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Publisher’s Word
Li Xin

President of the Shanghai People’s Fine Arts Publishing House

We publishers are committed to the publication of good books. In spite of the huge
book market in China, where 150,000 different new books are published annually, a
momentary hesitation or a delayed judgment would cost a viable opportunity, which

puts us under considerable pressure.

Since its publication in May 2004 by the Shanghai People’s Fine Arts Publishing House,
A Changing Shanghai has been well-received by readers. It is unusual that a photo-
graphic collection has drawn so much attention that its sales have been prolonged than
previously expected. The names of the photographers and their works are cited again

and again in the media. The collection is a hit for a period of time.

We track closely the reaction to A Changing Shanghai and find that it has produced

a greater impact than we had previously expected. We were motivated by a passion



when we had discussion with planners and Mr. Xu the photographer on the possibility of
having its sequel published. At that point of time, to be frank, we didn’t have a definite

answer to what cultural factors had made the collection such a phenomenal success.

After more than one year’s effort, the sequel, A Changing Shanghai II is to be
published. The lapse of time seems to open our mind to something. As we celebrate the
forthcoming new book, we feel that we have learned truth and that we are able to say a

few words.

It was more of a technological invention rather than a means contributing to the
progress of human beings and their culture when photography was born and brought to
people in different parts of the world. In today’s world in the 21st century, camera is as
common as ordinary household appliances. Owing to the progress in technologies the
status of photographic images in culture has been restored. People observe a real begin-
ning of the transformation and development of the imaging culture, which, perhaps,

explains the popularity of A Changing Shanghai.

We owe our thanks to what Mr. Xu Xixian and his son did to make the development
of Shanghai more comprehensible to people. The photographic images that one can

touch with hands and feel by heart are worth reserving. The persistent pursuit by Mr. Xu



and his son in the hard times has won them respect. They are real ambassadors of the
people of Shanghai although there would be no official titles printed on their name cards.

We the publisher will offer our continued support any time in the future.

Mr. Jiang Wei and Mr. Jiang Qinggong, the planners of the book, have brought their
wisdom and perseverance to the publication of the book, which is truly admirable. It is
difficult to pick up the pearls when they are spread. It is even more difficult to select, to
polish and to string the individual pearls into a necklace. Now we have in the published
book a unity of the pearls and the persons who made the necklace. They are

interdependent. And that is the natural thing.

Publishers need to have keen sight and tolerance as successful movie producers if
they want to set a stage for good books. 1 think we present ourselves as a competent

publisher with the editing and publication of A Changing Shanghai and its sequel.

We also owe our thanks to all that have contributed to the book and our readers who

enjoy reading and talking of the books. (Dec., 2005)
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Measure of Memory

Jiang Wei

“They are chinaberries. Traditionally their seeds and barks can be adapted for
medical purposes,” remarked Mr. Xu Xixian someday in early summer this year. He was
then standing on an old bridge in Xinsi of Fengxian District. I looked the way as he
indicated and found a couple of them, big and flourishing. “Their texture is resilient and

not likely to break, therefore, people used chinaberries for axe handle in the past.”

Axe handle is but one of the many fragments in Mr. Xu Xixian’s memory. There
used to be a lot of memorial arches in the suburban villages and counties of Shanghai,
each of which was associated with its own stories, merry or sad. In the area adjacent to
Hongcao Road, old trees of armfuls’ girth were just common things in 1960s. In early
1980s, there were still lots of people angling or netting fish and shrimps in the suburb
area. Ten years later, coarse plastic bags and one-off meal boxes were littered in ponds

and creeks. There also used to be large number of passenger or cargo ships sailing in the



crisscrossing river grids. It was said that one could travel by boat from Liangdian of
Fengxian District to Dada quay on Huangpu River. More than 20 years ago, few vehicles
hit on the country roads and primary school students could practice racing on them
when they had their sports classes. When I followed Mr. Xu Xixian and his son on their
picture-shooting trips to the suburb, Mr. Xu might tell me from time to time that there
used to be rivers or canals hither and thither. In the teahouses of the riverside towns and
villages, people used to idle away their leisure time by drinking tea, chatting and watch-
ing the ships travel up and down. It seemed that life had stood still for years. However, in
recent years, the carefree scenes quickly retreated into the past. Old housings were
demolished. Motor vehicles are hustling on the newly built cement roads, which are

contained between factory houses and tall buildings. What a new world it is!

I met with Mr. Xu Xixian two years ago. Since then I gradually came to understand
why he had taken the pains recording with his camera the people and the scenes in
urban and suburban areas of Shanghai. T also learnt how he longed to have his works
published. After long period of deliberation, I had those of the downtown area edited
and published last year although I know all too well that most of his good works re-
flected the rural area. Mr. Xu was just ordinary and virtually unknown. Given the prevail-
ing mindset of the publishers in Shanghai, his dream wouldn’t have come true if those

reflecting the rural area had come out first.



The ancient rural China is fading into oblivion. It is being squeezed from our con-
sciousness and culture. It is at odds with prevailing torrent of vogue, which is purging
our memories and experiences in a modernized fashion. Many have been lost or hidden
in somewhere from us. Mr. Xu and his son told me a story. When they went to Zhuhang
to shoot some pictures, they couldn’t find an old bridge which they thought should be
there. However, upon some inquiring, they finally found the bridge right beside them. It
wasn’t demolished yet. It was only because it was concealed within walls. One wouldn’t
be able to see the bridge until he climbed atop the wall. #2220 This story could serve a
telling footnote to the current embarrassment of rural areas today. Modern writings about
rural area either attempt to obscure or adapted by means of a grand historic narrative, or
turn out to be romantic, or pseudo-romantic. Either way some foreign interpretations are
made and imposed upon the rural area, whereas the former approach is of political mis-

sionaries and the latter is of tourists.

Rural area is no longer self-independent. At this point of time in the 21st Century,
it will be impossible to draw demarcation between cities and rural area either according
to our experiences or based on our conceptions. Every one of us is aware of how pro-
found changes are taking place in rural area in China. History is progressing with the
power to uniform, leaving in ruin all the traditional barriers together with the aesthetic

and ethic imagination of the rural area accumulated over the course of thousands of



