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FOREWORD

Foreword

Dear little wise girl "’

Who could ever imagine, when I came to Tongji University in
Shanghai in 1981, that 20 years later I would be writing a foreword
for your new book “15 years in Germany”, soon to be published in
China? However this is only a letter addressed to Xiao Hui, be-
cause writing a foreword about your life means writing a complete
book.

When 1 first entered the auditorium of Tongji University in
Shanghai many years ago, I had the impression-of a blue veil lying
across hundreds of seats, which contained faces staring at me. For
me the Europeans all looked the same, except for the jackets, all
wearing blue jeans. However I recognized 3 smiling faces out of
the huge group of students. This was rare in shanghai. Even in the
streets laughter was without joy, different to the laughter in Hong
Kong. At that time there was nothing really to laugh about anyway.
But the 3 students in the front seats smiled because they under-
stood German and I always looked over to them in order to see
whether Jiang, a very good translator, was doing his job properly.
In the middle, between the male students Yu Lin and Chen Yubo,
was a girl dressed in a white check blouse called Wang Xiao Hui.

I was used to questions during lectures, and open discussion
with the students afterwards. At that time, as far as 1 can re-

member, there was a certain ritual of avoiding direct contact be-

" tween the students and a professor from abroad, but due to the fact

tfigt my wife Nina was sitting among the students, a contact was
established by writing small paper notes which we would give each

other" secretly. Otherwise we would not have met each other in
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Jing-Jang Hotel, nor ever have learnt from you, Lin and Yubo,
about your thoughts, questions and plans. We wanted to know a
lot, and we walked through the big city on our own, and we dis-
covered the Lilong quarter, which would undergo a fascinating
transformation from an old area full of courtyards and little streets
into a modern quarter of the highest efficiency. Was it possible
that no one took any notice of this?

It was just a few years after the cultural revolution, and the
trial of the Gang of Four was not yet over, but everyone could
sense that something beneath the earth was moving, breaking up
and moving towards the light. And it was required to what would
not withstand the wrongly understood new movement “When you
come to Shanghai next time, everything will be replaced by new
buildings” apologized the chief planner of the city. The future was
already beginning as the JCB digger began its work. We tried to
fill you with enthusiasm for a different future for the city, but we
realized that we would have no chance against the power of money.
Who would have thought that one-day we would make an archi-
tectural book about it together?

In the meantime, you and Yu-Lin became a married couple,
and five years later both of you came to my university in Darm-
stadt. How many phone calls, contracts and ways to minimize
bureaucracy were necessary to bring you over to Germany! But
once you were here we asked you to tell us everything.

China had made a big step forward and, in Shanghai, tall
buildings were springing up out of the ground like bamboo in May.
Entire old quarters had been demolished to create space to give the
city a new face, which was the same as other centers in the world.
Who could imagine that it would happen so quickly?

At that time you had already been granted a position as a -
lecturer at the academy for architecture in Munich, and L}'{l
worked on his thesis at the university. When both of you came to

us on Nina ’s birthday, we were puzzled to learn that you had al-



FOREWORD

ready begun to stray away from your profession as an architect.
That was on February 5 1991. We could not have conceived that
we would never see Yu-Lin again.

In China we learnt to admire the way people managed to live
with great suffering. In the past, the older generation had to bear
patiently personal humiliation, intellectual depression and the loss
of their existence, but they never lost their digpity. The young
generation could also handle their fate, as you have proved to us.
Even as a child you did not enjoy a comfortable life, and you were
already touched by misery and abstinence. However, you have
taken your fate into your own hands and turned it into a subject for
creativity. The person of the “little wise girl” has become a “brave
woman” .

The German saying goes make a virtue of necessity” and
nobody thinks about it very deeply, but behind it lies a deeper idea
that the quality of life and culture always declines as wealth in-
crease. But how can you explain that to people who have lived for
decades with deep distress and intellectual repression? You have to
become wealthy before you realize what you don ’t need. It is not
my task to praise your work. It speaks for itself. But your movie
“Broken Moon” was for me the key to understanding your work.
Have you seen the masterpieces of expressionistic films; have you
ever seen the experimental movies of Jean Cocteau; or the fabulous
scenes in the Japanese movie Rashomon? Your film looked to me
as though you had created it from scratch.

From that time on, it seemed the only thing that existed for
you was work. Was it a way of escaping? I don ’t think so. It
sounded reasonable to me when you said you found your joy in your
work. You don ’t know the Old Testament of the bible, where the
preacher Salmon came to the conclusion “there is nothing better
than a human being happy with his work, because this is his sal-
vation” . It is not Lao Tse saying it, but big prophets live next to

each other.
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You are asking where your roots are; where do you belong;
where is your home as a traveller between East and West? One of
the most famous lyric poets of the 19th century, Heinrich Heine,
who lived most of his time in Paris, asked the same question, but
he created a “portable home” for himself, an ideal place he could

always carry around with him.

When I look at your pictures, or when I read your beautiful
words, I am aware that you have to search for your home every-
where but you will never find it, except within yourself. You are
your own home base and you have to establish that for yourself.

Now you have become famous, and many might use you to
confirm their own images-they want to see you as the transformer
between the cultures of Asia and Europe. Some people mix cul-
tures like putting together different type of wines, with the result
that each wine spoils the other. However, it is our task to make
the world smaller than it already is; do we want the multicultural
cocktail, tasting the same everywhere? Bridges from nation to na-
tion. Yes, it is good to understand each other if it serves peace.
But it is more important to respect the other side. Don ’t let us
forget our astonishment about what other people create, without
always making uncritical comments or copying it. Culture has to be
discovered all the time continuously and this is not possible without
risk.

In your country, culture is in a “deep sleep” but it still lives
because it is nourished by tradition. Throughout history, the run-
ning of the country has been dominated by Confucian ideas, and
rules and regulations from the past are still alive in the present. 1
am sure that in China a new culture can be created without looking
to the Western world, and without being based on Ying Yang
principles. I admire you because you can help to work on this.
Germany is in the process of leaving its own cultural base, but you
only realise this when it has truly disappeared. It is the slackening

culture of a nation which has broken its links with tradition, and

I
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has no values for the future except targets for consumption.
Watching TV, you will always find signs saying, “I want more! ”
There is all kinds of controversy about freedom and regulation
without ever seeing them as a pair. There is a regulation in free-
dom and vice versa. You can choose which way you want to go;
they don ’t exclude each other. I discover both principles combined
in your photographic work: the free way of looking at a subject,
combined with the discipline in the way it is presented.

Who could imagine that you stored hundreds of photos without
ever having seeing them. It reminds me of a visit I made to the
well known philosopher Ernst Bloch, when I was a young archi-
tect; I came into his flat and discovered that all the walls were
covered with books all the way up to the ceiling. “Did you read all
these books?” I asked, quite impressed. “What a stupid question”
he replied, rather rudely, “Certainly not”. He was preserving the
creation of the world in millions of pages, while you maintain your
world in little pictures. The moment of freezing it with your cam-
era, and preserving it, has been important for you, but there will
be a day, Xiao Hui, when you will walk in this world.

Who could have imagined that from a talented architect could
spring forth a famous photographer? I have never heard of this
happening before. However, I always ask this question: surely you
are an architect? There is hardly any kind of study which combines
so many areas, and subjects, and obviously incompatible topics.

By drawing we learn to see; through the history of architec-
ture we learn to understand; mathematics and statistics help us
learn to think; construction shows us how to work with different
materials; though outline and design we understand complexity.
But a university education serves itself, the study is not for the
profession. You take photos, you make movies, you organize ex-
hibitions, you write books, you hold talks and much more besides.
And all of it is architecture-it is only a question of what you make

out of it.
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Dear “little wise girl” there is more to say but then I would
have to make a book of it. And this is your book. Don ’t run away
from yourself, allow yourself more time to rest, and for leisure,
and for the next book. I ’m looking forward to it with great plea-
sure.

Your Lao-shi (lao-shi is the Chinese for professor) Max*?-

* 1 “Little wise girl” is the professor ’s nickname for me
because my name, Xiao Hui, in Chinese mean “little” and
“wisdom”.

* 2 Max Baecher, Architect, Professor emeritus for Design
at Darmstadt University and Yu Lin’s PHD tutor. Many of his
buildings had been awarded prices, four of them are even under
preservation as historical monuments. Various cities as Stuttgart,
Berlin, Dresden called him as planning advisor. In Salzburg he
was president of the Urban Design Commitee until 2003. He has
an international reputation as a juror and is also well known for his

critical essays.
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