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A Word about “Commmon Scenes with Local Features in China”

If it is the first time for you to set foot on Chinese soil and if you do not want to stop at just seeing the things that strike the eye, | present you with this
serial photo albums which might be of help to you for a deeper understanding of the life of the Chinese. A look at the photos of this serial and you will notice
the marked difference of natural environment and regional culture between the south and the north, the comparison of the two metropolitan cities and the
two vast rural aréas, the life pattern of the people which has been in existence for hundreds, even thousands, of years. In a word, you will have some idea
about the unique culture of everyday life of the Chinese people.

Human being is an animal of the environment. The kind of life human beings lead is invariably constrained by the environment. Natural geographical
condition and the level of social development have decisive impact on the environment of people’s life.

Geographically, the south and the north of China are divided by the Qin Mountain Range and the Huaihe River. As a result of the difference in average
annual rainfall, loess stretches as far as the eye can see in the north while watery green exists everywhere in the south. Much difference can be detected in
pronunciation, religious belief, house style and customs in life among people living in the south and in the north. For instance, the rural area in the south is
crisscrossed/with rivers and tributaries and dotted with lakes and ports so the major means of transportation are boats and ships. The rural area in the north,
on the contrary, is a huge expanse of dry loess, therefore, horse -€arts become the chief meaos of transportation. The legendary dragon king which is
supposed to be able to stir water and bring rainfall is loved by the northerners but feared by the southerners.

Compared with the long history which runs unbroken for thousands of years, China’s social productive force develops at a very slow pace. In the rural
areas which make up about 90% of China’s territory, farm tools and mode of production remain generally primitive and backward. The life style of the people

on the whole, is still very traditional. In Shanghai and Beijing, the two metropolitan cities typical of the south and the north, “alleys”(“longtang”) and
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“hotongs”, the traditional forms of residence, take up the central parts of the two cities respectively. In the “alleys” and “hotongs” live millions of people.
Thus “alleys” and “hutongs” become the major component respectively of these two cities.

The difference between Shanghai’s alleys and Beijing’s hutongs lies in that hutong has a history of over seven hundred years. “Siheyuan”, a compound
with houses built around a courtyard, is the traditional architectural form of residential houses in China proper. The size, the complexity and elaboration of
the buildings, the feature of the architecture, have much to do with feudal hierarchy and patriarchal clan system. The ownership and right of use of the house
are unified and there is an absence of the characteristic of commodity. The formation and development of Shanghai’s alleys, however, occurred mainly after
the Opium War when the Shanghai area was opened to the outside world and Western concessions emerged. The appearance of alleys can be said to be a
result of the rapid development of commodity economy. Many of the building structures in the alleys carry the features of modern European residential
construction. Ownership and right of use are separated. So, alleys are a kind of standardized, commercialized modern city residential community suitable for
the habitation of core families. The life style of the people living in alleys is traditionally different from that of people living in hutongs. After the Opium War,
an element of Western culture was added to this kind of life style.

The name | give to this serial photo albums is “Common scenes with Local Features in China”. This serial consists of four albums with the names
respectively of “Alleys is Shanghai”, “Water Regions in the South”, “Hutongs in Beijing” and “Cave Dwellings in the North”, based on scenes in the two
metropolitan cities in the south and the north of China and the rural areas in these two parts of China.

If your understanding of China is furthered after looking through these albums, | would feel | have achieved my purpose.

Xu Yong
May 29,1992
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Water Regions in Jiangnan (in the South)

The geographical concept of Jiangnan (meaning south of the Yangtze River) in China began with the period of the Three Kingdoms. It was originally a
general term referring to the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River under the reign of the Kingdom of Wu. With the vicissitudes of history, the area
this term refers to narrows down to the southern part of the lower reaches of the Yangtze River, namely, the present southern part of Jiangsu Province, the
Hangzhou-Jiaxing-Huzhou plain and the eastern part of Zhejiang Province.

China’s topography displays a gradual declination from the northwest to the southeast. The further east and south, the more tributaries of rivers, thus
forming numerous areas interlaced with networks of waterways. Jiangnan is located at the Yangtze Delta, the Lake Tai basin and on the two sides of the
Qiantang River and the Hangzhou Bay. In this region, not only is the countryside interwoven with rivers and tributaries, but cities like Suzhou, Shaoxing are
also crisscrossed with a web of waterways, with “families resting with heads pillowed on the river”, as the line of a Chinese poem goes Hence the most
famous water regions in China.

Jiangnan owes its name of water regions not only to the numerous rivers, lakes and tributaries but also to the heavy rainfall since the region is in the
coastal area of the subtropical zone with warm and humid climate. In the four seasons of a year, there is continuous drizzle in spring, whistling and pattering
rain in autumn, and in early summer, there is nearly a month of intermitten plum drizzle. As is described by the late Tang poet Du Mu, “of the four hundred
and eighty temples in the south, how many towers and balconies are wrapped in sheets of misty rain.”

Richly endowed by nature in geographical location and natural conditions, Jiangnan, for hundreds of years, has been the most prosperous region
economically and culturally in China. With its fertile land, rich production, lovely scenery and large number of talented people, this region is a combination of
“land of fish and rice” and “state of silk and brocade” and is the locality of the saying “high above there is paradise in heaven, down on the earth there are
Suzhou and Hangzhou.” So the term Jiangnan in Chinese is also synonymous with a wonderful place.

“ Those living on a mountain live off the mountain, those living near the water live off the water--make use of local resources.” Here, everything, from
production to everyday life, from architecture to custom, is connected with water.

In the vast countryside of Jiangnan lie tract on tract of paddy fields. The peasants plant rice, twice a year. On the eve of planting, there is the scene of
“ridges of the fields straight as line, reflection of light on the water surface not uniform”. From transplanting rice seedlings to the ripening of the rice, the
splendour of colour changes every few days. “Green ripples and spring waves fill the slopes, the well-grown rice stretches far into the clouds”. In rainy days,
peasants, working in the fields or by the banks, wear large bamboo hats and straw rain capes, presenting a scene well described in the lines of a Tang
poem:“With green bamboo hats and straw rain capes, one does not have to rush home in blowing wind and slanting rain”. Rivers and tributaries available
everywhere provide conveniences for irrigation. In early years, wooden square-pallet china pumps were used with buffalo pulling the wheel or human
treading the pallet to lift water over into the fields. Now they have been replaced by water pumps. Rich in rice, the people there not only regard rice as their
staple food but use rice flour to make cakes, rolls and light refreshments. This kind of rice flour also has the characteristic of the water region. It is not ground
dry but by adding water while grinding. Hence the name “finely ground rice flour”. The soil and climate in this region are advantageous to the growth of
bamboo. Around villages and by houses are seen lush foliage of groves of bamboo. In the hilly areas of Jiangnan mao bamboo is abundant. Many
production tools and daily utensils, such as large basket, carrying pole and mat in farming, mat sail and punt-pole on the boat, bamboo basket, bamboo chair
, bamboo couch and bamboo cupboard in everyday use are all made of mao bamboo. As to fishing and aquatic product raising, it is easy to visualize and

sa



-e

needs no elaboration.

Rivers are teeming with boats. Boats constitute the primary means of transportation in this water region, even when highways are available and bicycles
are very common in families. A large amount of goods still have to rely on boats for transportation. For visiting friends, weddings, funerals and marriages,
people also greatly rely on boats. Even in mobile sales, people also use boats instead of trucks and berthing the boat by the river bank, they start selling
goods directly from the boat.

“Blue water circles round the house.” Rivers are the lifeline of transportation in the water regions, and also the main source of water for daily use.
Villages and towns, therefore, are mostly located by rivers. Houses of the residents and shops are also built along river bank. Usually, the river flows behind
the street or streets line the river banks, facing each other across the river. So it is a common scene that neighbors. chat across the river. River ports become
important places in the life of the people. Apart from berthing boats, they are places for washing clothes, rice, vegetable and even for taking baths and
fetching water for household use. Hence the center for meeting people, conversation and spreading information.

Each river has bridges. Because of much rain and dampness, the bridges in Jiangnan water regions are mostly built of stone, with few wooden bridges.
The pattern and structure of the bridges are designed with an eye on the convenience of the sailing of boats, not the movement of vehicles. Therefore, most
are arch bridges, curving high above the water. Even bridges supported by piers rise high above the banks, with flights of stone steps leading to the bridge.
Pedestrians have to walk up and down the flights of steps in order to cross the river through the bridge. Similarly, the streets in villages and therefore are
paved with slated or cobble stones. In recent years, cement has been used for newly-built roads and bridges.

The traditional house in Jiangnan is mainly a one-storeyed building. In some places, the dominant pattern is houses with two or more storeys. The
houses are mostly built with black tiles and white walls. Looking at a village from afar, you will find ths shape of the house brought out clearly by the black
and white colour. The old houses are all of wood and brick structure. The front walls of some are entirely built with wooden boards. After standing the wind
and rain of a century, they cannot help appearing dilapidated. Some, therefore, have been pulled down and new houses rose in their places. Recently, with
the improvement of the living standard of the people, many new houses have been built. The newly-built houses break away from the traditional pattern,
having balconies added and windows on four sides, with the exterior looking very much like buildings in modern cities.

After the implementation of the policy of reform and opening to the outside world, production in the Jiangnan water regions has increased rapidly.
Family income has been rising and people are becoming better-off.

As early as the 1960s, electricity had come to most of the places in Jiangnan. But at that time, apart from being the motive power in production,
electricity was only used for lights in the evenings. Entering the 1980s, with life becoming more prosperous, more and more families have come to poOssess
electric appliances, from electric fan, tape recorder to televison set and even refrigerator. Today, in_ a summer night, you will often find families in the water
regions moving their TV sets to the outdoors, enjoying the cool while watching TV. Young children no longer spend their nights gazing at the sky while
listening to grandmas telling them the story of the cowherd and the girl ewaver. Some young people put the recorder in a small lane and start disco dancing.

~ The water regions of Jiangnan in today’s China are undergoing great changes. Some old things and old scenes have disappeared or are in the process of
fading out. Some new things have begun to penetrate into and change the traditional life style. Lo Li
- uLin

February. 1992
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