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Born and bred in Beijing and having spent more than a half century of my life here, | 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 | 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, | have not returned home. Home is inseparable from the alleys and lanes.
Nor is Beijing separable from them. To a certain extent, the alleys 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 boundary of Beijing, out of which over
4,550 were located in the inner city districts. Naturally, the figure for today is much more im-
pressive 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 decreasing in number. On their ground, tall buildings
are springing up. It is against this background, Shen Yantai and Wang Changging, the couple
photographers, have presented readers with this collection of A/eys in Bejjiing. 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 capita! 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 operation?

Having read the book, | was profoundly moved by “fiery” passions that are present through-
out 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 particuiar 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 1 iooked at their photos, | could not help thinking that what
| was actually seeing was the abstract but ubiquitous souls of the photographers rather than
the concrete images in the photographs. | 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 dis-
played 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 reluctant to part with the soon-to-disappear dwellings,
where perhaps he had spent his life of childhood, youth, middleage 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 some-
thing 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 inspira-
tion for the picture entitied “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 that the impact of art was determined by three elements in the work and two of them being
“the unigue 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 of A#eys /in Bejing. | look forward to seeing more,
newer and better works from the two author-photographers.

In photography, | am a layman. What | have written is therefore an observation of an ordi-
nary reader.

| thank the authors and the readers.
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A bird’s eye view of the intricate structures in the Forbidden
City which were arranged in one after another courtyards of qua-
drangle houses. The paths and passages along the palace walls
resemble alleys and lanes in civilian living quarters. The real
differences lie in the terrible quietness and a cold solemnity and
the absence of freedom and friendship.
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fy‘(“ / Connoisseurs grace the antique stand at the
g morning market.
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A morning market next to the palace wall. The appearance
of markets like this in recent years in Beijing makes shop-
ping easier for the residents.
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The lanes next to the Forbidden City appeared after
the royal palace opened to the public, thus they were,
speaking, younger members of the fa-

relatively
mily of alleys and lanes.
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Just imagine the fun of a tour along the moat on
such a tricycle.
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A match at the foot of

“Check, mate!
the Forbiden City.
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The trees by the palace wall are a sanctuary for
both men and birds.
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A view out of the window of a resi-
dential house at Beichizi. Across the
moat on the east and west sides of the
Forbidden City, are Nanchizi (South
Pool) and Beichizi (North Pool) and
Nanchang (South Long) Street and
Beichang (North Long) Street. People
living in these places do not have to
go out of their house to take a look at
the Forbidden City.
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The bushes and trees along the moat
and the refreshing air they generate
draw residents from the nearby alleys
and lanes to come and do physical
exercises. It is also a favorite spot for
lovers.
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The lane east of the Lamaist White Pagoda in
Miaoying Temple which is also known as the
White Pagoda Temple. The lane on which the
temple sits is called White Pagoda Lane.
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Lanes and houses near Miaoying Temple east
of Fuchengmen in the West District. The temple,
with a towering white pagoda built in 1279,
stands in sharp contrast with the surrounding
houses.
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To admit light and facilitate communication at the time, city plan-
ners of the Yuan Dynasty set the width of the lanes in Beijing to
be something equalling 9.24 meters. Even in winter, the lanes
were filled up with sunlight so long as the weather was fine.
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On both sides of this lane are quadrangle houses with entrances
opening to the lane. Windows on the back wall of the house tend
to be small, indicating the inward-looking and closed-off archi-
tectural style of these houses.
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The gate tower at Qianmen, long regarded as the symbol of old Beijing.
With its official name as Zhengyangmen, the gate to the center-south of
Tiananmen was once the main entrance into Beijing proper. Since the
15th century, the street outside the gate has been a major commercial
center in the capital.
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