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Preface

The mobility of modern societies seems to have shrunk the physical world. People travel frequently and an ubiquitous
life-style emerges. Uniformity seems to have settled on the communities around the world, from transportation to
hotels and from architecture to commerce. No matter where we go, everything seems vaguely familiar. Is this the fruit
of globalization, or a sign of identity lost? Regardless of how we feel about it, a longing for nostalgia creeps into our
consciousness like the flashing tail-lights of a passing vehicle outside the window. After all, most of us view life as a
continuum. We add pleasures to our lives but never discard the memories of yesterday for the sake of what is coming
tOMOorrow.

In Ho Wai's Recollections of Jiangnan, his narratives are like fallen leaves circling in the wind with the undiminished
brilliant colors of autumn. They also shine like reflections on the water, vivid and yet elusive. They bring me the
pleasure of exploring the past anew and the sad realization of its irretrievability. At the same time, I am impressed by
his ability to integrate the unique vision of a photographer, the drama in the hands of a movie maker, the articulate and
unhurried manner of a seasoned writer, and the expressive style of a calligrapher.

In the vast land of China, Jiangnan is not only a region but also represents a culture. The dominance of its economy and
the literary talents the region has produced has made Jiangnan, in the view of many, quintessentially "Chinese". This
unique distinction poses a challenge to any book produced on this region. Anything said about it must be simulta-
neously recognizable and yet without falling into cliché. He Wei succeeded with his intimate narratives and his com-
mand of photography. His pictures are like literature without words, a unique expression of sensitivity and contemplation.

Jiangnan, seen through Ho Wai's eyes, also brings back the feeling 1 had when 1 visited Germany in the 70s when a
major effort was undertaken there to restore buildings of historical importance bombed out during World War II. I came
to realize that if a nation does not pay attention to its cultural heritage and traditions, a part of its spiritual life will die
with their disappearance.

Li, Yuan
2005.7.30. in Walnut Creek, California, USA
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Water

One of the reasons why I am so fond of the Jiangnan is my love of water. And my attraction to water lies in its unique
capacity to present you with a crystal-clear reflection. You can look down instead of up and still see a perfect blue sky,
architectural images of primitive simplicity, green willow trees......, as if you were scrolling through a series of pictures
that leave you disoriented, hovering somewhere between the realms of reality and illusion.

And the scroll reveals so much more: the gentle swaying of plants beneath the surface, falling leaves floating gently by,
an occasional ripple that will endow the sky, the buildings and the willow trees with the power of life, a mesmerizing
scene as poetic as it is dynamic. In winter when the ground freezes over, the scroll will throw on an opaque veil to
obscure the trembling images. Sometimes, quite unexpectedly, a light boat will swing out and startle you, as if to scold
you for allowing yourself this indulgent distraction from reality.

Memories flow through these waters, carrying not only the reality before you but also the mysteries of your past.
Carrying your love along with it, the water slowly streams across your life, luring your subconscious to the surface as
it flows. The spells of ripples affirm to you the source of life, bringing a clearer insight into its poetic flavor. The image

may sometimes be blurred, but every now and then, without warning, there is a sense of having just awoken from a
vivid dream.......

When the scroll is still and calm, you can see more clearly those scenes of recollection one after the other. When you

feel disoriented, however, it is as if the water itself is completely disturbed, leaving you with a pool of scattered
fragments.

Translation by Simon Fung of Shanghai
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Little Lane

The crack of dawn; people had just started moving about in the lane. All at once the sound of bedroom stools being
washed down broke out, announcing the beginning of a fresh new day.

At the first faint rays of the morning sunlight, each household was lighting a fire in the coal stove, and kitchen smoke,

curling up and spreading, drifted through the lane... More and more figures flashed by as people carrying baskets made
their way briskly to the market to buy food.

A small figure or two, each carrying a schoolbag, appeared jumping and skipping along the lane. Gradually, the din of
the children fused memory and reality, just as the early morning wash at the river disturbs the quiet and tranquil water,
extending ripples that transform the hypnotic reflection into broken fragments. Then the cobbled street began to echo
with the sound of the grown-ups' hasty footsteps and the rattle of heavily laden bicycles. Rush hour had arrived in the
residential lane. Soon the hubbub gradually subsided; the reflection reappeared, and memory was restored...

Amid the fracas I could hear my own voice whispering, and among those young figures I saw my own image from
behind. I could always tell my father's whereabouts by the sound of his coughing to clear his throat as he came and
went. Similarly, I could always distinguish the clear tone of my mother's bicycle bell from a thousand other bells.......

Now as I stand in front of that lane, the familiar scenes and sounds take me back to my cherished boyhood once again:
to the seasons of continuous drizzle and the times of never-ending chill.

Translation by Simon Fung of Shanghai



