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Dvir Bar-Gal
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From the hot summer of 2001 through the cold winters that followed. Dvir Bar-Gal has lived
and worked in Shanghai. Bar-Gal continuously documented various historical and contemporary
aspects of his new home as it transformed in the first decade of the 21st Century

Born in Haifa, Isracl. Shanghai’s twin city. Bar-Gal graduated from Tel-Aviv University’s Film
and Television & Interdisciplinary Art program. In the years prior to his arrival in Shanghai. he

worked as a cameraman and a director of television short documentaries. At the same time he

continued to pursue his passion for still photography and photojournalism. His photographic
works were featured in a number of exhibitions and were also published in books and magazines
worldwide. Bar-Gal’s first book. Sea Spirit, was published in Isracl in 1998, In 2003 Bar-Gal
opened ARTSEA, the first Photography gallery in Shanghai’s M50 art hub presenting the works
of emerging photographers in Shanghai. Bar-Gal's second book. For the Benefit of People, was
published in Shanghai in 2010. Shanghai Jew is Bar-Gal’s third photography book

dbargal@hotmail.com shanghaijews@hotmail.com
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Life is elsewhere

Dvir Bal-Gal

Only 12 years have passed since | first came to Shanghai, but sometimes it seems as if it had been an entire lifetime.
I've seen so many changes and transformations take place around me, learned so many things, and yet still walk

around the city's streets in a constant state of bewilderment and amazement.

| continue to marvel at Shanghai's mushrooming new towers and old distinctive lane-houses. | watch with awe as
the rush-hour buzz of corporate people race to their offices, while the sleepy pace of people in the streets of the laid-
back neighborhoods are just blocks away. | pass by people dressed in designer suits and fashionable dresses followed

by others wearing pajamas.

The growing numbers of Ferraris on the roads does not seem to hinder the endless stream of bicycles. Shanghai
celebrates in glamour even while spotted with grime. It is a place where the old world meets the pinnacle of
modernity; where ‘the haves’ of China meet daily with ‘the have-nots’ Capitalism and communism live here together
in harmony. It is a place where eastern culture flirts with the west and where westerners come to seek the promises

of the east, a place where change sometimes seems to be the only constant.

When | first arrived in Shanghai, a western photographer looking for something completely different than what [
grew accustomed to, [ was naturally aiming to catch the exotic romanticized Chinese imagery that one expects to see

in China. I was somewhat letdown.

In 2001, Shanghai was a long way from being the colorful Oriental Asia I had imagined. The spectrum of colors the
city offered was limited to a monochromatic palette. The weather, the pollution, the dust from construction sites
and the attempts to unify the people, had created a gray megalopolis. Only one color always stood out and presented

itself in various objects of daily life - “China’s Red".

In 2003 that color gave birth to my first exhibition in Shanghai: a series of duotone photographs titled “"REDLAND”,

black and white captures containing stand out red elements.
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With time, | found myself increasingly fascinated by the endless ironies and cynicism Shanghai offered to the trained
eye of a resident. Art was everywhere, in symbolic visuals sprinkled throughout the street scenes of daily life.

These ironies and symbols offer a multi-layered understanding and interpretation of Shanghai. They are the binding
glue needed to hold together such diversity and contrast. These cynical icons and paradoxes became, for me, the

unique soul of the city that I had to capture.

| found great beauty in Shanghai’s signature décor, the clothes that hang out in public to dry in the streets. As the
years of the first decade of the 21st century progressed, the life of the city became more diverse and frantic. The

clothing hanging outdoors became more and more colorful and so did the people.

To my fortune, life in Shanghai allows me to professionally combine two of my passions — photography and traveling.
My personal style is documentary: | tend to observe and reflect the reality instead of staging a scene. Almost
naturally I am attracted more by the historical parts of town. As a result, the greater volume of my work captures
the older elements of life in the city, elements that are quickly disappearing from sight. However, these old-world
elements | shoot are not random. They are somewhat of a cynical wink to present day life as well an appeal to

Shanghai and China to be careful not to lose its unique identity while discovering its future.

Back in 1997, on the eve of its handover to China, I attended a party in Hong Kong. | knew very little about China
at that time, and was very surprised when a Chinese gentleman with whom | was having a conversation told me
that the Chinese and the Jews are very much alike. His words stuck to my mind, and when 1 finally moved to China |

quickly realized what he meant and how deeply tied together our cultures really are.

Not only do we share many common traits and values. We were also bound by fate. Shanghai, I learned, was once
home to the Far East’s largest Jewish community - and has provided shelter to many Jewish refugees during World

War 1. It was an incredible story that many in my homeland, Israel, never heard.

The more | looked around me, the more traces of Jewish life I found. Historical buildings built by the first wave of
Jewish immigrants to the city, in the end of the 19th century; Beautiful synagogues; A crumbling former ghetto;
and dozens of tombstones bearing Hebrew inscriptions, remnants of the city’s many Jewish cemeteries, that were
previously thought to have been forever lost. | took it upon myself to learn as much as possible about Shanghai’s
Jewish past, and to uncover as many of its forgotten chapters. This personal quest, quite naturally, has found its way

into my artistic work as well.



BHRAAALENRERERRENE, HEEENEFPE, BENRETREEM AT HNAR,
BEKE, LEMedNEERRRNT. B REENhA, EIHEME, 0 KILMEEN
SIS B A T - IBREAA T HKX, BF T - BREERERNERS, ERRKAMANG T,
BRRREFRALONRENEHELIERE—HRFREENS,

s Emth A —#, TOXMNBHOREHA SN, ERMEKRIARLNEN, REFRAEFELT.
RELBARAAENZEITERT, TRERFPRR, 2ERPERNTEMAFHNERMEN. fmot
B, B EESHBIEALEN BN LMBES SRR M ERRPXEMNER, b
EBREBAEMEILAAN, LAAXZWEZE BN,

XE—FPEHRNERE, BAEGHAMSNIEANRAATETBXELE, BTHAREHZ EMNEHE
YEE—NEFRKNEEEA, MEARBOERRR—PENFE, XIABERCRORELAAL
g RO A TR,

RIEAEXFIEMRESE, MAAEXERTRERZVRI, —E MKk, )= BN EWLE A%
ESER, BEE, HNZENAESHEERYL, haFlkBZNRARAAXETEEE, F1hE
AEE. FihREA—RITHE, INHNHAEARBEETRN.



Special attention in this book is therefore given to daily life in Shanghai's Hongkou district - once the home of
thousands of Jewish refugees who fled the horrors of Nazi Germany and found refuge here. At the same time, back in

Europe, more than 6 million Jews were systematically and brutally murdered.

My interest and research into the historical settlement of Jews in Shanghai frequently takes me to this neighborhood,
where many of the residents have become my friends. By way of coincidence, Shanghai is a sister city with the Israeli
city of Haifa, where I was born. Yet this is not all - Hongkou district itself recently became a twin-district with Haifa’s
coastal suburban town of Kiryat Haim, which is practically the place | grew-up, my home town. It is no wonder that |

feel comfortable walking and documenting its beautiful old streets and lanes.

Hongkou, like the rest of Shanghai, is rapidly changing. But in this race for modernity, there is also a lot to lose.
Many Shanghainese say that much more thought needs to be given to preservation, not only of buildings — but of
the traditional values they reflect. I, on my side, have been trying to preserve these values in many different ways
- through art and through research into the city's unique past. How Shanghai touched the Jews, and how the Jews

influenced it.

It is a very special bond, and [ think more Chinese and Jewish people need to know and learn about it. Mutual respect
based on a common history is a good foundation for a good future, and the publication of this book - in which the
documentation of Jewish life in Shanghai's past and present features dominantly - is a good start.

Anti-Semitism never existed in China, Jews were always welcome here, and our belief in similar values has brought
us closer together throughout history. | believe this friendship can only grow bigger, and that more and more Jewish
people will come to China in the future to live, trade and work together with the Chinese. It is for the mutual benefit

of all of us.
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As a TV-journalist and photographer, | have travelled extensively throughout the world. But it was only in 1996 that
| first came to Asia. | arrived in Hong Kong to report on the city’s Jewish community’s preparations for one of the

most important events of the century - its handover to China. I interviewed many people, took in the sights and the

sounds, and departed knowing [ must come back the next year to see the change with my own eyes.

And I returned. It was the eve of the handover, and | was busy taking videos and photographs of the
celebrations. At the end of the day, while winding down at a party, a Chinese gentleman | was chatting with
suddenly made an observation that caught me by surprise. The Jews and the Chinese, he said, are similar in
many ways. They share the same values. Both are hardworking, business oriented, family centered people who
put a lot of emphasis on education. His words penetrated deep. I felt, immediately, that | had to learn more

about Chinese culture.
And so I departed back to Israel, knowing it's only a matter of time before I return again.

Three years later, at the turn of a new century, | decided to take a year off from the TV station [ was working for and
headed back to China. Beijing, Shanghai, Hangzhou, Suzhou, Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Kaifeng, Xi'an, Harbin and Guilin
- my journeys took me different places in this huge country, and yet | couldn’t get enough of it. With very few I[sraeli
journalists reporting from China, | was in uncharted territory: so many places, so many people, and so many stories
to tell. [ fell for China - and especially for Shanghai, a city where [ discovered an untold story so incredible [ realized |

had to stay and learn about it as much as [ can.

Digging into Shanghai's past made me connect very strongly to its present. For foreigners coming from the west,
especially from small countries like mine, Shanghai is very unusual because it is undergoing tremendous changes.
Huge potentials are to be tapped and you can make many friends here. The city morphs constantly, and is never

bland. Its stark contrasts - between the rich and poor, the modern and the traditional, the new and the old - are
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