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Preface

by Liang Bingkun®

6 Intricate Alleyways in Beijing [/ 5734 o] B £1

Born and bred in Beijing and having spent more than a
half century of my life here, 1 probably qualify to be a
“real old Beijinger”.

What is most unforgettable in Beijing? It is the many
long and short, wide and narrow alleys and lanes.
Whenever I go on a trip away from home, particularly on
a trip abroad, what [ miss most are the ancient, elegant.
familiar, lovable and plain lanes. In other words, unless |
am back in the lanes, I have not returned home. Home is
inseparable from the alleys and lanes. Nor is Beijing
separable from them. To a certain extent, the allevs and
lanes are the soul of Beijing.

Then just how many alleys and lanes are there in
Beijing? Veteran residents say: “The major ones number
360 and small ones are as many as hairs on an ox.” Men
of letters have used the term of several thousand to
describe the lanes. According to incomplete statistics, by
1949, there had been a total of over 6,000 lanes within the
bourdary of Beijing, out of which over 4,550 were located
in the inner city districts. Naturally, the figure for today
is much more impressive than that.

In my view, the term “culture” probably refers to a
particular way of life. People of different times have
different ways of life and thus live in different cultures. In
this sense, for generations, people in Beijing have lived in
a culture of lanes. As time goes by, especially with the
progress of urban construction, lanes in Beijing are decreas-
ing in number. On their ground, tall buildings are spring-
ing up. It is against this background, Shen Yantai and
Wang Changgqing, the couple photographers, have pres-
ented readers with this collection of Through the Intricate
Alleyways in Beijing. Just as they state it in the “Afterword”
of this work, they were not prepared “for the sudden
disappearing of the lanes which have presented a culture
of a particular historic time. We feel it an urgent task to
capture the sights and sounds through the camera lens,
recording the historic footprints of the culture of lanes in
this ancient capital city, the myriad vistas of people, their
typical ways of life and customs and habits unique to these




lanes. Our contribution may not amount to much of a
creative surprise. It was meant an attempt to rescue a
cultural heritage, collecting data of images for people to
do research and studies of a passing culture in the future.
We found this a worthwhile job, though it was hard and
cost a lot of time and sweat. In doing so, we were not
going after monetary payment, or an award of any kind,
but simply driven by a sense of duty.” Reading these
words, shouldn't we cheer them for their rescue opera-
tion?

Having read the book, 1 was profoundly moved by
“fiery” passions that are present throughout the work.

First, the passion of the photographers.

Interestingly, neither of the couple is a native of
Beijing, as he was born in Shanghai in the south and she
in Taiyuan, Shanxi, west of Beijing. But they all have
lived for many years in Beijing and more importantly
cherish a deep love of the city. They have a particular
sentiment for the alleys and lanes here and their hearts
beat to the rhythm of life in the alleys and lanes. To a
certain extent, the lanes have become part of their life. As
a result, when they focus their camera on the lanes, their
own passion goes into their work, thus arousing a strong
response from whoever sees their work. When I looked at
their photos, T could not help thinking that what I was
actually seeing was the abstract but ubiquitous souls of the
photographers ‘rather than the concrete images in the
photographs. I believe this passion and sentiment are the
most valuable and irreplaceable qualities of an artist,
which renders the works with a strong vitality.

Second, the passion and sentiment in the works.

It can be said that every picture in the book, with or
without people in it, whether taken in the spring sunshine,
summer rain, autumn wind or winter snow, focuses on the
people and thus on the sentiment in the alleyways. [ want
to particularly point out that the photographers have
displayed a boundless love and longing for the alleys and
lanes in Beijing through their pictures. They told this
encounter. One day they walked in an old quadrangle

house which was being torn down and saw an elderly man
standing in front of broken walls. His entirely family had
moved into a new apartment building, but he was reluc-
tant to part with the soon-to-disappear dwellings, where
perhaps he had spent his life of childhood, youth, middle-
age and part of his senior years. He looked as if he wanted
to cry, but managed to hold back his tears. He wanted to
say something but words failed him. His last act was to
pick and take away with him the last ripen Chinese
wolfberry fruit. Perhaps it was this discovery with a
shattering impact that gave them the inspiration for the
picture entitled “Difficult to part with the old house”. In
this photo, an old man stood in front of a broken wall in
a deadly quiet surrounding. He stared at what was in front
of him with a helpless expression on the face. His mouth
seemed to be moving but no words came out.... Works like
this lead readers to vividly feel that the old man seems to
just have had a heart-to-heart and moving conversation
with the photographers. | remember the great writer
Tolstoy once said thai the impact of art was determined
by three elements in the work and two of them being “the
unique characteristics of the sentiment it conveys” and “the
explicitness of such sentiment it conveys”. The artistic
impact of this photo is so enormous and profound that
readers will find it hard to forget.

Finally, let me congratulate the publication ot Throwgh
the Intricate Allevways in Beijing. 1 look torward to seeing
more, newer and better works from the two author-
photographers.

In photography, I am a layman. What 1 have written
is therefore an observation of an ordinary reader.

I thank the authors and the readers.

Summer 199, Beijing

‘Liang Bingkun s a playwright with Bejing People’s Art Theater and holds the
academic title of a first-class writer. He is a member ot both the China Woters
Association and China Playwrights Association.
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Alleys and lanes

around the
Forbidden City

Half a century ago, the Forbidden City and its surround-
ing lanes constituted the two major component parts of
the city of Beijing. The former housed the living quarters
of dynastic rulers and their families, and the latter was
home to ordinary citizens, dotted now and then by
palace-like residences of past princes and dukes.

A town within a town, the Forbidden City was located
right in the center of Beijing. From its completion in 1420
till 1911 when the last emperor in China was forced to
abdicate, it served as the sacred ground for the rulers and
their family members. Today, it is called the Palace
Museum, open to the public. Its solid, high and thick
walls and deep and wide moat on all four sides once made
it an impregnable bastion. To strengthen its defense,
additional walls were also built to form a defense city
called the Royal City outside the palace.

During the Ming Dynasties (1368-1644), not only the
Forbidden City itself, but even the area between the walls
of the Forbidden City and the Royal City were also closed
to ordinary citizens. In the Royal City were gardens for
the pleasure of the emperors and empresses, temples for
them to offer sacrifices to their ancestors and pray for
good harvest, offices for the ministries in charge of
political, military, legal and financial affairs, and work-
shops and warehouses for the need of the royal family.
The common men could only live in the Inner City and
Outer City areas and it was in these places the alleys and
lanes existed. In the mid-Qing Dynasty, the royal court
gave the consent to residents of the Manchu origin to live
within the Dong'an, Di‘an and Xi‘an gates of the Royal
City, where lanes were soon to be built.

The dynastic rule came to an end in China in 1911.
The gates of the Forbidden City and Royal City which
had closed to the common men for nearly five centuries
now opened. To facilitate transportation, the north, east
and west walls of the Royal City were gradually brought




down to allow major roads to crisscross the city. Lanes
between the major roads extended right to the foot of the
walls of the Forbidden City in the heart of Beijing. These
lanes either stretched from the Forbidden City across the
moat or went closely along the city walls.

In 1995, the Municipal Government of Beijing an-
nounced plans to reconstruct the environs along both
banks of the old city moat, a plan that calls for moving
away the residents living between the city wall and the
moat and restoring the original 17th-century layout. When
that happens, the lanes in these areas will go through a
fundamental change.
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Beijing's city wall during the Ming Dynasty
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Cates of the Royal Palace and Forbidden
City. ( Top fo botton ) Tiananmen, the middle
southern gate of the Royal Palace, Duan-
men, north of Tiananmen and Wumen.
the south gate of the Forbidden City.
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Tourists visiting the Forbidden City. Or- P
dinary citizens were able to enter the
Forbidden City only after the abolition of
the feudal dynastic system in early 20th
century. It is, however, only in the last
two decades that the site has experienced
an influx of large numbers of tourists from
China and abroad.
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