A Chinese Village in the Eyes of a Photographer
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All the photos here were taken from 1995 to 2001 in Nanping Village.
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The Social Evolution of A Mountain Village

—— Before the Preface to the Picture Album of Nanping Village
KangShiwei

It is Nanping Village, isn't it ? Yes, it is.

It is right located in the surrounding mountains just like a piece of antique in the eyes of the present-day people.

At the sight of the village, my mind and my pen immediately turned to it, as if I was wearing a pair of magic sneakers,
wondering in the mixed time and space of the reality and the illusionary world, and strolling along the rough pebble covered
paths in the lanes of the ancient village. What has the history left us? I am searching hard for the answer.

The bright moon accompanied by a piece of lonely cloud was descending past the protruding eaves, like a pair of dewy eyes
glancing at you. The scene offers you a moment of pleasure that knows no bounds. A dark red morning cloud was floating and
perching on the white-washed, horse-headed walls and it simply looked like a pair of red lips kissing the eternity, passionate and
enthusiastic, which of course left some lasting marks of several hundreds years long.

Villagers still hold those ethnic teachings and some traditional ideas to their hearts up till today, such as some popular sayings:
The rich water does not fall to someone else's fields ("rich water"----metaphor for benefits and advantages); There is a golden
house in book learning.(Learning could bring someone a good fortune.); Too much oil will not spoil the dish. (Nobody will blame
you for your being too polite.) .Young widows strictly followed the feudal, moral code and they must remain loyal to their
husbands even after their deaths and were not allowed to marry again so as to be crowned as model widows of chastity and
honored to have some archways built in praise of their deeds. However, men, by contrast, who were very selfish and much afraid
of their wives being seduced by others while they were away from homes, built big houses with large, spacious yards to lock
their wives inside. On the other hand, they wondered about to dally with prostitutes or do some other indecent things at will.
Men thought that they could go out to do business and left their wives and homes behind at ease. But in fact out of their
expectations, the women of Huizhou were not content with their lot and acted their part although they shared the same beds but
dreamed different dreams. One could often catch the bright eyes of the young ladies blinking behind those finely-carved screen
windows, partition screens or even through the cracks of the thick doors. Peeping out of the narrow cracks of the big, black
painted doors, they lingered on the broad, strong, robust bosom of the men , which once made them crazy with the passion and
burning with love. Feudalism constructed the ethnic frame of those old houses. However, they were all made of wood and they
are surely to decay.

The table made of pear wood seemed like a platform of soul , which usually was positioned in the middle of the small yard
for the flower display. On the platform was staged a play of a life story of an old, wrinkled woman, both in her prime time and
in her old-aged days. The houses are covered with grey tiles and structured by wooden beams inside, which seemed formidable
and oppressive. But in contrast of the huge houses, their courtyards were arranged quite differently. There are green bamboo
bushes in the corner, peach trees, loquat, and peony flowers here and there in the yards, all of those together create a heaven of
peace on earth in that small world, in particular, for those so-called learned men to enjoy and pursue their idealized land where
they could appreciate the moon on quiet night and sipping green tea in the morning.

Chinese characters have an effect of creating a four dimensional space. So disciples of Confucius and officials of many a
generation just walked out of the lane from one end and young pioneers wearing their red scarves entered the lane from the other.
Farmers took off their ancestors' official clothes, though inherited the genes of the family, but took their cows and entered the
reality. Thus the pebble covered paths of the past are worn smooth and bright by those countless, worldly feet. So is true to the
complex history of the human being to some extent. Still there also exists the following: happy, angry, sorrow, life, death, love,
women paragons, stone archways, .wives, concubines, high-ranking officials, learned scholars, temples, studies, ancient bridges,
thunders, lightning, wealth, and poverty. Aren't they pieces of stone plates that contribute to the creation of the time channel ?

All the stories unknown to me are presented here in the picture album. Please put aside your concept of modern civilization
for a moment and enter the Nanping Village once more silently. Do not wake up them from their sweet morning dreams.
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The Light of My Homeland

ZhuBiaojun

I got to know Mr. Wang Xinliang many years ago. At that time
the artistic photography began to catch on. People would rather
hang their own pictures instead of those film stars. I was then
looking for two guest speakers, one veteran photographer and the
other a young beginner, in the circle of photography to participate
in my TV program about the photography. Friends all recommended
Mr. Yuan Lianmin, chairman of Anhui Provincial Photographers
Society, and Mr. Wang Xinliang, a new comer little known in the
field. He was then working at college and was a man of a few
words when we first met each other. After the program was done
we still keep in touch on an irregular basis. But with the passage
of time we gradually increased our contacts. Strange to say, he
never showed me any of his photos. Instead, he would like to talk
about his first-hand experience and personal gains from his many
adventurous journeys. I remember that he once gave me a copy of
manuscripts of Travel Notes in Tibet in 1995. After reading the
manuscripts I was deeply impressed. He described the ever-changing
majestic scenery of the Tibet Plateau in simple, plain language.
There is a paragraph which goes like this, "In the morning I built a
fire with the wood and grass 1 picked up under the starlight at
night. I had to wring my clothes for my motorcycle got stuck in
the middle of the river. Just at that moment, red, golden rays of the
morning sun that extended several kilometers pierced through the
thick clouds and shone on the Gandise Mountains." He has traveled
to many places in China by motorcycle. But compared with his
adventures in the uninhibited zone, his experience in that little
village of southern Anhui Province is really not worth mentioning.
Maybe just because of his increasing accumulation of life, travels
and passion, Nanping Village, one of the many ordinary villages in
southern Anhui, draws his attention to it and, what's more, arouses
something from his inner world. He has recorded those happenings
of routine life, usval, familiar trivial matters of the village. He tries
to express his innocent feeling towards life and his naive experience
for the world. Based on the daily life, fate reveals its force of vigor
and vitality. .

Nanping Village, an ancient mountain village, lies on a latitude
of near 30" north on the south bank of the Yangtze River. I was
born in a nearby small village, very similar to Nanping Village in
appearance. Before 1 left my hometown, I failed to notice the
beauty of those old, weather-beaten houses, let alone those ones in
a dilapidated conditions. After 1 left my hometown the impression
of my home somewhat gradually became a clear picture in my
mind: Black rocky peaks grow out of red soil; Pine trees are
clearly seen with in the reach of sight; Thick bushes on the slopes
are scattered here and there; Those farmers' houses seem to be just
born from the earth in the far distance; In the storm, I am standing

on the slope, I see the terrible lightning lights my village time and
again, In my childhood, my little friends and I once used some
transparent wrappers of candy to cover our eyes and thus changed
the whole world into a totally different one by seeing through those
colored wrappers.

When 1 finished my middle school , I left my hometown in the
south Anhui. It was about in the middle of 1980s when the drive
of Searching for Roots appeared and reached at the peak in the
cultural circles in China. At that time I was still a college student
in Beijing. Being influenced and with this background, some of my
schoolmates and I, together with some of my country folks, joined
our efforts and plunged into the work in publicizing Huizhou and
Mt. Huangshan in our spare time. I collected a lot of data and
began reading extensively about Huizhou: such as Huizhou
merchants, Huizhou Academy, dialects, folk custom and etiquettes,
drama, local-style houses, genealogy, etc .However, in one reason or
another, both of my interest and zest about Huizhou did not last
long . And all my studies came to an end without producing any
desired results. Now Huizhou has become a cultural symbol and a
popular study in China. As for me I'm really puzzled and do not
know what to say about Huizhou owning to my limited knowledge.
Since my departure from south Anhui, many a time I have visited
these villages , similar or different, in those areas. The local-style
houses in front of me have lasted for several hundreds of years and
will continue to exist there. And naturally one might misinterpret
that these ancient houses will forever be there and all the changes
and movements are nothing but one's illusions. Nevertheless, the
sound I heard, the color I saw and the smell I sensed in Huizhou
are no longer there. "A man cannot enter the same river twice."
The old saying seems quite right to some degree. Huizhou, I once
held it so dear in my heart, is gone forever. Earnest Hemingway
once wrote about Africa in his novel, The Revelation of the First
Light of Dawn, "Everything is real the moment the first light of
dawn appears. When it approaches noon, everything turns into
illusion ." We define the concept of culture vaguely and flexibly
and even hold that there is not an absolute, rigid way of thinking.
In southern Anhui, the majority of the faces of countless wooden
figures were either ruined or damaged in the so-called Cultural
Revotution. This might bear an implied meaning: In a sense we are
human beings who have all lost their faces.

My memories of those villages in southern Anhui are unclear
and even blurring. But occasionally, some of them reappear in my
subconscious: a plow sliding in the black fields; a pair of hands
and a face during the break; a plot of rice-paddy field after the
harvest; arches with small trees and grass growing on; a shoal of
fish suddenly disappearing in the small river; the stone bridge
covered with green ivy; thousands upon thousands of red dragonflies
flying about in the sunset; a newly-mounted window glittering in
the old house; people going home at night holding the lit sunflower
stem to light the path; animal skins nailed on the doors to dry; red



leaves falling to the black roofs and walls in the autumn rain .
Farmers built their houses by using long logs as beams. The clear
grain of those logs look like a mob of people running wildly
towards the unknown time and space and leaving their marks
behind them there. The annual rings in the center of the log beams
have long ceased extending.

Mr. Wang Xinliang became attached to Nanping Village in 1995.
He was then busy with taking pictures of scenery in Mt. Huangshan
when he happened to hear that a famous photographer was giving
lectures in Yixian county. He could lose no time for this hard-to-
find opportunity. As soon as he climbed down the mountain he was
on his way heading for the county. By accident, he entered Nanping
Village along his way. It was in the afternoon, and the sun was
shining brightly. There was not a single soul in the village. He
stopped and by instinct he sensed something special in the
atmosphere all around him here. Although he did not know what
picture he should take, he did know clearly that right in the village
there was something waiting somewhere for him to discover, explore
with his camera. After that long-passed , unforgettable afternoon, Mr.
Wang recalled and said that he had planned to shoot a series of
pictures about a village in southern Anhui before. He thinks, on the
one hand, that China is mainly composed of many villages and on
the other hand, villages are the homeland of all /the city dwellers.
Therefore, he believes that if he does a good job in this respect as
he wishes , in a way, what he has done can help people get a far
better understanding of the whole country.

Since 1995, Mr. Wang goes to photo in Nanping Village every
year keeping this ambition in mind. He tries his best to learn and
understand the dialect of the villagers, get involved in their daily
life, and share weal and woe with them. Sometimes he stays there
a few days, roams leisurely about along each and every one of
those seventy-two lanes covered with either stone plates or pebbles
in the village. He could tell and feel that everything around him is
imploring mysteriously and calling out urgently. All the pictures in
this album are taken by him as if he was truly one of the villagers.

Half of the pictures in the album are about the typical scenery
of Nanping Village. Pictures are shot automatically here and there in
the village as if the camera was out of his control. When I leaf
through the album, everything in the village seems to be back to
life in front of me. I could feel, spiritually speaking, the endless
indefinite space and time within this small village. Mr. Ying Tianqi,
a famous engraver, once took Xidi Village as his subject matter,
created a lot of engravings. All his works just show us a sort of
coldness and emptiness. Straight lines have replaced those complex
details and a disordered world turns out to be a well-planned one.
However, Mr. Wang Xinliang is not meticulous about expressing the
cultural meanings. He makes painstaking efforts in bringing back to
life the following lifeless things: mottled horse-headed walls, carved
screen windows, brackets and upturned eaves, empty lanes...

Mr. Wang once even wanted to gather those ancestors' photos of

the villagers and took a group picture of them. But he failed to do
so somehow. He carefully examined every face he has seen in the
present-day village. These frail-looking faces make me miss them
even more, and also bring the warmth to my heart. From these
faces taken by him I can see the faces of many others' dimly
visible among them, including mine.

In southern Anhui, there are a number of villages like Nanping
in style. Some of them are characterized by their typical, local-style
houses so they are even more widely known. Mr. Wang chooses
Nanping Village little known to the outside world mainly for the
following two reasons: The village , comparatively speaking, still
keeps many simple, plain elements rarely to be found elsewhere;
Because of this, he could avoid following in the others' footsteps
and being influenced by them in the hope of discovering something
new. In addition, those well-known villages have long been
introduced or somewhat misinterpreted. Those images served as
Chinese land-marks, including their written materials have been
widely spread already. So people might have lost their interests in
them. A film director comments on his film like this, "This is not a
correct image but it is the image only.:" Mr. Wang blazes his paths
and makes his own endeavors in his black and white world of
photography.

The Xuzhi Temple, which belongs to the Ye family in Nanping
Village, was rearranged and turned into the OIld Yang's Dyehouse,
by Mr. Zhang Yimou, a world-famous film director, when his film,
Judou, was taken here. In the film the huge temple was decorated
with colorful cloths hanging down from the beams, which has its
own impact on the sense of the sight, of course. While the black
and white images of Nanping created by Mr. Wang Xinliang remind
me of an old Iranian song, " All living creatures are like painting
colors, which are helpful to paint this great world."

Sunlight has enough power to get the villagers tanned, make
their colorful clothes fade and more import of all, help their images
fix on the film. And these images composed of those common

people and their trifles could guide us to go through the ordeal and
return to our homeland.
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Nanping Village has now over three hundred households and a population of more than nine
hundred people. Nonnative villagers make up 20% of the total population in the village. Almost all
the villagers bear their surnames as Ye, Cheng and Li ,the majority of which bear the surname Ye.
There are two hundred or so old houses. Most of the villagers are engaged in farming with an
average of one mu farmland per person. Nanping Village is also boasted as Hanlin Village in history
(Little Tmperial Academy) because several scholars who came from the village were members of the
Imperial Academy in the feudal China. Yixian county surrounded by mountains from all sides is
located between Mt Huangshan and Baiyue Mountains. The location is blessed with quiet
environment, fresh air and little streams burbling . Lots of ancient local-style houses are kept intact
there and folk custom and traditional ways of life inherited and passed down from generation to
generation. Nanping Village, five kilometers away from the county proper, lies in the southwest of it
and is considered another village in the Peach-Blossom Land.

Nanping , once named Ye Village, was first called Wudu Ye Village, because it ranked the’ fifth
according to serial order of the twelve administrative divisions of Yixian county in ancient times.
Later on it was changed to its present name Nanping for there is a Nanping Mountain behind it in
the southwest. The history of the village can be traced back as far as Tang Dynasty (618-907 )and
Song Dynasty (960-1279). Originally the villagers had various surnames. But since Yuan Dynasty
(1271-1368) Ye families moved to here from White Horse Mountain, in Qimen county. Later
Nanping Village grew very rapidly. Up to the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644 )the village was expanded
and developed on a large scale. Villagers with surnames of Ye, Cheng and Li are dominant in
number in the village gradually.

In the middle of the Qing Dynasty in about 1877 people of Nanping worshiped and took great
interest in Neo-Confucianism put forward and developed by Cheng Hao, Cheng Yi and Zhu Xi,
famous philosophers and educators in the Song Dynasty (960-1279).The three big families competed
against each other and established quite a few primary schools in the village. The numbers of people
who became either officials or merchants were on the increase. In its prime time of the
developments, Nanping had a population of over one thousand people., seventy-two lanes, thirty-six
wells, three hundred or so houses, in addition to those ancestral temples of various sizes and gardens
along the rivers and streams. Nanping Village was then the fourth biggest village among the other
three, namely, Bishan Village, Xidi Village and Waihenggang, and Longshan Village in Yixian county.

Nanping Village is surrounded by Jinzhu Mountain, Linli Mountain and Nanping Mountain from
three sides. The nunnery in Jinzhu Mountain was destroyed but is now covered with bamboo bushes
all over. Linli Mountain extends to Yuhong Mountain. The very place was once the ancient battle
field in the period of Three Kingdoms (220-280). Wuling stream and Jiaogan stream flow across the
village and continue eastward. Tao Village is about three kilometers away from here upper stream of
Wuling stream, where the descendants of the famous poet, Tao Yuanming of the Eastern Jin Dynasty
(317-420) live there. There are some places of historical interests around such as Tao Yuanming's
houses, Jieli, etc.. Besides the genealogy of Tao family is discovered here so some scholars in the
academic circles even boldly proposed that the poem, Peach-Blossom Village by Tao Yuanming
actually described the scenery here in Yixian county. The seventy-two lanes form a traffic network in
the village, some long, some short and look like a labyrinth indeed. Thirty-six wells make up a
complete system of water supply for the villagers. The sewage system under the ground connects
each house and works efficiently.

Today, walking in Nanping Village, one cannot help feeling that he or she was back to the
ancient time. For row upon row of local-style houses in the architectural styles of Ming and Qing
dynsasties are all around you. And each house has its own unique beauty. There are stone carvings,
wood carvings and brick carvings, exquisite and extraordinary. Everything here shows the wisdom of
our ancestors and everyone comes to realize here the strong impact of the Huizhou culture on them.

There are now twelve administrative divisions in Yixian county: 1.County proper; 2. Longjiang
Village; 3.Bishan Village; 4. Guzhu; 5. Nanping Village; 6. Xidi and Waihenggang; 7. Yuting; 8. Ye
Village and Tankou; 9. Pingshan ; 10. Chong Village; 11. Ji Village; 12. Fengkou.
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