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Foreward

Despite many years living in a city, a person prob-
ably still has a relatively limited knowledge of it be-
cause of the limited nature of what one can see,
experience, and hear over a whole lifetime.

We are residents of Shanghai, yet we often feel
as though we are but travelers passing through this
city. Whenever we enter a hotel to stay overnight,
we first locate a local map, leaf through recent
newspapers, look for the telephone numbers of a few
friends, and then gradually get to know the
surroundings: supermarkets, restaurants, bookstores,
cinemas, etc. Shanghai is much too deep to fathom. It
reveals its glamour to us from time to time. Although
we find ourselves at home in this city, we are still
outsiders. This is because we are so often surprised
by seeing something new, something just discovered,
even though we may be used to seeing the unex-
pected and dramatic. Surprise after surprise shows
us that we are still outsiders.

It was that way with me. When faced with a pile
of photos of old Shanghai, I was astonished, as you
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might be, even though there were a few that I had
already seen. That was my first impression. Surprise
stems from innocence. Surprise overthrows what I
have already learned. What I am after is not knowl-
edge but “surprise.” It convinces me that I am but an
outsider. Therefore, what I do is to view the pictures,
to look on. Apart from this, there is nothing else I can
do. One must plunge into life in order to experience
life. But what fascinates me in books of photos is
what happens to our own imagination.

Just like life, photos have no particular order, no
content, no superiority or inferiority. Our reaction
needs to be spontaneous, scrupulous and from
instinct. Naturally, knowledge comes in good time,
telling us what this picture is about, when it was
taken, where it is, who is in the photo, what is there,
and how to judge its contents, as well as which one
to pick. Okay, let’s say spontaneity and knowledge
coexist. Knowledge serves as a tourist map that re-
minds us to catch the key points so as to avoid
detours. It stresses effect. Spontaneity resembles a
leisurely walk, which suits an outsider who may barge
in or wander around. In these photos, let’s give wings
to our imagination; let’s get lost or feel dizzy. There
is always time to fish out the map to check where we
are. There is no need to fear that you may not be able
to find your way home.

One gets dual happiness from both a review and
a trance in the lost age.

Wu Liang
August 1998, Shanghai
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