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The panoramic map of downtown Hong Jiang printed in the 15" Year of the rule
of the Qing Dynasty’s Guangxu Emperor (1889). The map illustrates the structure
of the ancient Trading Town of Hong Jiang, with “seven chongs, eight alleys, and
nine streets.”
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Bao Kun

Hong Jiang: A Cultural Sample

Hong Jiang is located in Xiangxi at the confluence of the Yuan River and Wu River.
It first became a commercial hub during the Song Dynasty (960-1022) for five provinces,
Hunan, Yunnan, Guizhou, Guangxi and Hubei. In the Ming and Qing Dynasties (1368-
1911), it flourished and became one of the most important trading towns in southwestern
China, a place where “business people all gathered, goods and wealth poured in like
through spokes to a hub, houses were crowded like fish scales, and sails and masts were like
clouds building up,” to quote a historical document. Because transportation infrastructure
was still underdeveloped, water transportation dominated at the time because the well-
connected river system could handle a large volume of goods. Therefore, the major rivers
were like expressways and national routes which transported many commercial goods. This
network of rivers was the main “road,” connected by ports of various sizes that functioned
as the starting and ending points and also as hubs. This was especially true in large and
important production areas like Hong Jiang. China’s modern economy began to emerge
towards the end of the Qing Dynasty. In the beginning of the Republic of China (the early
1910s, which followed the Qing Dynasty), Hong Jiang reached its peak as a port city and
was crowded with storehouses, businesses, banks, Qinglou (entertainment houses), and
restaurants (which usually sold alcohol). It was called Xiangxi’s “Little Nanjing.” More
recently Phoenix, an old town in Xiangxi, received widespread attention in China and
abroad because of the novel Bian Cheng ('The Bordering City) by Shen Congwen (a famous
Chinese writer); and in the 1980s, director Ling Zifeng made a film based on Bian Cheng,



which increased the city’s fame. Most people think that Phoenix was the city in Xiangxi that
flourished the most during the Republic of China; in fact, at the time the most prominent
town was Hong Jiang. The true historical importance of Hong Jiang has been overshadowed
by Phoenix due in part to Shen Congwen’s novel. We have to acknowledge the magic power
exerted by modern media.

In modern times, the traditional mode of waterway has been overtaken by highways
and railways, and now plays a supporting role in modern transportation system. This shift
has meant that many port towns, which once flourished, are now forgotten by history, as
they are now bypassed in the new transportation system. Abandoned, this former “fortune
land” has become backward, attracting few to the region. Hong Jiang has been caught in
the historical trend of dramatic changes. Its glory is fast fading under the unyielding march
of modernization, just as in a show where, when the play ends, the moving lights and
overflowing colors are turned off, the curtains slowly closes, the music stops and the crowd
disappears, leaving just an empty theatre in lonely silence. Merciless history, filled with
unpredictable ups and downs, is like a mobile theatre: after the audience leaves, only those
who manage the theatre stay, lingering over the glorious moments that have disappeared.
Forgotten by the world, they guard the declined glory of the abandoned theatre with little
hope.

As time passes by, Hong Jiang’s former status as commercial hub has been completely
forgotten amidst the ever-quickening pace of modernization. It is just the name of an
obscure little town on the map of an immense China. As time continues to pass, it has been
completely overshadowed by its neighboring city Huaihua, which has prospered because it
boasts a new train station; Hong Jiang has ever since fallen under Huaihua’s administration.
Modernization has reshaped the regional landscapes of prosperity through the creation
of new transportation hubs, but has also left Hong Jiang’s rich culture intact. Hong Jiang
gets no more attention. Its merchants left, along with the prosperity, and its time seems to
have stopped at the time of more than half of a century ago. Hong Jiang’s clamor is replaced
by a calmness, without any “sails and masts gathering like clouds,” and the Yuan River
once again flows quietly as it did thousands of years ago, with only the fishermen and the
ferry boats commuting between the two sides and offering a hint of human liveliness. The
banking houses that used to host business deals are now residencies for the ordinary people

in Hong Jiang and the smoke of firewood stoves and the clamor of children playing in the
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streets and alleys form the basic life norm. Due to prolonged neglect by modern capital,
the town mostly looks as it did over one hundred years ago. Though the post-1949 socialist
modernization touched Hong Jiang, the impact was limited, creating no real changes to
Hong Jiang’s infrastructure and the old lifestyle. Many residents still live in the centuries
old Yinzi Houses, which were built into the side of a mountain. This stands in stark contrast
to newly modernized cities of tall buildings and clogged streets. Hong Jiang can thus be
thought of as an “archaeological” site for studying traditional culture.

Photographer Ouyang Xingkai has spent the last few years photographing Hong Jiang
through his cultural observational viewpoint. He has recorded the architecture, people
and a way of life that have fortuitously survived to this day. His photographs are neither
simple documentation nor those photo illustrations that are currently popular in glamorous
media reporting, but rather his impression of the town and its people through a warm and
peaceful observation. Through his lens, he carefully observes this “archaeological” sample,
with exquisite attention to the details that truly capture the local history and culture,
the relationship between space and people, and those objects that speak to Hong Jiang’s
unique history. His photographs depict the roads that wind through this little town, a
stove in a household, a door, a water tank for fire prevention, home-cured meat hanging
on a door or in windows. Ouyang Xingkai captures not only the environment in which
the Hong Jiang people live, but also the various facets of life in this little town in Xiangxi.
Time has stood still, with children, young couples and the elderly harmoniously integrated
with this environment. They have maintained such cultural customs as festival ritual
offerings, wedding ceremonies and funeral rites, and congenial bonds among neighbors.
These attributes all stand in sharp contrast to modern cities, which appear open but are
in fact closed. In Ouyang Xingkai's photos, Hong Jiang is full of ordinary living aspects
in this world. We sense that Ouyang’s photography is his way of retracing his childhood
experiences and reliving those emotions that have long been driven out by modern life.
In fact, Ouyang has also expressed his subconscious evaluation of the true essence of life
with a sigh. So helpless and desperate in the “rolling red dust” (the clamorous worldly life)
of modernization, sooner or later, the ancient town of Hong Jiang, a currently neglected
“island”, will be submerged by the modern concrete “forests” around it.

Photographing a region that retains historical and cultural elements is popular, but

it is difficult indeed to use photography to accurately capture the essence of history and



reality. Most photographers take advantage of the convenience of modern technology to
create some snapshots of objects, only glancing over the surface of life that appeals to the
public, instead of patiently observing those details that reflect the essential attributes of
life, such as people’s expressions and interactions, and the results often tend to be rushed,
rough, and even “rude.” This attitude inevitably produces superficial and rigid photographs.
Ouyang Xingkai himself experienced this during his years of photographing in Hong
Jiang, but through trial and error, and with persistence, he gained valuable experience that
would set his photographs apart from others. In his years of interacting with Hong Jiang, he
gradually understood the town’s life so that he has captured the profound subtlety of this
small town. Now the residents there are all acquainted with him and no longer feel awkward
or offended by his camera. The distance between subject and photographer thus bridged,
Ouyang Xingkai was able to enter their lives without intrusion, hence creating more room
to observe. He prefers smooth and peaceful photographing executed with a steady level shot
to record everything about Hong Jiang, thus avoiding the “rude” tendency in photography.
Through Ouyang Xingkai’s lens we see Hong Jiang as a town with an important historical
legacy and its people as a solemn and dignified group.

Regardless of whether or not the ancient Trading Town of Hong Jiang is protected,
today’s Hong Jiang and its people will become history. Modern technology may be able to
preserve the look of the old architecture, but it cannot preserve the people’s expressions and
lifestyle. As today’s Hong Jiang marches towards the future, further and further, Ouyang
Xingkai’s photographic records of Hong Jiang will certainly become significant material
for future generations to understand Xiangxi's history. His photographs of Hong Jiang are

historical records, indeed.

Bao Kun, born in 1953, photographer,

visual culture critic, and curator.

16



