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Urban Space and Cultural Politics of Modern Manchuria

The 18th International Academic Conference

by the Manchurian Studies Association

m Schedule
* Date: 15th May 2009, Friday

* Place: Room 104, Building Saechunnyun, Yonsei University
* Host: Manchurian Studies Association

* Sponsored by Northeast Asian History Foundation and the Yonsei University

m Welcoming Note

Manchurian Studies Association(MSA) has long conducted a number of academic re-
searches on Manchuria, an 'aporia' in the study of Northeast Asia, and is pleased to an-
nounce that its 18th International Academic Conference would take place in the 15th
May, 2009, with the generous supports from the Northeast Asian History Foundation
and the Yonsei University. Despite the relatively short history, by regularly publishing
journals and holding academic conferences, the MSA has developed itself into a re-
search centre for Manchurian studies as well as for Northeast Asian history. We open
another international venue, with the presence of scholars from the world and Korea,
under the title of 'Urban Space and Cultural Politics of Modern Manchuria'. We hope
many members of the MSA as well as anyone with interests in Manchuria or Northeast
China enjoy the conference, which, without doubts, would make it more productive and

successful.



I Morning Session (09:00-12:30)

% Presider: Kim, Ki-Hoon (Korea Military Academy)
% Registration
% Opening Speech: Han, Suk-Jung (President of the MSA, Dong-A University)

% Session Chair: Suh, Jung-Hum (An-Dong National University)

(1) Urban Images of Harbin in the novels of Jueging (B7)
Presenter: Choi, Jung-Ok(Academic Institute of East Asian Studies, Sungkyunkwan University)

Discussion: Quan, He-Xiu(Northeast Normal University, PRC)

(2) Politics of Space from the "Xinjing (FT )" by Yu, Jin-Oh
Presenter: Yu, Su-Jeong(Korea University)

Discussion: Kim, Jae-Yong(Wonkwang University)

(3) Residential Pattems of Korean Poets in Manchuria during the Japanese Colonial Period
and their Perception on Manchuria
Presenter: Tian, Yue-Mei (Academy of Korean Studies)

Discussion: Yoon, Sang-In (Hanyang University)



I Afternoon Session(13:30-17:30)

% Session Chair: Park, Sun-Young(Pohang University of Science and Technology)

(4) The Future of Harbin's Past

Presenter: Carter, James (St. Joseph Univ.)

Discussion: Han, Suk-Jung(Dong-A University)
Interpretation: Kim, In-Wook(Korea Military Academy)

(5) Movement in the Centres of Japanses Culture in Manchuria - from Dalian to Xinjing(cur-
rently Changchun)

Presentation: Kobayasi, Hideo (Waseda University)

Discussion: Lee, Dong-Jin(Kyungbuk University)

Interpretation: Joung, An-Ki(Korea University)

(6) Cultural Politics of ‘Harmonization between Korea and Manchuria (i — #)’: Study on
the Manchukuo Prime Minister's Visit to Chosun in 1937
Presenter: Yim, Sung-Mo(Yonsei University)

Discussion: Yoon, Hwy-Tak(Hankyung National University)

m Free Discussion(17:30-18:30)

% Chairman: Han, Suk-Jung(Dong-A University)
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The Future of Harbin's Past

James Carter(Saint Joseph’s University)

Manchuria has been for at least 400 years a contested land. In the 17" century, it was a
zone of contact between Han Chinese and Manchus, who eventually moved south and con-
quered all of China, and between the Manchus’ Qing dynasty and the expanding Russian
empire. The first treaties between a Chinese and a European state were concluded in the
region, establishing the Sino-Russian border. Two hundred years later, China, Russia, and
Japan competed to claim this resourcerich, sparsely populated region. Russian influence and
interest in the region reached a peak in the construction of the Chinese Eastern Railway,
centered on the virtual colony of Harbin, founded in the 1890s. Although technically a
joint administration of the Chinese and Russian states, Harbin existed in its first two deca-
des—until the Bolshevik revolution of 1917—was ruled and developed by Russians, and
the legacy of that era remains.

Much of Harbin’s 20th-century history revolved around struggles over the city’s identity,
and also struggles for control of the city’s colonial legacy. This paper suggests that the
competition over Harbin’s identity continues to evolve in the early 21* century. After many
decades of denying and dismissing Harbin’s colonial past, local, regional, and national
Chinese governments are now exploiting that past as an asset for the city’s economic
development. Building on trends that first emerged in the 1990s, Harbin’s Chinese rulers
are now turning to the city’s non-Chinese past as a means of competing in a global

cultural and economic environment.
BACKGROUND : THE HISTORY OF HARBIN’S HISTORY

Modern Harbin was defined by its Russian builders: colonizers in the Manchurian
wilderness who established a Russian city in China. Starting in the 1890s, Harbin grew
quickly to become a modern metropolis: the “Paris of the East.” By World War I, there
were perhaps 100,000 people living in the Harbin, and it was the center of transportation
and commerce in Northern Manchuria, sitting at the junction of two major railroad lines
and a navigable river.) Orthodox churches, synagogues, cobblestoned boulevards, and art

- 69 -



2SS M18X mH[st=E|el ¢ 20 2HEel EASZH 2R

nouveau buildings all conveyed the impression that Harbin was a Russian provincial capital.
In the city’s central districts, white faces far outnumbered Asian ones, adding to the city’s
European appearance. The city was administered by the Chinese Eastern Railway’s Board
of Directors: a body that in principle divided power between Russian and Chinese officials,
but which in practice oversaw Harbin as a virtual Russian colony.

After the 1917 revolution, Russian power in Harbin collapsed. The Chinese government
did not recognize the Bolshevik state, and the Tsarist government was no longer able to
maintain its obligations. Into this vacuum stepped Chinese administrators, who took control
of the city and worked to promote its Chinese identity. Harbin remained cosmopolitan, with
a diversity of ethnic, religious, linguistic, and cultural people and institutions, but Chinese
administration, architecture, and population came to dominate—or at least contextualize—
Harbin’s Russian features. The Japanese invasion of 1932 again placed Harbin again under
non-Chinese rule, and the city retained its identity as an amalgam of Chinese, Russian,
Japanese, and traits until the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949.2)

Tensions among different versions of Harbin’s past were particularly evident in the last
decades of the 20" century. Official government histories were careful to assert a millennia-
old Chinese past for the city, and bristled at suggestions that Harbin owed its existence in
any fundamental way to Russian or European influences. Harbin’s greatest historical
importance in the modern era was asserted to be its role as the first Communistruled city
in China, not its semi-colonial origins. Archeological finds were also marshaled to confirm
the proper version of Harbin’s past: evidence that the Jurchen Jin dynasty had one of its
12th-century capitals within the administrative boundaries of modern Harbin were presented
as proving that Harbin had a long Chinese history (notwithstanding that the site was many
miles from Harbin’s 20" century center, as well as the fact that the Jurchen, ancestors of
the Manchus, were not Chinese, but defeated the Chinese Song dynasty to occupy much of
what is now northern China).3) The denial of Harbin’s European past peaked in 1998,
when a planned conference to celebrate the centennial of Harbin’s founding was rejected
by authorities in Beijing unwilling to acknowledge that modern Harbin was founded in
1898 (and, thus, by Russians).4)

Beginning in the late 1990s, though local authorities were becoming more interested in
embracing a complex past than presenting Harbin as an unequivocally Chinese city. One
reason for this was the appeal of tourism and commerce as economic engines. Harbin’s
heavy industrial base had become obsolete and inefficient, and the city’s unique past

1) For accounts of Harbin’s early development see David Wolff,To the Harbin Statio (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1999), esp. Ch. 1; and James Carter,Creating a Chinese Harbin(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
2002), esp. Ch. 1

2) Details on the transition to Chinese rule can be found in Carter,Creating a Chinese Harbi and Blaine
Chiasson,Administering the Colonize (UBC, forthcoming)

3) Details on the use of historiography in support of Harbin’s history can be found in Seren Clausen and Stig
Thegersen,The Making of a Chinese Cit (M.E. Sharpe, 1994)

4) Thomas Lahusen,“A Place Called Harbin: Reflections on a Centennial,”The China Quarterl 154 (June 1998):
400-410.
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appeared as an option to lure Russian and European tourists, traders, and consumers. The
most dramatic example of the revival of “Russian Harbin” was the renovation and
reopening (as a museum) of the onion-domed St. Sofia’s church, in 1998.5 Although it did
not resume its role as a religious edifice, a Russian orthodox cross was reinstalled atop the
building’s dome, and the opening ceremony was described as a “Baptism” ({£iiz, Xili) The
script that accompanied the opening made clear that the building would evoke memories of
the city’s Russian past: “when you toll your bell you again open the floodgates of memory
for many.”®) In the decade since it reopened, St. Sofia’s has become the public face of the
city. This building features prominently in tourist literature, and the silhouette of its onion
dome adorns many of slogans. The plaza in front of the church is frequently filled with
tourists and also locals, many of whom consider the church a desirable backdrop for
wedding photos, and at night, the building is brightly lit.

The spectacle of St. Sofia’s exterior is not matched by its interior. The building has not
been reopened as a church, but rather as a small museum of Harbin architecture. Although
the topic could easily support extensive exhibits and displays, the museum at St. Sofia’s
features mainly poor reproductions of old photographs. The exhibitions feel temporary and
low-budget, in contrast to the impressive fagade visible from the outside. Moreover, soon
after the building was reopened, signs of water damage and temporary braces to shore up
the structure’s architectural integrity were visible inside. In recent years, the deterioration
has continued, and the building may be in significant structural jeopardy, though this has
not been officially acknowledged.”)

Whatever its flaws, the reopening of St. Sofia’s signaled a revival of Harbin’s colonial
past, and the colonial architectural legacy became celebrated throughout the city, centered
on St. Sofia’s and the adjacent Zhongyang dajie (Central Street, which in Russian times
had been called Kitaiskaya ulitsa: China Street). This cobblestoned pedestrian zone has the
largest concentration of European architectural styles in the city, and leads to the Russian-
designed waterfront along the Sungari River.8)

HARBIN’S PAST TODAY

Since this revival of Harbin’s colonial history approximately ten years ago, Harbin has
continued rehabilitating and repackaging its non-Chinese past. Although this past is

5) 1 summarize the results of the St. Sofia restoration here. For more details on the reconstruction, see Carter,
“Touring Harbin’s Pasts.”

6) "Xili - Sheng Suofeiya jiaotang [Baptism - St. Sofia's Church] inQuanguo zhongdian wenwu baohu danwei:"
Sheng Suofeiya jiaotan [National Protected Cultural Site: St. Sofia Church] (n.p: n.d), 134. Quoted in Carter,
“Touring Harbin’s Pasts,” 159.

7) Dan Ben-Canaan, personal correspondence, April 19, 2008.

8) I wrote about this turn of events in “Touring Harbin’s Pasts,”in Daniel Walkowitz and Lisa Knauer,
eds.,Memory and the Impact of Political Transformation in Public Spac. Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
2004: 149-165.
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sometimes treated as a single thread, several distinct strands can be discerned within it.
The first of these is “Russian Harbin,” which treats historical Harbin as the largest Russian
city outside the Soviet Union, and builds on that legacy to promote trade and tourist
connections, mainly through the Russian Orthodox churches in the city. The second
category, “Jewish Harbin,” portrays Harbin as a model of tolerance and a haven for Jewish
society and culture outside the predations of 20th-century Europe. Harbin’s local
administration is promoting this version of the city very aggressively, motivated mainly by
a belief that this can make money for the city, both through tourism and direct investment.
Third, a more generic “European Harbin,” promotes the city as embodying the style and
sensibility of European architecture, city planning, fashion, and taste.

RUSSIAN HARBIN

After the Bolshevik Revolution, Russian émigré communities sprang up outside the
Soviet Union, a “Russia Abroad” that preserved prerevolutionary Russian culture and
enabled development of Russian culture outside Soviet control. While all of these
communities became, to greater or lesser extents, artifacts of a lost empire, Harbin’s
geographic isolation from Europe made it a special case. Without easy access to the
communication and exchange that connected (for instance) Berlin, Paris, and Prague,
Harbin’s Russian community preserved prerevolutionary culture with less change (and less
development) than any other city.?) The timing of Harbin’s founding and its proximity to
the Bolshevik Revolution, as well as the geographic and cultural isolation of Harbin, led to
a strong sense of nostalgia among Harbin Russians (Kharbintsy) as early as the 1920s, and
that sense of nostalgia has remained a major feature of Russians’ recollections of Harbin
since that time, especially as the Kharbintsy have emigrated from Harbin to other countries,
especially Australia, Canada, and the United States.!0)

This sense of nostalgia has been central to the rehabilitation of Harbin’s non-Chinese
past. Seeking tourism and investment, Chinese authorities in the city attempted, starting
with the renovation of St. Sofia’s in the late 1990s, to renovate or rebuild elements of
Harbin’s Russian past, and from the start it has centered around religious structures, like
St. Sofia’s. Russian orthodox churches were the most numerous religious structures in
Harbin, and those that survived the Cultural Revolution have been key elements in the
repackaging of Harbin’s Russian past. Sources differ, but it seems that there were between
fifteen and twenty such churches in the city. The website “Orthodoxy in China”
(www.orthodox.cn), which maintains the most complete records of churches in the city, lists

sixteen churches in the Harbin Diocese of the Russian Orthodox Church, twelve of which
were located within the city of Harbin (the territory of the diocese extended across what

9) Marc Raeff,Russia Abroad(New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 22-23
10)The most prolific student of the Russian émigré community in Harbin, is Olga Bakich, herself born in Harbin.
See for instance “Emigré Identity: The Case of Harbin,”The South Atlantic Quarterl (99: 1, Winter 2000): 51-73
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are today the provinces of Heilongjiang, Jilin, Liaoning, and Inner Mongolia. Of these
twelve, four are known to have been destroyed during the Cultural Revolution, and another
three, although I have been unable to confirm their fates, appear to have been destroyed
either in the Cultural Revolution or through neglect in the decades since. Five structures
remain: the St. Sofia Church (now the Museum of Harbin Architecture); Church of the
Protection of the Virgin Mary (today an active Russian Orthodox Church); the St.
Aleksejev Church (today active as a Roman Catholic Church); the Church of the Dormition
of the Virgin Mary (today an arcade and restaurant inside the Harbin Culture Park), and
St. Ibervel Church (the current condition of which is in question, and about which more
will be said later).

The most famous Orthodox church in Harbin was its most famous victim of the Cultural
Revolution: the Cathedral of St. Nicholas. Destroyed by Red Guards during the Cultural
Revolution, St. Nicholas’s was the most recognizable symbol of the city and was the most
common motif on postcards and photographs from the city. The razing of the church on
August 23, 1966 left an empty circle, surrounded by some of Harbin’s most important
buildings, including the International Hotel, the Provincial Museum, and Choorin’s
Department Store—all examples of European architectural styles. In 1997, an abstract glass
and concrete sculpture was erected to fill the gap, but in 2005, it was suggested to rebuild
the elaborate wooden church. Although public dsicussion has been minimal, and no official
plans have been announced, what has been reported evokes the same debates over the
city’s identity that have dominated Harbin architecture since the 1920s. One Chinese
resident of the city said that he believed a rebuilt St. Nicholas could “represent the city’s
history and style,” adding that he had fond memories of visiting the church as a child.!1D

Local historians are less convinced. The same article included dissenting views, including
that of Li Xingsheng, a “researcher from the city’s Culture and History Research Centre.”
Li opposed the rebuilding of the church because it represented colonialism: “The St.
Nicholas Church is a symbol of the Tsarist colonialism and rebuilding it means recognizing
it.”” Harbin’s mayor at the time endorsed a study of the project, but further plans have yet
to be announced, and there is no physical evidence to suggest that the planned renovation
are underway, or even that they are formally in place.l2) The debate over the St. Nicholas
cathedral shows clearly that the arguments over Harbin’s identity, and over who owns its
history, are still active.

These tensions can also be seen in the plans—or potential plans—for St. Ibervel Church.
St. Ibervel (sometimes referred to as Holy Iveron Icon Church) was built in 1908 and
dedicated to the Russian victims of the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-5. Although not
destroyed during the Cultural Revolution, it fell into neglect and came to house the
workshop of a thermal products factory. In 2004, plans surfaced to restore the church so
that it could be reopened as “a community center.”!3) These plans were connected to the

11) Li Fangchao, “Harbin talks of rebuilding church,”China Dail (Sept. 5, 2005), 3
12) Ibid.

- 73 -



2SS M18X mH[st=E|el ¢ 20 2HEel EASZH 2R

opening of a new entrance to the Harbin railway station, and the church building was to
be the centerpiece of a 137,000 m’ plaza that would be a transportation hub for the cit
y. 14

This usage would be consistent architectural politics throughout Harbin’s history, in
which the passenger arriving at Harbin by rail was immediately surrounded by visual
markers of the cities identity: the railway station itself was originally a grand Art Nouveau
design, and passengers exited the station (passing a statue of St. Nicholas the Miracle
Worker) to see the Cathedral of St. Nicholas dominating the landscape from atop the small
hill before them. When Chinese officials took over Harbin’s city planning in the 1920s,
one of their first efforts was the construction of a new Middle School, which they built on
the plaza opposite the station’s entrance and was the first publicly financed building in
Harbin to feature Chinese architectural styles. The renovated St. Ibervel Church would
represent a reversal: passengers exiting the station and transferring to one of the 17 bus
and tram lines that currently converge on the square would do so beneath St. Ibervel’s five
onion domes, a clear statement of Harbin’s unique Russian past.

But while this usage resonates with certain versions of Harbin’s past, it’s not clear how
serious the plans are. Versions of the plan can be found in Harbin’s city planning office,
and on that organ’s website, attempts to confirm that these plans are underway have not
succeeded. Photographs taken in May, 2007, show the building to be structurally sound and
well-maintained, but not under renovation.!5) Neither do these pictures suggest that the
plaza or transportation hub discussed in the article are under construction. The difference of
opinion, and lack of action or substantive information, suggests that the debate over how to
restore, remember, or promote Harbin’s past is still active.

The other surviving buildings that were constructed as Russian Orthodox churches figure
less prominently in the city’s revival of “Russian Harbin,” perhaps because they are less
centrally located and thus both less symbolically—or commercially—significant. Two remain
active as Christian places of worship. St. Alekseyev Church is now Roman Catholic, and is
sometimes referred to as the Harbin Catholic Cathedral. Built in 1930 to replace an earlier
wooden structure, it is the headquarters of the city’s Catholic Patriotic Association. It, too,
is under discussion as an object of urban renewal plans by the city. The city’s plans call
for it to remain as a religious edifice, but want to use the church’s appearance as an asset
for redeveloping the surrounding area. Specifically, the plans call for demolishing “some
buildings that influence the church, forming a public open space for city life” as well as
“enhance the visual importance of the church and make the church a landmark of the
commercial area.”10) As with the plans for St. Ibervel, details about these plans, or

13) Jin, Guangjun and Zhao, Congxia. “Cultural Heritage Conservation in China: Some Significant Good
Practices.” Chapter in Gerard, et al., eds.The Human Sustainable City: Challenges and Perspectives from the
Habitat Agend (London: Ashgate, 2004): 488

14) Li Fangchao, “Harbin to Rebuild Orthodox Church,”China Dail (December 10, 2004), 3.

15) http://www.orthodox.cn/contemporary/harbin/iveron_en.ht

16) Jin and Zhao, 489.
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evidence of their implementation, are lacking.

Harbin’s only active Russian Orthodox Church is the Church of the Protection of the
Virgin Mary, sometimes called the Ukrainiya Church. Built in 1922, this church reopened
in 1984 after being closed in the Cultural Revolution. No further renovation or renewal
plans surround this building; its role in preserving Harbin’s Russian past is more personal
and less public. The congregation has been without a priest since Father Grigory Zhu
passed away in 2000, but services have been conducted by laity every Sunday, and as
many as sixty Orthodox faithful (all of them apparently ethnically Chinese) attend.

The other building that survives is the Church of the Dormition of the Virgin Mary (the
Orthodox term for what Catholic dogma teaches as the Assumption). This building has
been used for many years as a game arcade, snack bar, and restaurant in the Harbin
Culture Park.

The other most prominent sign of “Russian Harbin” is the complex of churches,
cemeteries, and monuments surrounding the relocated graveyards in the Harbin suburb of
Huangshan. Harbin’s Orthodox cemetery had originally been located on the current site of
the Culture Park, surrounding the church that now serves as a restaurant. The cemetery
was relocated to Huangshan in 1958. With few Russians remaining in the city, and the
cemetery located far from the city center, few visitors came to Huangshan, and the
facilities at the site deteriorated until 2006, when a renewal of ties between the Chinese
and Russian governments led to a rapid renovation of the cemetery, including a new fence
and the repair and cleaning of many of the tombs and headstones. A year later, in the fall
of 2007, a “new” cemetery was constructed to honor the Soviet war dead who had helped
defeat the Japanese. The cemetery was completed within two weeks and immediately put to
use as a political symbol: the opening ceremony was presided over by Chinese Foreign
Minister Yang Jiechi and Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, who used the
opportunity to emphasize the historic cooperation between Russia and China, illustrated by
the sacrifice of the soldiers whose names adorned the newly carved stones.!?)

Foreign Minister Lavrov’s visit to the Huangshan cemetery suggests the renewed
importance of Sino-Russian ties (several months later, Russian President Andrei Medvedev
made China his first official visit abroad after assuming the Presidency). The two
countries’ interests appear closely aligned: Russia is the world’s largest energy producer,
and China is poised to pass the United States as the greatest consumer. Their 2,700-mile
long land border is the longest on earth.!8) Both countries are seeking power in a
“multipolar” world, i.e., a world that is not dominated by the United States. The creation
of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) in 2001, a non-governmental organization

17) The account of the construction of the new Huangshan memorial cemetery is provided by Prof. Dan Ben-
Canaan (personal correspondence, May 21, 2008). The meeting between Yang and Lavrov was reported inAsia
Time (Oct. 31, 2007, available online at http://www.atimes.com/atimes/China/IJ31Ad01.htm)

18) Portions of the Sino-Russian border have been disputed for some time, most violently during a brief shooting
war in 1969. The section of the border that was the focus of this fighting was finally agreed to in an agree-
ment signed on July 21, 2008.
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comprising China, Russia, and four former Soviet republics in Central Asia, is one example
of this attempt. The predecessor to the SCO, the Shanghai Five, was founded in 1996, the
same year that plans for the renovation of St. Sofia’s cathedral were announced. Though
perhaps only coincidence, the correlation between these two events shows the power of the
Sino-Russian relationship, and also the importance, both actual and potential, of Harbin—
and Harbin’s history—as a symbol of that relationship.

JEWISH HARBIN

As with “Russian Harbin,” the rehabilitation of Harbin’s Jewish legacy started in the late
1990s. Professor Dan Ben-Canaan, an Israeli scholar who works in the School for Western
Studies at Heilongjiang University in Harbin, has documented the provincial initiative to
encourage Jewish investment in Harbin, beginning in 1999. At that time, Zhang Tiejiang, a
Research Fellow in the Heilongjiang Academy of Social Sciences wrote an essay titled
“Suggestions for the Study of Harbin Jews to Quicken Heilongjiang Economic
Development,” in which he advocated researching and promoting Jewish historical sites in
the city in order to encourage Jewish tourism and investment. The essay was republished
in the national media, and led to a directive from the provincial party secretary to intensify
research and promotion of Harbin’s Jewish past. A Center for Jewish Studies was
established at the Heilongjiang Academy of Social Sciences—the goal of which was,
according to Provincial Party Secretary Song Fatang, to “reestablish Jewish presence in
Harbin, and bring Jewish money to the city”!9) Although all tourist development has a
commercial component, the attempt to promote and develop tourism surrounding Harbin’s
Jewish past is remarkable for its clear and aggressive pursuit of profit, and also for its
public endorsement of stereotypes of Jewish financial and business acumen.

According to tourism development plans published in August 2004 by the Harbin Social
Science Academy’s local history and tourism development research institute, “Harbin Jewish
cultural resources are perfect, their historical value,...scale, preservation, and market
potential...unsurpassed.” This same document called on city authorities to differentiate the
city’s Jewish past from its Russian one, to enable more focused development and better
facilitate tourism.20)

As part of this initiative, several conferences on Harbin’s Jewish history were organized
in order to bring together scholars, as well as business and political leaders. The largest of
these conferences, titled “International Forum on Economic Cooperation with World Jewry,”
took place in June, 2007, with 83 participants. Of these, 17 were academics (one Israeli,
one American, and 15 from the Heilongjiang Academy of Social Sciences); the remaining
66 were politicians, businesspeople, lobbyists, and their guests. In his introductory remarks,
Harbin Mayor made clear the meeting’s goal:

19) Ben-Canaan. Personal Correspondence, 15 May 2008.
20) Wang Jing, Harbin Jeis historical and cultural tourism development research,” unpublished paper (n.p., 2004), 5
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“The Jewish nation has won the reputation of ‘world’s No. 1 merchant’ with
their unique business skills and large number of successful entrepreneurs over the
world.... [It is said that] ‘the world’s money is in the pockets of Americans, and
the American’s money is in the pockets of the Jews’. This is the highest acclaim
and praise to the Jewish wisdom... We will be more supportive, more open-minded
and more pragmatic, and work together with you, for a brighter tomorrow....”21)

The speech included other familiar stereotypes, and repeated the frequently encountered
claim that American captains of industry, including J.P. Morgan and John T. Rockefeller,
were Jewish, as means of supporting the claim that appealing to Jewish investors was the
key to Harbin’s financial future.22)

Such plain-spoken ethnic stereotyping is rare in the West, particularly at a conference
with academic pretensions, but it is consistent with other examples of how Harbin is
marketing its Jewish past. The belief in Jewish financial genius and that Jewish investment
would be profitable in Harbin is made clear in the most cynical of terms by the film
“Relics of the Jews in Harbin,” produced by the Harbin municipal government’s office of
foreign affairs. An astonishing mixture of cynicism, ignorance, and anti-Semitic stereotypes,
the film begins by asserting that “The Jews have wandered the world for centuries,” and
that these wanderings led them to Harbin in the late 19" century. After a brief history of
the Jewish community in the city, the film recites a list of surviving buildings that are
associated with former Jewish residents of Harbin. In one typical example, the script
introduces the former site of a famous Russian restaurant: “Its owner was E.A. Katz: a

2

Jew.” A few moments later, the titles on the screen declare “Hotel “Modern” was
established by Jewish people.” (Unbelievably, as the camera pans the corridors and
architectural features of this early 20" century hotel building, the accompanying score
begins a big-band rendition of “The Christmas Song.”) The scene closes by quoting
Montesquieu that “Wherever there are the Jews, there is wealth.”23)

The film ends with a facile portrayal of Harbin’s history as a paradise for Jews fleeing
persecution in Europe: “When the Jews faced adversity, the kindhearted Chinese offered
them their selfless hand. Similarly, the Jews returned their gratitude with equal sincerity....
Harbin is... a place of happiness for the Jews.” The closing offers an invitation: “Harbin
people today still welcome you to renew the prosperity of the Jewish community in the
city.”24)

Accompanying the clichéd and demeaning rhetoric, the film depicts many of the physical
renovations and improvements that have been made. The city government spent RMB 33

21) Speech by Zhang Xiaolian, quoted in Ben-Canaan, “The Business of Stereotyping Business,”Mirekh, Jewish
Studies in the Far Eastl (November 2008)7.

22) Ibid.

23) Harbin City Bureau of Foreign and Overseas Chinese Affairs. S A ATEM /K iy it Youtairen zai Harbin de yij.
The relics of Jews in Harbi). (DVD), 2008

24) Tbid.
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million in 2004 to renovate prominent Jewish historical sites in the city, primarily the
synagogues, schools, and hospitals, as well as the cemetery. The Old Synagogue and the
former Jewish middle school are described by the narration as particularly important
because their unique architecture makes them “among the best for future development and
international attraction.”?5) Currently, the Middle School functions, as it has since 1956, as
a Korean Middle School, while plans for the Old Synagogue remain unclear. It currently
houses a café and internet bar. Also renovated during this time was the New Synagogue
(originally built in 1921), which has been made into a museum of Jewish culture and
history. The New Synagogue/museum and the other architectural sites have been
incorporated into a Jewish “tourist route” that is marketed to travel agents in China and
abroad, helping to make Harbin a standard stop of tours of “Jewish China,” which often
also include Shanghai, Kaifeng, and Tianjin.

The cemetery at Huangshan—the largest Jewish cemetery in East Asia—is along with
the New Synagogue/museum, the centerpiece of “Jewish Harbin.” Founded in 1903, the
cemetery was moved in 1958 (along with the Orthodox cemetery) from Nangang district,
one of the central parts of the city, to the suburb of Huangshan. There are some
discrepancies among different descriptions of the cemetery, but it seems that there are more
than 850 sets of remains, and more than 600 legible tombstones, of which more than 500
have been catalogued in an online database. Like the Orthodox cemetery, the Jewish
cemetery was largely neglected until visits from important foreign dignitaries early in the
21% century. In the case of the Orthodox cemetery, these official visits were tied to larger
strategic and political interests. Since Sino-Israeli ties hold little strategic ties, Harbin and
Chinese authorities have viewed the Israeli connection to Harbin’s Jewish past primarily as
a money-making opportunity. In 2004, Ehud Olmert, then Israel’s Designated Acting Prime
Minister, came to Harbin to visit the grave of his grandfather, Joseph. Hoping to hitch its
wagon to Olmert’s star, the Harbin government invested as much as four million U.S.
dollars in the renovation and maintenance of the cemetery. However, as Olmert’s career
declined in allegations of misconduct, the financial wisdom of this strategy became suspect.
In the spring of 2008, the city government stated that it planned to cease further funding
of the cemetery, and called on members of the Jewish Studies Center to seek financial
support from Israel.26)

Accompanying these physical developments have been numerous academic books and
articles focusing on Harbin’s Jewish history. The Chair of Heilongjiang University’s History
Department identified the history of Jews in Harbin as one of the main focuses of research
among Chinese historians in Harbin. Chief among these works has been Zhang Tiejiang’s
Jiekai Harbin Youtairen lishi zhi mi: Harbin Youtairen shequ kaocha yanjiu (Revealing the
Enigma of Jewish History in Harbin: A Survey of the Harbin Jewish Community),
published in 2004.27) Zhang’s book includes articles compiled from the period 1999-2003,

25) The relics of Jews in Harbi
26) Dan Ben-Canaan, personal correspondence, May 21, 2008.
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as well as primary sources on the history of Harbin’s Jewish community.

Books like Zhang Tiejiang’s are welcome insights into the past of the community, and
are part of a global increase in research on Jewish Harbin. A recent review of literature
indicates that scholars in the United States, Canada, Germany, and Israel are currently
publishing work on Jewish Harbin. (In April, 2007, an international conference at the
University of Heidelberg focused largely on questions about Jewish Harbin, and a follow-up
conference is being planned for the summer of 2009 in Harbin.) Scholarship on the Jewish
community in Harbin is limited, though, by the inaccessibility of sources. Materials that are
held in the Harbin Municipal and Heilongjiang Provincial, archives are not available to the
public. Foreign scholars are generally denied access to these repositories, especially those
materials related to foreigners, including the Jewish Archive. Chinese scholars, too, find
their access very restricted and carefully monitored. Published primary sources like those
found in Zhang’s collection provide rare glimpses into these collections, but their use is
largely anecdotal without systematic access to the holdings. By restricting access to these
holdings, the Harbin authorities reinforce the sense of nostalgia about that community,
because until the Harbin archives are opened, ironically, the study of Harbin’s Jewish past
reinforces a nostalgic view of the community since most materials for study (with the
exception of collections like Zhang’s book) are found in émigré collections located mainly
in North America, Australia, and Europe. As long as this encourages tourism, however, it
is unlikely the authorities would prefer scholarship to nostalgia

Harbin’s revival of its Jewish past—both in terms of scholarly production and
architectural renovations—appear superficial. The architectural renovations produces tourist
attractions, but appears focused very narrowly on profit, removing government funding
when foreign investment appears in jeopardy (as in the denial of funding after the Olmert
affair). Likewise, the scholarship produces attractive and useful books, but fails to provide
access to the sources that would permit a real understanding of Harbin’s Jewish history.

EUROPEAN HARBIN

I use this term to apply more generically to sites of European cultural or architectural
significance in Harbin. Typically, these sites are secular, as most of the religious sites are
associated either with specifically “Russian” or “Jewish” histories of the city. Like the
other two elements, “European” sites are being renovated and promoted in order to advance
political and economic agendas. Without a specific constituency in mind, these projects
focus on promoting tourism and investment more generally. The centerpiece of this
movement is the pedestrian zone around Zhongyang dajie (Central St.), connecting St.
Sofia’s church and the Sungari River waterfront. This mile-long avenue has been the center

27) Zhang Tiejiangll.. #EITILAL—ILK Nt X E4LHFJE  Jiekai Harbin  Youtairen lishi zhi mi: Harbin
Youtairenshequ kaocha yanjiu(Revealing the Enigma of Jewish History in Harbin: ASurvey of the Harbin ew-
ish Community). Harbin: Heilongjiang RenminChubanshe, 2005.
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of Harbin’s commercial district since the founding of the Russian city, and it is the
densest concentration of European architecture in Harbin. Conversion of the street into a
pedestrian zone began in 1997, and today it is one of the most distinctive, and pleasant,
city centers in China, featuring European architectural features and European themed
businesses, such as the Bellagio Café, the Café Cézanne, and several Russian restaurants.
Similar development can be found in other Chinese cities with colonial and semi-colonial
histories, such as Shanghai, Tianjin, and Qingdao. Although not unique to Harbin, the non-
Chinese style and design of the buildings, streets, and promenades feature prominently in
tourist advertising, and present the city’s business district as strikingly European in
appearance.

Accompanying the redevelopment of Zhongyang dajie came scholarly justification of its
importance. A volume published in 2000 declared Zhongyang dajie the “most splendid
street on earth,” giving a detailed history of the street, its many occupants, and its
importance for Harbin.28) The book simultaneously celebrates the prosperity and creativity
of the street’s colonial past, with headings such as “the businesses of foreign capitalists,”
“Moscow of the East,” and features on the (French-built) Hotel Moderne or the origins of
Harbin’s famous “Black Bread” (baked by a Russian bakery), while at the same time
contextualizing this period as one of national humiliation by documenting the “suffering of
the Chinese people” on Zhongyang dajie under foreign domination. This juxtaposition
illustrates the challenge confronting Harbin’s authorities as they try to market the city’s non
-Chinese past: how to capitalize upon foreign nostalgia while maintaining the central
narrative that foreign domination—if not outright colonialism—was the primary obstacle to
China’s development since the mid-19" century.

Another example of this is the 2001 photo album, The Oriental Paris (titled in both
English and Chinese). This book is a photographic record of Harbin architecture, and
includes important Chinese-style buildings, but the emphasis is clear: of 151 pages, the
chapter on “Chinese classic architecture” includes only six pages, and three examples (the
Buddhist temple, Confucian temple, and the #3 Middle School). Unlike the book on
Central Street, which is in Chinese only, The Oriental Paris is published in both Chinese
and English, on glossy paper with color photographs. While Tianjie yicai targets a Chinese
audience, and promotes a vision of “European Harbin” in which foreign success came at
the cost of Chinese suffering, The Oriental Paris is aimed, at least in part, at an English-
speaking audience, and shows a city that is celebrating its grand colonial inheritance.

CONCLUSIONS

Harbin’s non-Chinese past is a valuable asset for a city with few economic advantages.
Once the industrial strength of China, Manchuria’s economy has declined dramatically since

28) Yang Ronggi #%¢ and Xie Zhongtianiffrp. Kk =0 @ i5/Ki b9 K {fTianjie yicai: Haerbin Zhongyang daji
(The world’s most splendid street: Harbin’s Central Street). (Beijing: Jiefangjun wenyi chubansh, 2000).

- 80 -



The Future of Harbin's Past

1980, the victim of several trends. The movement away from heavy industry and toward
light manufacturing and high-technology industries (located mainly in the coastal provinces);
the dismantling of the state-owned sector of the economy, which has removed guaranteed
employment; and the erosion of the state’s social safety net have all combined to leave
Harbin with high unemployment and little economic growth. By the late 1990s—exactly
when the shift toward tourism began, symbolized by the renovation of St. Sofia’s—60% of
the urban population in Heilongjiang province was either unemployed or not being paid.29

With few other resources, tourism became an attractive commodity. This trend seemed
evident at the start of the 21" century, when the first tentative signs of promoting Harbin’s
colonial past began to appear. Recent events have confirmed this trend, and shown it to be
accelerating. Russian Orthodox churches have been renovated as museums and cultural
attractions, and other renovations have been suggested. Interestingly, these new plans are
more easily found in the English-language press than in Chinese sources, which suggests
that the prospect of such renovations is targeted at foreign sources more than domestic
ones. Harbin’s Jewish legacy has been most crassly repackaged, including the construction
of brandnew “cemeteries” to coincide with visiting Israeli officials, and the subsequent
abandonment of state funding for these facilities. Nonetheless, Harbin’s new museum of
Jewish culture, its renovated synagogue, and its Jewish cemetery remain staples of tours
marketed to Israeli, American, and European Jews.

Harbin presents its colonial past in mixed terms. While China’s government depends on
strong nationalism to maintain its legitimacy in the absence of clear socialist principles, the
architectural legacy of imperialism in Harbin is appealing, despite the apparent—at least
tacit—endorsement of colonialism that it represents. The common denominator is money.
As the central government moves increasingly toward a market economy and undoes the
social programs typically associated with socialism, it strives to hold political reform at
arm’s length. In this familiar bargain of exchanging the right to get rich for the right to
rule, China’s middle class has ridden a wave of consumer goods since the early 1990s. In
economically depressed Harbin, the state’s ability to mollify critics through economic gain
has been limited. (Harbin, like many cities, was the site of large protests in 1989,
concurrent with the more widely known Tiananmen Square protests in Beijing.) Because of
this, the city’s colonial past has been permitted to reappear, with an explicit goal of
financial gain. Russian engineers in the 1890s seeking to exploit the mineral and
commercial potential of Manchuria built a Russian provincial city on Chinese territory. A
century later, it is that city itself that Chinese officials are using as a commodity, hoping
to sell Harbin’s non-Chinese legacy for profit.

29) Patricia Ebrey, et al., eds.East Asia: A Cultural, Social, and Political Histor, n ed. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
2009), 478
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Sheng Suofeiya jiaotan [National Protected Cultural Site: St. Sofia Church] (n.p: n.d), 134. Quoted in Carter,

“Touring Harbin’s Pasts,” 159
7) Dan Ben-Canaan, personal correspondence, April 19, 2008

8) I wrote about this turn of events in “Touring Harbin’s Pasts,”in Daniel Walkowitz and Lisa Knauer,

eds.,Memory and the Impact of Political Transformation in Public Spac. Durham, NC: Duke niversity Press,

2004: 149-16
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17) The account of the construction of the new Huangshan memorial cemetery is provided by Prof. Dan Ben-
Canaan (personal correspondence, May 21, 2008). The meeting between Yang and Lavrov was reported inAsia
Time (Oct. 31, 2007, available online at http://www.atimes.com/atimes/China/IJ31Ad01.htm

18) Portions of the Sino-Russian border have been disputed for some time, most violently during a brief shooting
war in 1969. The section of the border that was the focus of this fighting was finally agreed to in an agree-
ment signed on July 21, 2008
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