesthetic significance, and its
natural appearance was so special that it seemed to imply its fateful hardships in history, which was rarely found elsewhere.
This city built on the peninsula between two rivers looked just like an enormous ship, was it created to bear the heavy destiny
of our country in the national crisis, like the Noah’s Ark in the Christian world? The city was China’ s Mesopotamia in
its modern history and the country’s final Jerusalem in the Anti-Japanese War. It won for itself great fame and tribute from
the world just like Washionton D.C., London and Moscow, as shown in the scroll sent to Chongqing by American President
Franklin Roosevelt:

On behalf of the people of the United States, I send this scroll to Chongqing to convey our high praise to its brave people,
man and woman, old and young. At the horror of bombing raids and even during the days when the horror was not even
known by the world, Chongqing and its people displayed consistent calm and unyielding spirit. Your behavior proudly
proved that terroristic means could never break the will of the people who are determined to fight for freedom. And your
loyalty to the cause of freedom shall arouse the courage of the people in the future for one generation after another.

For 10 continuous years I had taken thousands of photos of the city, this was a purification of my mind from the simple
self-salvation to the confident sense of pride for being part of Chongqing. Ever since then the lens of my camera have never
been covered up again, it is decided that the rest of my life is to be spent on the cause of photography—to freeze, record
and witness those important moments for the sake of my dear city. I sincerely appreciate my hard life and the ruins of our
mountain city, especially that simple and beautiful summer day in 1994.

This photo book is not published for nostalgia, it is for the review of our history. As the people living in the city we
should know more about it than the sleepless city with pretty girls and hot pots, such as the KMT-CPC cooperation for
national salvation, the Spirit Stronghold and Monument to the Victory of the War of Resistance againt Japan which is now
called Jiefangbei(Monument to Liberation). When taking idle walks in the People’s Park, our citizens should recognize
the old building hidden in trees as the place of source of the wartime capital’s successful diplomacy, and our college
students should recall China’s renaissance during the Anti-Japanese War when they visit the historic sites in Shapingba
and Ciqikou. Tourists who enjoy the beautiful flowers in the Nanshan Mountain should pay enough tribute to the young
pilots died for defending our city and residents in Shibati should never forget the vicious bombardment by Japan that caused
the death of thousands of our people---

May China’s only Monument to the Victory of the Anti-Japanese War be the common spirit stronghold for the people on
both sides of the Taiwan Strait, may the history of the wartime capital be the historical story we—people of Chongging—could
proudly pass from one generation to another, and may Chongqing, the great arena in which the KMT-CPC cooperation displayed
the unity and overall interest of the Chinese nation, remain ever so young and alive for continuous prosperity.
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