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Phantom on the Sea

Where was Shanghai in 18437

[t was nothing more than a small town of some 2 square kilometers with a population of mere two hundred
thousand. For the 158 years that followed, the landscape beyond the walls of the then obscure patch of land,
by the sandy waterfront and riverside, amongst the fertile fields and cottages and in the midst of reedy lakes
and brooks, had undergone major changes in land morphology and ownership, ground being continuously
leveled up, wilderness reclaimed and roads built, by different groups of people with varied purposes. In waves
of the colonization fever that swept across the world, activists and merchants from the west came ashore,
taking so much delight drawing up lines for settlements as if they had discovered a new continent, ravishing
and seizing everything from this small yet picturesque fishing village. kindling desires for colonialist glory
and power on this auspiciously located land at the estuary of the Yangtze River. Such desire represented the
two-fold interests of globalized politics and economy, for which generations of gold seekers never ceased
their exploratory efforts on this piece of land. The unquenchable flame of desire was gaining in intensity and
through this blazing wall of fire we saw the same images that comprise Phantom on the Sea, a history told by

way of images, an accurate account made of the land of desire known as Shanghai.

All the studies in our times on the phenomenon of Shanghai, whether a recap of Shanghai's cultural and
historical evolution or a log of social and ideological changes, end up exploring fundamentally the changes
of the land and its owners. Phantom on the Sea represents a panoramic portrayal of the changes of the land
and its people, the sizzling desire, the physical expansion of the city, its road system and cosmopolitan
architectural styles, telling stories of generations of immigrants, both from China and overseas, arriving in

the height of their dreams of gold discovery on the sea or a tour of rehearsals of romantic dreams as the



city itself went through ups and downs over an unfeeling period of hardship and ecstasy, revolution and
conservatism, ideals and disillusions. Shanghai was and continues to be a colossal lab where various forms of
modernity sampled from the world around are tried out. Here, different cultures, languages, religious beliefs,
customs and bloodlines are quite successfully blended for hybridity and rivalry, giving birth to new life in the
somehow enchanting and somehow wicked combination of history and reality. This constantly regenerative
and renewed vitality helped found a land of tenacity, proud people and a glorious past. Land, people and the
passing days are the nutrients on which the city thrives: a special form of social ideology and lifestyle. The
one hundred plus photos that make up Phantom on the Sea , as heritages of the city in the form of images,
illustrate the values of the land and its people. All these, from the advent of imaging technology and camera,
have been contributing to an exhaustive history, and the record thereof, about the city and its people since

Shanghai's opening up as a port city and its endeavors over the past century.

In literature, music, movies or paintings, Shanghai has been in various ways recorded and savored, once
and again. Whether it was the look of Shanghai depicted by Zhang Ailing celebrating everyday mediocrity
despite the bitterness of warfare, the rosy and ardent quality of Shanghai in Chen Gexin's work, or the
indomitable spirit of Shanghai in face of dead-ends as seen in Steps by Chen Yifei, the expressions, places

and dispositions of Shanghai have been represented on writing paper, music score, film or canvas.

Today, when people are surrounded by a system of objectivity in this era of consumerism, market
economy and consumption of goods become the mainstay of everyday life as one's identity alternates between
information recipient, consumer and communicator. In the course of this profound change, images, as an
indispensable element, are making their ways into our ideological world and defining the quality of life. To
quote the sociologist Daniel Bell It is almost inevitable in a public society that the sounds and images, the
latter in particular, being covenants of aesthetics, will always dominate the public. Photography is a means of
retaining the passing time and revealing the essence of objects and events by crossing over into other cultures.
Expression by images is therefore more vivid and realistic, beyond questioning or challenge, than most of the
literary, music approaches and brushwork. The visibility and synchronized display and delivery of message
qualify images as the most appropriate symbols in exploring the truth of nature and society as well as the most
effective visual system for straight-out expression of meanings. The contents of images dwell on the external
world-the objects of expression and thinking-instead of on the language of expression itself. Phantom on the
Sea, with its collection of old images, represents thousands of utterances by generations of immigrants to
Shanghai. These images afford overwhelming exposure to not only the people and things in the past, but also
the particular scenes of the city, the lingering sentiments and vicissitudes of life. The distance in time and

space opens up a window abstracted from daily life, so that the scenarios are in a way reshaped and redefined



as people revisit from a different angle. This is exactly the charm of images. Hence, to analyze Shanghai's
urban development and social transformation by way of images is not only an approach to the study of

Shanghai, but also a satiable moment of truth for those with a Shanghai complex.

It is all the more realistic to reintroduce Shanghai's land, people and the passing days through the
images at this particular moment bearing multiple identities as the era of image, the era of Expo or the era
of urbanization. Phantom on the Sea unfolds in front of us old photos depicting the one hundred years of
Shanghai from the end of the feudal Qing Dynasty to shortly after the liberation from the perspectives of
land, time and people. These photos by anonymous photographers had been handed down, collected and
donated to form this priceless collection today, without which this part of history would have been just a
vague impression, or a legend, as recounted by other forms of media, but the very power of photos lies in
the liveliness and instantaneity of expression, which is beyond contention, vivid as if from yesterday, elegant
and valuable. The camera lens placed the city under scrutiny at varied distances, along its historical path,
capturing images of the city and its people in frozen frames. The viewers are absolutely separated from the
objects, so that the processes centering on urban activities may take shape to land the objects on deeper levels
of historical profundity. Questions about Shanghai's land, people and the passing days in different historical

periods get answered in such a way that it engenders a form of personal attachment for each and every viewer.

Phantom on the Sea has three major focuses in its construction and studies: First, the transformation
of urban land, which is without doubt the most convenient approach for any photographer trying to find a
vantage point for an account of urban changes. The landscape at one particular site changes over time down
the lines of Shanghai's urban planning and development; second, the people in the city. A focus on people's
daily life or on the key figures and events in history offers a more detailed and enriched portrayal of the urban
space, leaving clues to the formation of multiculturalism in the city; and finally, the multitude of looks and
expressions of the city-fundamentally outlined by the first two focuses, land and people-along with the passing
of time, which may easily impart a general impression of the city, building up a macroscopic and confident

image of Shanghai.

It all begins with the land, rather than the architecture, nor or the city, since back in time, there was
nothing but the land itself, which remained unchanged as the city and the architecture were built, renovated,
demolished and then rebuilt; as man is born, grows, moves around and breathes his last, the only thing
to witness and accommodate all is and had to the land. The way the images communicate changes the
concepts of time and space, and forms a virtual reality built largely upon people's cognitive system. In these

photographic works that link the past and the present, the meanings of Shanghai as a piece of land are enriched



and highlighted, which again speaks of the charm of the images.
Phantom, by the name, is a ghost, an enticing fascination.

The word phantom may refer to the lingering images on our mind while Phantom on the Sea is indeed the
light and shade down the heart of many sharing with the city a century of rains and storms, sweets and bitters.
The phantoms may emerge at any time as the name "Phantom on the Sea" keeps reminding us of the visible

images in Shanghai to rekindle the unbeatable pace and confidence of the city.

Shanghai and the World

Since the opening up of the five ports in the late Qing Dynasty, the merchant ships had foregathered at the
ports along the Yangtze River as Shanghai rapidly became the largest port city of China. Foreign concessions
sprang up alongside the Huangpu River and foreign firms opened business, inflicting disgrace and humiliation
upon the Chinese nation nevertheless creating development opportunities in the meantime. Shanghai became
China's gate to the outside world. In fact, the world was here in Shanghai. In the 1930s, the city's urban
development was gaining momentum and soon became known as the Paris in the Orient for its distinct
western architectural style. The people here were keeping pace with the international trends and fashions,
whether in theatrical work, fine art, music, stage play or publishing, Shanghai was way ahead of the rest of
the country, rising rapidly in dazzling glamour to record a period of indelible golden time. On the other hand,
the imperialist forces hastened their invasion of China, pushing Shanghai to the frontier of the fight against
the intruders. From the well-known 1.28 Shanghai Incident to the 8.13 Battle of Shanghai, Shanghai's anti-
invasion stance became a symbol heralding China's victory. After the war, shedding off its old identity as

colonized land, Shanghai was pepped up for new glory in the newly founded China.

The cosmopolitan city of Shanghai is continuously revolutionizing, emancipating and demonizing itself. A
venue of enlightenment, a battle field, or a theatre in tribute to loving sentiments, Shanghai means differently
to people from different times. Phantom on the Sea addresses the factuality of each historical period since
Shanghai's opening up as a port city, making accounts of the rapid advance of modern history, the down-
and-out late Qing Dynasty and the revolutionist thoughts and armed struggles before and after the Xinhai
Revolution. The compelling representation of the transformation of Shanghai's landscape in these old photos
may be best exemplified by the symbolic Bund. In 1880s, foreign firms in Shanghai had primarily formed
the architectural landscape to the south of the Bund while some legacy buildings, yet to be refurbished, still
maintained a large inner yard. The increasing number of floating docks added to the hustle and bustle in the

area. The north of the Bund was yet a stretch of mudflat, revealing unblocked horizon in the background.



The Bund, by then, was up for the beginning of construction. Coming into the 1930s, the structures at the
Bund became larger with growing magnificence. We could see what resembled the rudiment of the present-
day Bund, literally a paradise for the colonists, capitalists, compradors, politicians, undercover revolutionists
and patriotic intellects. Another urban space seen much different from today was the Fuzhou Road, which,
according to the old photos, was once the center of elite culture and entertainment as well as home to modern
media, brothels and new forms of theatres. Back then, Fuzhou Road hosted the most influential news agencies,
Shen Bao, Xinwen Bao, Shang Bao, along with the big-time publishing houses like the Commercial Press,
Zhonghua Book Company, Enlighten Enterprise, etc. The place was populated by sites of modern-day
recreation-teahouses, theatres and brothels. A bustling street, Fuzhou Road was patronized by young literati
who would spout ideals and ambitions at the press houses in the day, advocating social transformation, and
visit theatres at night for an act of Shanghai-flavored Peking opera, or the brothels for a romantic drink,
slaphappy down a devil-may-care life.

The modern Shanghai was caught in an enthralling dream of luxuriance and obliquity. But in a world of
fashion flooded with American pantyhose, French perfume, British schools and Russian Ballet, you also saw
the determined and vigorous figures of young revolutionists. In this complicated yet prosperous period of
warfare and turmoil, warlords, politicians, revolutionists, artists, patriots frequently turned up in these images,
revealing social instability and political tension. However, the other side of history relates otherwise to the
life of the grass root, who yet managed to lead a peaceful life: a fiddle peddler by the street amidst a group of
onlookers; a decently groomed-up petty functionary of a snack bar; patrons at the teahouse and the barber's
smiling into the camera of a foreigner. During the Japanese occupation, we saw the militants and civilians
acting as one in the combats against the intruders; when victory finally came, we witnessed on the one hand
the chaotic postwar financial and trade situations, and on the other hand the fun of everyday life and Huang

Jinrong's lavish Chinese courtyard where the cinnamon fragrance permeated the air.

These typical scenes and figures of Shanghai in Phantom on the Sea comprise a narrative of urban vistas
much different from today, indicative of the line of development of the Shanghai Culture . These images
speak of enlightenment and traditions, consumerism and entertainment, on which the Shanghai Culture
featuring overlapping yet interconnected elitist elegance and secularism of the public, was conceived and took
off. Such cultural propensity has always been an influence on the disposition of Shanghai's local residents to
the extent that today's Shanghaiese still carry the impression of the past generations as depicted in these old

photos.



Discovery and Happiness

After the new China was founded, Shanghai maintained for a long time its leading position as the largest city
in terms of industrial and commercial capacity. Shanghai's light industry was able to offer much sought-after
products to the people, cameras, sewing machines, clocks and watches, garments, leather shoes, water flasks,
enamel washbasins and many more. Made in Shanghai became the synonym of top grade. Being sent on a
business trip to Shanghai meant a blessed chance to pass by and shop around in Shanghai's business streets
and bring home Made in Shanghai products to make the family happy. In the new society, debates on the
definition of happiness are ongoing for three decades already. Some assert that happiness can be achieved
only by abandoning personal material interests and going after collective success. Shanghai, the richest city
in the country with a distinct personality, inevitably became the ground zero for the pluralistic happiness

argument.

These photos taken shortly after the founding of the new China originally appeared in news reports. They
depicted social landscapes in the center and on the outskirts of Shanghai, chronicled the experience of the
residents of Shanghai in different stages of the billowy revolutionary cause, exhibiting the ethics and values
upheld at particular points in history. Indeed, the efforts to explore a happy life prepped the city to embrace
the great progress from what became known as the reform and opening up of China in the years to come. For
the Shanghaiese, these images are vividly reminiscent of the past days and events as life went on in the city of
Shanghai.

Exuberantly represented in these images were the prospects of new life and the height of enthusiasm for
work and labor. These were stories about the campaign to increase state ownership in private business. about
diligent workers, youngsters writing in ink, young pioneers on the People's Square, or a large chorus chanting
revolutionary songs down the lane it seems as if we could actually feel the zeal flowing from these photos
though so distant from our times. The spiritual outlook and mindset of the people are profound reflections of

the transformation of the society and land as time goes by.

Through the alternating scenes of land and people from the images, the curtain of an urban theatre draws
up in front us with episodes depicting uniquely what Shanghai was and is: from the much abandoned, invaded
and colonized Shanghai, to the stressed and war-torn Shanghai, to the Shanghai which was returned to its
people up for reconstruction and revival, to today's Shanghai, riding on its maglev train at soaring speed,
so broad in its capacity and tolerance to encompass all cultures, towards a brilliant future. The nostalgic
newcomers and old residents speaking the local dialect are sharing this piece of land in designing and hyper-

designing the Trans Local Motion of Shanghai-the spirit of our times. Photo, as an image-carrying medium,



freezes the time and space to offer a comprehensive view of both the new order in the globalized world in the
21st century and a retrospective view ot what happened back in history on this piece of land. With attentive
eyes, we may find both traces of astounding similarities and the dividing lines that set the past and present

apart.

Phantom on the Sea is not merely intended as a detailed roadmap of Shanghai's past. A more important
mission is to bring back the most touching moments in cveryday life and production from the past century.
Many a moment, when joined in a string, presents sociological narratives and illustrations for the study of
Shanghai. More than that, the viewers may relive these moments-the ripples of collective memories of the
city and its people-cither in a return to the past course, or in a pleasant daytime conversation, or in solitary
contemplation. These photos, the color of which has long since faded, generate image-specific sentiments so

redolent of the warmth down the heart of the Shanghaiese.

Back in 2000 when | curated the 3rd Shanghai Biennale, the theme was Shanghai Spirit. A Special
Modernity . The 5th Shanghai Biennale in 2004 featured the theme of Techniques of the Visible and the 7th
took the theme of Trans Local Motion . These images enable the themes of past events of Shanghai Biennale
to be carried on through the Phantom on the Sea exhibition, which, together with its photo album. composes
a legend of "On the Sea" imagery in six epic chapters including Late Qing Dynasty, Former KMT Reign,
Anti-Japanese War, Turn of Civil War, People's China, Discovery and Happiness. This was also a research
ficld which I worked on during my postdoctoral studies at Tongji University, which examined Shanghai's
urban development history, social development history, demographic history and photographic history in a
cross-disciplinary mix, and further led to new methodology and perspectives for the study of the history of
Shanghai's urban and social images. Theretore, the exhibition in its entirety resembles a darkroom where
the snapshots of the multifaceted and changing social ideologics and lifestyles are developed and where the
viewers can read and try to interpret the techniques of the visible and to discern the processes of the imposing
urban creation for over a century, so as to enable gencrations of immigrants to share the new prospect of

Shanghai and listen from a distance to the unique tunes flowing from the mirage known as Shanghai.

You are in for the past and present of Phantom on the Sea for real if you are able to find, amidst the

heritage of Shanghai's urban images. a long-parted attachment, a fit of entanglement, or a touching moment.

November 29, 2010, at Wanhangdu, Shanghai
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Preface / Phantom on the Sea

ART I LATE QING DYNAS]

Training of Recruits

Old City Wall

A Wheelbarrow

A Spinning Wheel

The Bund

View of The Bund from the North

Bund Park and Buildings

Gutzlaff Signal Tower

A Water Tower in the International Settlement
A Memorial Ceremony in the International Settlement
Mid-Lake Pavilion by the Yuyuan Garden
Yuyuan Garden

Longhua Pagoda

Longhua Temple

Maritime Customs

Buildings on the Bund

Shanghai Club

Music Pavilion in Bund Park

The Memorial Monument to Margary



