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Back to the Scenes of the “Bygone Days”

B By / Liu Qing (Professor of East China Normal University)

70 years ago, German cultural critic Walter Benjamin, as a “flaneur” (wanderer) in his books, rambled
around the streets of Paris, catching the novel and modern sights of the metropolis, those Tonely passers—by,
to experience the “horror” and “daze” described in the poems of Charles Baudelaire. Hu Yang resembled a

“wanderer” , rambling around in the alleys of Shanghai during the past 28 years. However, his attention was
directed in reverse of Benjamin’ s: what Hu Yang focused was not the novel scenes of “Modernism” , but the
daily life scenes which is close to disappearance at the cost of urbanization and modernization.

A mainstream residential houses for a fairly long time in Shanghai’ s history, the alley house is compared
to the city’ s “veins” or “facade” , which symbolizes the Tlocal civilian lives. It is frequently equated
with the “courtyard house” in Beijing. In the process to urbanization, the alley house was becoming less
popular as uniformed new residential communities, usually apartment buildings with three to six stories,
propped up everywhere in the city. With the resurgence of interests in old Shanghai, the theme of “Shanghai
alley house” has started to appear frequently from literature to photo images. The success of “Xintiandi,”
a replica of Shanghai’ s old lane house and housed popular bars and restaurants, is a case in point. To
both natives and outsiders, it gives off an “exotically familiar flavor” , and gives rise to nostalgia and
imagination. The recalling of the bygone “bourgeois spirit” coincides to converge with the imagination of
the future metropolis into the main theme of modern Shanghai.

The scenes Hu Yang recorded came from the lives of ordinary people, which is almost an absentee in
the romantic Shanghai narration. The alleys portriated in Shanghai Alleys belong to the so—called “Lower
Corner” , which is regarded as a backward village in this busy city, an extension of the living areas of the old
working class in “the primary stage of socialism” . What it extends, is not the Shanghai reflected in Eileen
Chang’ s stories, but closer to the Shanghai in Xia Yan’ s non—ficiton essasy Slave Laborer. It esembles the

“rough skin” or “callus” of the city rather than the “sexual skin” . Being sensitive to this unnoticed
world, Hu Yang has recorded the daily life scenes of the lower Shanghai Longtang for 28 years. As long as
hundreds of photos had been stored together, the “absentee” has returned to “the scenes of historical
narration” , silently telling a story which has not been carefully told. It constitutes a sharp contrast to
the narration of “metropolis” . It seems to be a distant memory: those summers that telling the “story of

the Sunny—yard” ; the leisure that dozens of people sitting around a 9—inch black—and—white TV set; those



mornings that people queuing up to clean the chamber pots; and those evenings that neighbors enjoyed the
cool outside in groups. Those pictures were shot during the period from 1980 to 2007. The earliest scene was
shot only 20 more years ago, and a number of the photos are pictures of contemporary Tlife. However, all of
these photos were “black—and—white” , seems to be the uncolored “recalling” of the bygone days. Perhaps
it is this “recalling” that dropped a hint on the marginality of the “absentee™ : it not only becomes
a vestige of the “bygone days” on the natural time dimension, but meanwhile (perhaps more), it becomes
increasingly unfamiliar and remote to us in the psychological space. It is on this point that Hu Yang’ s works
are unique and out of the common. His works lead us to break the barrier of nature time and psychological
space to get back to the scenes of the “bygone days” , and to look for the corners that have been ignored by
the “main theme” .

Indeed, to those black—and—white “bygone days” , the material shortage and hard living conditions were
startling. It almost made people jump to celebrate: we have said goodbye to those rough days at last; we not
only boast modernized kitchens and bathrooms, but also have a possession of air conditioners, water heaters,
fridges, televisions, telephones, and computers, etc. Finally we own our “private space” , and lead a “colorful”
modern life. Isn’ t that worth celebrating? However, if we calm down to observe, we will find out that what
Hu Yang aims to convey is far from recalling the sufferings in the old days so as to contrast them with the
happiness in the new. There is something more complicated in his works.

From the perspective of sociology, we could notice that these photos reflecting the profound social
changes. When a family possessed no air conditioner, fridge, television, or even the private gas cooker as
well as tap water, there would be no explicit boundary for “private space” in daily life. Since the Tliving
facilities were shared by the neighborhood, dwellers’ daily routines were bound to be open to the “public
space” —Longtang, including washing, cooking, bathing and chamber—pot cleaning, etc, the most of which were
regarded as “private” Tlater). Because of the small rooms, many indoor activities were performed in public
space: meals, entertainment, games and naps; because of a lack of air conditioner, the alleys became a place
for taking the sunbath in winter and enjoying the cool in summer. The material environment determined the
particular way of acts and cultural features of the alley Tives. The Tlives in the Tower Longtang lacked more
the so—called “privacy” than that in the “new village” or “community” full of apartments, therefore,
the relationship between family members would be easier to be exposed in the neighborhood. However, the
relationship in the neighborhood would be much closer since they were more familiar with each other and
shared more topics and chances to communicate.

While enjoying the photo book Shanghai Longtang: the funeral and wedding ceremonies, morning and evening



routines, dining, housework, laboring, games playing, and leisure enjoying; the kids in the afternoons, the olds
at dawns, the passers—by in hurries --- almost every picture can rouse our imagination, either a story or some
connection and feelings. The people encountered in the Longtang usually would look over each other from top
to toe. A light chat or earnest conversation would start at any moment, the topics of which varied, including
the weather, market information, the health of the elders or the school work of kids, the misfortune in jobs or
personal worries, as well as the affairs of state, or even the international politics. In the alleys, the mutual
acquaintance contributed a lot to the mutual profiting and benefiting in interpersonal communication: the
working couple would leave the kid at the next—door “granny’ s” ; the neighbors would bring the laundry
instead before the rain when you were out; if there was no seasoning left, it could be borrowed from the
neighbors at any time; you would share the delicious self—cooked wonton or dumplings with neighbors; in
case of an overnight visit from the nonnative relatives, you could lodge in the neighbor’ s; no matter what
happened, you could always get a helping hand from the neighbors---the constant mutual assistance not only
provided convenience in daily lives, what’ s more, it fostered strong bondship between people, just as an
old saying goes “an afar off relative is not as helpful as a near neighbor.” Thus, a close “community”
or “association” was formed. It was conceivable that in the cultural ecology of the alleys, there were
“meddlers” telling tales, “misers” fussing over trifles, “judgers” upholding justice, and “enthusiasts”
radiating Tove and care. They might be different persons, or a person playing different roles in different
situations. However, the dwellers in the alleys lived together, with conflicts and disputes at intervals, with
constant mutual caring and supporting. As a public space, the alleys actually constructed certain culture
ecology of interpersonal communication. It is a kind of life style which is far away from the modern “atomized
individualism” , but close to the traditional “communalism” .

Therefore, there are significant “warm color” hidden behind those black—and—white scenes; there are
innocent and touching smiles in hard days; there are friendly and warm eyes in hustle and bustle. Hu Yang
didn’ t avoid the severe reality of the alley Tives, but in his cool-headed observation, it is also filled with
tender affection, as if he is caressing the “bygone days” which are gradually fading away from our mind,
telling its worries and hardships, and resurrecting its joy and vitality. While back to the scenes of the “bygone
days” , even if the background is rough or even ramshackle, it can still arouse your fond memories, just
like meeting a long—lost childhood friend again. Sometime we cannot help but asking ourselves with a Tlittle
hesitation: haven’ t we lost nothing after saying goodbye to the “black—and—white” alley lives?

The alley is on the decline, although as physical space it remains in existence. With the wide and rapid

expanding of the commercial residential buildings during the recent 20 years, the “lower corner” alleys have



already been turned inot “villages in the city” . The community life style that it fostered is also under
threat of extinction. The life in “new village” and “residential community” constitutes a different type
of interpersonal relationship and leisure pattern. The “private space” of each family has more explicit
boundaries. The neighbors seldom know each other’ s name. They meet like strangers, passing by with a straight
face or a restrained “ritual greeting” . There are less familiarity, intimacy or trust in the neighborhood.
We Tive close together, but far apart in mind. The “neighbors” are only “near” to each other in physical
space, but is distant in mind and emotion. Perhaps, the “modern urbanites” are not destined to be Tlonely
and atomized individuals. In the age boomed with telephone, mobile phone, e—mail and internet, people possess
more diversified and novel communication approaches, so it is more possible for them to establish a network
of people according to their interest. The modern urbanites still have “community life” , but it differs a
lot from the traditional one: we neither store neighbors’ names in the address Tists of our mobile phones or
e—mails, nor invite them to our birthday parties, weddings, or weekend and holiday parties. The communication
in modern city no longer relies on the “alley” , such a fixed physical space. Instead, people are trying to
establish another “community” , the 1life in which is highly free, individualistic, fluid, and even “virtual” .
What do these changes really mean?

After reading the book, I find that Shanghai Longtang is not intent on glorifying the modernization of
the city, let alone romanticizing the traditional alley lives for the sake of nostalgia. It is neither “to
remember things past” , nor “to sculpt the time” , but to invite us to return to the scenes of the “bygone
days” , and inspire us to ponder on many thought—provoking questions: Is there any value to be treasured
in the traditional community 1ife? Is it natural and right for it to be replaced by the modern community?
At what point can the “city modernization” be regarded as social “progress” ? Is the word “progress”
qualified in measuring social change? What’ s the meaning of freedom in modern city? Will we fell lost in
the homogeneity because of the freedom we got? Is there any other possible style for city Tife? It might
be impossible for us to find any definite answer to these questions above in Hu Yang’ s works, while more

probablely is that we will be absorbed in deep thoughts.



— Ay DU /N

B Ik (LERFA S M)

WL ERT Z+/\F(19804F ~ 20074 )h et 8], | T XM LiEFE) BH &K, B4
URFENLARBANE, MECHREF R, HBRG, XBBEYETUXEBERRFRS
(. NTHER, ATHER, FHL; TUEBHE,X: NFHED ZHEBR WA, o
MR EALK: B REET; TUEBAYLE: BEFLHED R, AHKRRT —
NeFWEBFT R, T N\NEFRNRBAFEZRBCNE-—RESHRAENRFRELEK, RINE
BRLAEBEBENALE, ROBZFNLIFLXEFRENELTHFI N, E-HEXE, T2EH
SBAEHAEE—R, RITUTFE, B LR, E5HMEXTEXSHTEREN 2 LT
N, TRHINEHHUEZAFEMNEE, FERZ—M&H. T -—HEXERA, HHEFT KX
EARENEWH R WwRERERL K, BARMK T AMEN, FHEL, RINREXRA
Bk, WREBHE . TARFAYLL, BRttaRRetm, Hras, RINAR&®
RBXEBiEE, A E2TAER., M. TARFANNL X, TRLBE T HANEHY
EHARHE, XBEATHHEAZETHFEENREL, ¥RABRFAARRBLNRE, #EU0
FH WA E AT

RFEFANAF, ERIEEHIIHENAR, EREBENE -+ ANMFH. EHF, &
KYRRE—BENTER, MW—ERRFAEK? BTz, PMAH—LEEZ-HFZ
B ERZ, RIMNETUYN, IAAN—AEBRAE T HENE, BHELZL? RTRDERE A
MAFTHNEZTF, B—IA, FTEMEH KD, KHAXZRER, BEERE T EHARZ
bho FFHTH (AFTERH) AT N+ FFETHMA-ROEE, AR, £58HE
B, ERTHEXERTHHEAERECHE. GHARENKELERMN, T i et n
MHTEE. EEHEEE, AXFHEY, FEKEK, AOWEEEFRFITETLM@; &
ARBEE, AXgZHS, B HRRK, RIBWZIEXKHAXERH.

M LN TFERT — K, RELER (AAEY) 5 (LEFE) HE—L, A
RWEZELEERBEROER IR (—X) : FALXK=ZAFREZHRITHEfE, LERR THE



WEL, BLEROHBECLELFRRT——RBR—4., BEAGN(LEFE) , 2K
H—ABRE—KR. BILE. &F. FE. EAE. B, FAAFH. TERK. REE. HAL.
B, e, ML, ZER, ERA---TAEFHNET, 2N, BRN, THM. KK
W, EEWH, TEEN, NP BLHNEFE—R, RNTULE=EEF:

$—BHEF, —MNFEFERNREFHRET, ZTHFLERE-ADH, N0 EHE
BABME, BRBRAREN. RNEZETUFAXRZHIWER, REXAXHREFIT
HAUEEE DR E N, REXABFEFEORE, T2, XEEFXBERATLR? A
BHITEREH 4. R4, AEZHAELRBERNEE, BFEFNFE, TELAA
BREEH, TEAAN XM EIHAIRERNRELTE, EEENR, YEATLELEEFE
BAE—R, XRZOFLEE, OFLAFRFENT —NETF, CINHERTEFEMEL
il

FS_RER, EFEOEENFERE, RABE - DUHEHENTE R, NS,
WEEANESAMET R, FRYUFHER, XEEND? EFELEFEF, EE B LT
Rk, M2 T, FEEWEABARBEEFEFNRAET, EEWBRHT, MNFHRHE
AT H R GEMER, RBER, FERERAHX AT AT R, 0ikA IR EE
EF, MRLTRR, B4, XBEAFFHAE “ZEILE” hEkE, FTEREFEWN
NEH, AREFAGUNEH, BLA2ANTEERRENAREERIAN R, TEEE LHFE—
AN, EHR R ETE SR,

$-ZRERF, BR—RAAHEELREXZF, RT X, 200K TLEHRA £, BELR
7, XR—EBAANET., T2, BREBEHLENEAL, FFAEIAN—FERZL, BIIREK
FhE X MERAAHWRE K, BFPEH-BET, KNEFELLEF L4011, E
SAEMNE “ZEH , AERERNRARRATCHEE, EH-—NRATERXFEHE
FHEKkR? BREAAHAFEATNEZSH, RECRSAXMAGEELNAILTE-NEK
WAAN. RATEBRA, REERN—MXNESL, FETE-—IMASGL, XF T LEN
R4

EREEE R RS, ENZATUECNERE—R, F-—RBERFTFHRETF.
REGRWAE, BLEFZFE _BEAFTWEEGR, 0T -2 E LEHREHANE
B, EREGHATRIHUEFIF-BERTHER. FZBEFTNEATERRF 24



WBMH, THAEFRASE —REANXAERAEDIRET, WTHYEBIE _EEAFTH
PEEp, XA BERAMEAREREXZEEEF, RINWELTUTREELAZEY EZH, £3
BHEBYECEARNNTEET, (LEFE) ENGE-NATRNITEE, ER2LEAN
WERFEZTHA KN, HELEE-—MTHEORR. F—BEFBGH—NFE, LHEEA
ERBEEERMNENEZA, YHNEEAINE A, HLAACELI &5 EMFRRKRE
—#,

(RFTH) RAEALIOIFECALOE, WATHAEEF R, (—KR) FPHEK=ZTHE
ZW, REHL, BN, THERAFREE (RAE) EBN: “BWEFTHERRE
[ ARFTUAP A FT RNAT RAA, T EM, E(LEFE) B, T N\FHERBAREE
ZHHEANE, RAKNTEEZ-NMANTRNS, A —VHHFEE-—R, 2HFTk—
ARk, XERKRAXAERNHLEZ —,

H—ABHE, (LEFE) FLELEAREFR, RTHLH. TR, L2 8,
FEOAA, RNETURREANNA, CAEMHERE ENIETH - BEASHWEL, £
RUWAFETEEA LB, REWHHE, NFS-—LAEFENLERTRERNER, &
M, RERELRBEHAME, OFLFNERTRFE. F2AKR. TERA, MRAFE.
Mk AL IR E, RUHEI, RIBREALQTHEBLZEFEH, HLZHAN; HLEEE
W, MUERFEEN; BEEZFEN, FLUEREN. BRLTLRM. #7. BF. #E
EYWMT (BRhi) th (HliB=F) (BLIND CHANCE) B, FAAEEXE, HARAEXE
HEH| kYR, SEKENZATH, EAAGE=HRATENHE, FHELTHE KA
REAFHEREN I E, XR—AREUENE, (LBEFE) RAWERRAAERE. HERD
WERAWHERE: THEHSDPENRE, OEAFTARAE AR, Z TN/ TR+
B——X 3R L4 KA — 4,



Twenty—four hours in a lifetime

o1 By / Wang Xiaoyu (Cultural Criticism Institute of Tongji University)

Hu Yang spent 28 years on photographing Shanghai Longtang, or ongtang (from 1980 to 2007). The
thing that draws my attention is not the photos themselves but the way of the photographer presents
them.

Conventionally, the album can be divided into different chapters according to the time difference,
some were taken in the 1980s, some in the 1990s, some more recently; Or, they can by break into
different sections according to where the pictures are taken, from A street to B street, or C street.

The photographer can also choose different topics as the themes for the chapters, such as food,
clothing, housing and transportation. Or, he can divided these photos according to different people they
show, some are man, some are woman, some are elderly while some are young---

However, Hu groups together pictures to narrate events happening in onea day. We usually pay
attention to the contents of photos rather than the way of photos’ arrangement, yet a photo book
should be more than just a radom collection of pictures. It is the same with writing as writers produce
different works using the same thousands of words through arrangement. To a photo album, the way of
arrangement means the way of expression.

If classified by time, photos show a line structure like biography that we must read according
to historical chronicle; if by places, topics or people, it will be a block structure Tike information
collection that we must read as literature. But Hu arranges photos in term of events happening in 24
hours of a day. An unconventional approach, this method avoids confusion and broaden readers’ vision
and gives readers a big room for imagination.

Thousands upon thousands of Chinese characters are made up by dozens of strokes; While all English
words are consisted of 26 letters. The diversified world is a composition of only more than one hundred
elements. Then, how long does a man’ s life last? Generally speaking, human being’ s life—span Tlasts
less than one hundred years. Yet, it is not wrong if we consider all the people’ s longevity is only 24
hours. It certainly is. Except few abortive newly—born infants, everyone can’ t escape the 24 hours
daily life. In the Ulysses, James Joyce noted down one day’ s Tife in Dublin using hundreds of thousands
word. In Grecian fable, Ulysses returned to his own home after he had been vagrant for ten years and
had crusaded for ten years. The time units are changed rather than the length of time. In ancient times,
human beings are like plants caring the previous life and next life while in nowadays, human beings are

1ike clocks concerning how was yesterday and how will be tomorrow.



There is a long distance between Dublin and Shanghai and I have no intention to relate Ulysses with
Shanghai Longtang. What I think of is a short novel by Shanghai writer Chen Cun, A Whole Day.

The protagonist is still a young man who gets a job after he goes out of home in the morning,
however he returns home retired in the night—— the one day means his whole Tife. Hu Yang’ s Shangha
Longtang (longtang) also reflects this viewpoint. Cleaning chamber pots, taking a walk, basking under
the sunshine, mourning for lost relatives, reading, having snowball fights, vending cigarettes, getting
married, taking a shower, doing homework, selling watermelons, watching TV---All the details of life
evolves from morning to night. We may take a closer look at three pictures:

The first picture is a couple walking leisurely hand in hand in their night gowns. The wife carries
a chamber pot. It is common for us to see pictures about a walking couple, trying to show a certain
romance while see pictures about cleaning chamber pots intending to reflect hardships of Tlife.

However, what is this picture trying to say?

Hu is not trying to eulogize or blame, but he gives readers infinite imagination. The poetry of
daily life is not only embodied in the occasional roamnce, but also in the Tlife which this picture
reflects. The more important thing is that people will not associate this daily Tife with poetry, but
daily Tife is another name of poetry and they need no catalyze when switch to each other.

The second picture catches the moment when a newlywed bumps into a boy who is taking a leak in
the street while the couple are waiting for cars at the entrance an alleyway. They are amused by this
coincidence, so are their groomsman and matron of honor. Does it a hit—and—miss to meet a boy taking
a leak in the street? In fact, it is a common occurrence in the longtang. By comparison, wedding in the
Jongtang is special day out of our daily 1ife; therefore, the boy became a welcome intruder to this
event. It is a pity that the newlyweds are not irritated by the uncivilized behavior or cover their
noses habitually, but smile. Obviously, this picture can not be used to give publicity to “sanitation
movement” . No one will regard this scene as filthy or clean but as a small episode that spice daily
Tife.

The third photo showsis a suspended dog in mid air with all the body peeled off in addition to
the head. No doubt, it’ s a brutal picture. However, the smiling faces on the picture don’ t show the
watchers take it as a ruthless behavior for they have no idea about animal protection in the Western
world. Surely we won’ t aim to blame those children looking on the dog in the picture but we will
recognize them as victims and take the smiling adults as callous on—lookers. Nevertheless all the adults
grow up from such childhood. There is no butcher with sharp knife in the picture, which may means this
is hard to blame certain people. This brutality contains in this scene has become a culture and that

exists in everybody, which is where the brutality of daily life Ties.



Above is separate account for each picture, yet we can put them together in series. The couple
walking hand in hand and with a chamber pot in the first picture must have experience the wedding
scene in the second picture. Although they maybe not run into a boy taking a leak in the street, the
boy may witness calmly the scene happened in the third picture by any possibility. The people in the
third picture and the dog butcher out of the picture are likely to be the couple out of home with a
chamber pot in the first picture, or they have been a groomsman in the second picture. This kind of
serial reading is not restricted in the three pictures, but can use in all the pictures in the album and
even pictures not include in the album.

We are familiar with the details captured by Shanghai Alleyway, but these details produce a unique
result when they are compacted in 24 hours. Every picture is like a buoy and there are several dozens
of buoys scattering inside our vision. When we touch certain one casually, we will find it relates with
other ones by Tine.

The story in Ulysses happened on June 16th, 1904; however, it may happen in every day. The Zhang
San in the One Whole Day may be Li Si, Wang Wu or Zhao Liu, as rock—and—roll singer Zhang Chu sang
in Miss Zhao,” You don’ t need to guess her name, because you can call her Zhao Li, Zhao Xiaoli or
Zhao Lili.” It is the same with Shanghai Longtang. A1l events in pictures shot in 28 years happen in
24 hours. The nobodies could be different incardination of the same person. Everything is squeezed
together and the world becomes a jar, which is one character of our times.

As a photo album, Shanghai Alleyway will not refuse any way of appreciation. We can adopt
architectural perspective besides historical, literature, social or news perspective. Those photos prove
the theory of Jane Jacobs to some extent that although these streets which are chaotic and outdated
according to modern standard, they hold emotional ties with inhabitants from other point of, view.
Nevertheless, I would rather choose to read the album in series for daily life’ s attribution is not
poetry, not interest, and not cruelty, but an indiscernible merger of poetry, interest and cruelty.

We can’ t make clear what are regular, what are accidental, what are important, what are
inconsequential, what are clean, what are filthy. So it is natural not to eulogize, to condemn, to
rebuke or to praise. In the film Bland Chance which influences Run Rola, the leading actor has three
possibilities of catching the train, missing the train and bumping into railroad piquet and missing the
train. The three possibilities let him face three entirely different fates. The director tried to probe
into the power of chanciness. This is a kind of histrionic narrating and so is Shanghai Alleyway. It shows
most frequently happenings but least expressed daily life occurences: no matter how many accidents take

place, the daily life is still daily 1ife and 24 hours is still 24 hours——that is a life of a nobody.
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