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The spectacle on the island of 
Meizhou, with drones filming 
and streaming live.

Travel

SIDDHARTHA DAS

A visit to China brings with it exciting and unexpected 
discoveries of a country with cultures spanning millennia, 
where the old and the new stand witness to each other.

Old Lens,
New Eyes
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Of the places I have travelled 
to, I have always conjured up 
some kind of an image of the 
space before actually getting 
there. But when I went to 
China two months ago, I drew 
a complete blank. While 
geographically we are close to 
China, I have always known so 
little about it. As a student of 
history, I drew solace from the 
fact that I did know something 
about their history and as an 
avid consumer of current 
affairs, something about the 
geo-politics. And yet it didn’t 
prepare me at all for my three 
weeks there. I had a full 
immersion, starting with a 
Chinese Airline. I transited 
through the cavernous airport 
of Guangzhou, lived in 
Chinese-owned hotels, ate 

Chinese food for each of my 
60 meals and made Chinese 
friends. Ni hao!

I realised that one would like 
to think one knows any 
international mega-city with a 
population of more than 10 
million. We have six in India, 
China has 15 and I had only 
heard of three of them. I felt 
small and inadequately 
prepared. To redeem myself 
from this inadequacy, I plunged 
myself into my Chinese 
existence. I spent my three 
weeks in the city of Fuzhou, a 
city I had never heard of. It is 
close to Taiwan and is the 
capital of the south-eastern 
province of Fujian, with a 
population of about 7.7 
million! Fun fact: China has 

160 cities with a population of 
more than a million!

One of the things China 
doesn’t prepare you for is 
that every imaginable thing 
is different and completely 
Chinese. It’s hard to explain it. 
One can’t merely dismiss it by 
stating that they have a 
Chinese version of things 
we are familiar with in urban 
India, like Gmail, Google 
Maps, YouTube, Whatsapp, 
Amazon, Facebook, Twitter 
and Uber. Well, you don’t have 
any of these in China. I am not 
going to even try and broach 
the finer points of why, but 
suffice it to merely state that as 
an urban Indian I felt that I 
had arrived at a very advanced 
alien planet that I had 

Dim sum breakfast with Xu Eihua 
and her daughter, my window to 
Fuzhou! 
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stumbled upon in some 
random intergalactic travel, in 
some comic science-fiction 
story like Douglas Adams’  The 
Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy 
or a comic version of Star Trek. 
And that the joke was on me.

I was there with a contingent 
of about 20 international 
museum professionals 
interacting with about the 
same number of Chinese 
museum professionals. We 
were fed exotic and an 
incredulous amount of food at 
every meal, and I ate zealously 
like a man possessed who had 
been starved for a lifetime. 
While I was curious as to what 
was finding its way to my 
tummy, I didn’t question how 
the little Noah’s Ark was 
taking shape in my stomach. 
But many species, with bag-
fulls of veggies were being 
shovelled into my mouth with 
copious amounts of lovely 
Oolong and Chinese green tea. 
It bore little resemblance to 
what passes off as Chinese 
food in our country, but that 
was no surprise. With simple 
arithmetic I am proud or 
embarrassed (depending on the 
day) to say that I sampled over 
500 dishes in my 20 days there. 
More than a thousand photos 
bear witness to the food I 
consumed, from incredible 
feasts in posh hotels to 
unassuming suspect wayside 
places that rustled up 
chopstick-licking food. I learnt 
one of the two Chinese words 
that served me well. Hao chi, 
pronounced Houtshu, or tasty. 
And, yes, the English spelling 
for all things Chinese is a cruel 
joke as one has no idea how to 
pronounce any Chinese word. 

The keen interest I took in the 

art of food or in its 
consumption was only beaten 
by my love for the arts. Like a 
worthy neo-Mongol, I pillaged 
the art book, craft and ceramic 
shops and live to tell the tale 
with a proud loot that made its 
way back to India miraculously. 
Unlike India, and so many 
other countries, China seems 
to have found a way to preserve 
and promote traditional, age-
old art and craft skills. It was 
fascinating to witness various 
disciplines flourish. In an hour-
long meeting over tea with a 
calligrapher and an artist, I 
came back with the imprint of 
a stone with a philosophical 
poem on mulberry paper, a 
bamboo and paper folding fan 

with painting and calligraphy 
on it, a book and a promise 
from the artist that he would 
visit India to work on a 
collaborative project. 

The walks through the park of 
the West Lake in the city never 
had a dull moment. They were 
teeming with people of all age 
groups. Mornings belonged to 
the elderly, who did Tai chi, 
sang, danced, played music in 
groups – anything from pop, 
rock, punk music, Chinese and 
American – and swayed to it 
with careless abandon.
Visits to the Cha-ju-dian tea 
shops in the wholesale tea 
market of the Wu-li-ting area 
of the city resulted in a bag of 

Restaurant with traditional bamboo 
lamps in the hip Shang-xia-hang 
area by the canal in Fuzhou city.
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exquisite Chinese porcelain. 
And, in a completely different 
context, I realised how one 
could use the adage of bull-in-
a-China-shop. 

When our contingent of 
museum professionals was 
taken to the porcelain capital 
of Dehua, I had reached my 
ceramic heaven. Actually, the 
streets of Dehua lined with 
millions of ceramics were 
heaven and hell. I have a 
beautiful travel tea set for that 
emergency mad craving for 
Oolong tea. And, for other 
times, there are the wafer-thin 
translucent white porcelain and 
beautifully glazed tableware in 
myriad colours. The pilgrimage 
seemed complete when they 

took us to Anxi, the capital of 
Oolong tea. It was a logical 
culmination and one had no 
choice but to add boxes of tea 
to the loot. So on a visit to a 
beautiful Confucius Temple, I 
could absolve myself of the 
worldly desires of all ceramics, 
teas and crafts. The temple sat 
in the middle of a modern city 
and yet when within it, all was 
serene. Tiled roofs with 
ornately carved stone pillars 
and wooden elements, mixed 
with raw and precise painted 
characters typified the temple. 

Communist China has no 
official religion and yet many 
come to see the temple. The 
new religion is commerce. But 
the serenity of the ancient 

philosophers and spaces 
seemed to remain intact. There 
is a lot of new with the old, 
and often very pastiche, 
recreated to look old. And, like 
in India, the popular culture 
has its own spin on the old. 
This was most noticeable at 
an incredible magnum opus 
staged on the island of 
Meizhou to celebrate the 
legend of Mazu, the sea 
goddess. Inexplicably, our 
contingent got VIP seats to 
witness the spectacle, with 
drones whizzing over us and 
streaming down vivid close-ups 
on large LED screens. And we 
loved every minute of it. 

I couldn’t help but think about 
all the shared histories and 

At the studio of the artist and calligraphy, Zhang Jun's studio.
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All Images Courtesy of Siddhartha Das.West Lake Park.

Cha-ju-dian tea shops in the 
wholesale tea market of the 
Wu-li-ting area of Fuzhou city.

West Lake Park.

cross-pollination of cultures, 
from Buddhism, paper, textiles, 
tea, the Silk Road to Hiuen 
Tsang, and yet in this day and 
age, in spite of the geographical 
proximities, we do not know 
each other much. While 
together we may be a military 
and economic behemoth, to me 
what is of interest is that India 
and China are two incredibly 
old cultures with a continuity 
spanning millennia. We are 
both in a haste to play catch up 
with the Western nations, that 
has led to two countries with 
large disparities, and stoically 
our ancient monuments stand 
witness to it.

One of the artists I met was 
Zhang Jun, who gifted me a 
bamboo foldable hand fan with 
a verse in calligraphy on it: 

Hill upon hill, River upon river, 
Drizzles fall like curtains. They 
wet the stone steps, They wet the 
old house, Rain drops hang from 
the leaves. Few people appreciate 
this beautiful rainy scene, but 
how could I not stay and enjoy 
this moment.

Hui tou jian, (au revoir) China!

The Confucius temple in the city of 
Quan zhou.




