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Tracking an Iconic Photograph
Joseph W. Esherick

M

ost China scholars will recognize the photo: Mao in
a sweater and unbuttoned jacket, his hat tilted back
exposing his broad forehead, rides on a light-colored horse
surrounded by his bodyguards, Jiang Qing trailing behind and
the barren hills of northern Shaanxi in the background. The
usual identification in Chinese publications is “Chairman Mao
on the march during the battle for northern Shaanxi (
).1 Can we be more precise in identifying the
context, purpose, and meaning of this photo? A recent book,
Visualizing Modern China, reminds us, “Like written documents, visual records carry their own assumptions, obfuscations, and self-serving narratives… [W]e must interrogate images rather than taking them for granted….”2 After leaving
Yan’an in March 1947, Mao spent a year in the hills of northern Shaanxi, successfully evading the pursuit of Hu Zongnan,
staying in 37 villages and traveling over a thousand miles before crossing the Yellow River into Shanxi en route, eventually, to Beijing. Interrogating this image must begin by identifying when and where on this long route the iconic photograph
was taken. The answer should enrich our understanding of
Mao’s movements during this critical stage of China’s Civil
War and their place in the official construction of the Chairman’s revolutionary legacy.

Figure 1 (visit http://prchistory.org/?p=1736 to view a larger image)
Mao on horseback in Shaanbei (
). In front, leading
Mao’s horse, is Wang Zhenhai (
); on Mao’s left is Shi Guorui (
), and on the right is Sun Zhenguo (
), two bodyguards (
); to
Sun’s left and next to Mao is Yan Changlin (
), leader of the bodyguard
group (
); behind Yan with a hat is Zhang Tianyi (
), bodyguard;
then Jiang Qing (
) on her horse. Behind is Zhou Enlai (
), also on
horseback, just out of this photo. His bodyguard, Wang Huanshou (
),
is visible. On the China Daily website where the photograph is displayed, the
date is given as January 2, 1947, which is before Mao left Yan’an and thus
quite impossible.
http://blog.chinadaily.com.cn/blog-1358976-16721.html

Chinese publications are not always a reliable guide in
answering such questions. The photograph appears in the official biography of Mao Zedong edited by Pang Xianzhi (
) and Jin Chongji (
) of the CCP Central Documents
Research Office (
), where it is given the
title “On the March in the Battle for Northern Shaanxi in the
Spring of 1947” (1947
).3 Similarly, in the CCTV documentary “370 days after leaving
Yan’an” (
), the photo is shown early in the
first segment, shortly after Mao and his party left Yan’an.4
This dating of the photograph to the spring of 1947 is not
credible. Mao left Yan’an on March 18, in the evening, as the
Guomindang bombing of Yan’an intensified following the
withdrawal of the U.S. Military Observer Mission (the Dixie
Mission). Over the next few days, he traveled in a jeep left by
the U.S. Army as far as Tianzhuang (
) in Suide (
).
Then Mao and the small group of central leaders turned west,
confounding Hu Zongnan’s forces who expected them to continue their flight east across the Yellow River to safety in
Shanxi. Instead Mao’s party continued on foot by night to
avoid Guomindang air surveillance, until they reached
Wangjiawan (
), where they stayed from April 12 to
June 7. When Guomindang radio-tracking technology led Hu
Zongnan’s forces to Wangjiawan, the Center moved to nearby
Xiaohe (
) where they stayed until again discovered. On
August 1, they began a hurried escape down the Dali River
(
) to Jia-xian (9 ). This portion of the route led
through territory in Hengshan County (
) controlled by
the Guomindang until the fall of 1946, and Mao’s party moved
mostly at night to avoid detection from the air. With pursuing
Guomindang forces only one day behind them, there was never in this period an opportunity for a photograph in broad daylight of Mao on horseback in an extremely vulnerable position
atop a plateau. 5 (See Figure 2: Map of Mao’s route in
Shaanbei.)
For several years, I have been intrigued by the circumstances of Mao’s retreat from Yan’an in 1947. Mao, Zhou
Enlai, Ren Bishi and other leaders of the Center hid in the hills
of Shaanbei for over a year, protected only by a guard detachment of some 800 men and Peng Dehuai’s Northwest
Field Army. The total Communist forces in Shaanbei were
outnumbered by a factor of roughly 8:1. Often the Center
group was separated from Hu Zongnan’s pursuing forces by
only one gully.6 How is it that Mao managed to escape detection and survive? To answer these questions, I have returned
to Shaanbei three times to trace Mao’s route from Yan’an in
an effort to supplement the overly hagiographic and not always consistent memoir accounts of his aides and bodyguards
with the perspectives of older Shaanbei peasants who can recall the events of 1947.7 In this process, my thoughts have
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repeatedly returned to that photograph of Mao on horseback.
Where, in fact, was it taken?

music and dancing of the young troops soon gave way to a
farting contest, as their jumping about stirred the beans that
had filled their bellies for the past several months.11 The victory at Shajiadian also led the party organization to send a film
team to photograph the leaders in Shaanbei.
Cheng Mo was a photographer and filmmaker with the
Yan’an Film Troupe (
). After the Anti-Japanese
War, most of this troupe had been sent to the Northeast, to
take over film equipment left by the Japanese and receive
training in its use. Cheng Mo, however, was ordered to remain
in the northwest, where he filmed the evacuation of Yan’an,
and then followed Peng Dehuai to film his troops in battle. In
August, he was ordered to join the Central detachment to film
Mao and the other leaders. Published accounts say that Cheng
reached Mao’s group in Zhuguanzhai (
) and after receiving approval from Zhou Enlai, snapped a well-known
photograph of Mao studying a map, drawing the chairman’s
attention and the pun: “Cheng Mo is no longer quiet (chenmo)
0.”

Figure 2 (visit http://prchistory.org/?p=1710 to view a larger image)
Map of Mao’s route in Shaanbei. Photo by author from Yan’an Museum of
the Revolution.

Historians are well trained to pay close attention to textual
sources: their author, audience, authenticity, and reliability;
their creator’s proximity and relation to the events described;
the purpose of their composition and reason for their preservation. But we are not as experienced in the use of visual images. It has been observed that “When they do use images, historians tend to treat them as mere illustrations, reproducing them
in their books without comment.”8 This is certainly true of
most books and articles on Chinese history. In other fields,
this is beginning to change, and historians are paying more
attention to visual sources—to works of art in ancient history
and to photography in the modern era. A study of widely recognized “iconic photographs” in modern America describes
them as “sacred images in a secular society.”9 This description would certainly fit the photo of Mao on horseback. As
such, it behooves us to probe more deeply into just exactly
when, where, and how it was produced.
The crucial turning point on the northwest front in 1947
came with the battle at Shajiadian (
), in Mizhi County
(
), which began early in the morning on August 20 and
lasted almost three days. In this battle Peng Dehuai decisively
defeated Zhong Song (
), Hu Zongnan’s general on the
northern front. This victory, together with Chen Geng’s (
)
offensive in southern Shaanxi and eastern Henan, forced Hu
Zongnan to withdraw his forces from northern Shaanxi. This
at last gave Mao and the Center an opportunity to relax and
even celebrate.10 According to one colorful local account, the

Figure 3 (visit http://prchistory.org/?p=1715 to view a larger image)
Mao examining map. Photo from Cheng Mo, p. 14.

At this same time, other photographs were taken, of
which several have been published, showing Mao, Jiang Qing
and members of the film team in a field of millet.12

Figure 4 (visit http://prchistory.org/?p=1717 to view a larger image)
Mao and Jiang Qing in millet field, with aides and photographers, 1947. Photograph from Cheng Mo, pp. 21-22.
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This information led me in 2013 and again in 2014 to
Zhuguanzhai in search of the spot where Mao was photographed on horseback. Through contacts in Jia-xian, we were
able to contact Shi Xiaoqing (
), the son of Shi Guorui
(
), the bodyguard assigned to accompany Mao at all
times. In 1969, Shi Guorui had been part of a team sent back
to northern Shaanxi by Zhou Enlai to record the precise route
of Mao’s march from Yan’an. Since that time, Shi Xiaoqing
had retraced the route several times, relying on his father’s
memory and notes. In 2013 (after one of those memorable
moments of twenty-first century field research in which we
queried Shi Xiaoqing in Beijing by cell phone from the hills of
Shaanbei), we were told that the photo had not been taken at
Zhuguanzhai, but on the road between the next stops in
Jia-xian, Zhangjiayayao (
) and Shenquanbao (
). We were unable to locate the spot so in June 2014 we
invited Shi Xiaoqing to return with us to Zhangjiayayao in
hopes of definitively locating the spot where the photo was
taken.
From Shi Guorui, confirmed by the recollection of peasants in Zhangjiayayao, we knew that Mao left Zhangjiayayao
in the early afternoon of September 23. The route to Shenquanbao runs roughly north to south, which means that the sun
should have been on Mao’s right, as it is in the photo. But
what route did Mao follow? Determining the 1947 route is
complicated by the fact that in 1974, a large dam was built
near Zhangjiayayao, flooding the valley south of the village.
One route to Shenquanbao led across a dike and up the next
hill to the village of Sujiawa (
), but we had followed
that route in 2013 with no luck. The second route followed the
now flooded stream west to Baijiaqu (
) and then turned
south up a hill. We decided to follow this route and in Baijiaqu
met Bai Benchao (
), an elderly resident of the village.
Bai’s father had been working his vegetable patch when
Mao’s party passed in 1947. He did not know it was Mao at
the time, only a very important and well-guarded leader.
The path that Mao traveled has now been abandoned, but
Bai Benchao got in our car and went by a new road to the top
of the hill where the abandoned track joined the present dirt
road. We followed the path back and at last saw the view captured in the famous photo. It is atop a hill known locally as
Horseback Knoll (
), and the precise coordinates are
N 38°2’44” E 110°22’16”.13 The second photo below (Figure
6) was taken in June 2014. After sixty-seven years, with the
effects of agricultural terracing (
) and more recent
efforts at reforestation (
), the look is not exactly the
same. In addition, new caves have been built which were not
there before. However, the basic shape of the hills and the
topography of the land are the same as in the photo from 1947.
Some may think that the hills, mesas and gullies of northern
Shaanxi all look the same, but anyone who has spent any time
there knows that each hill or valley has its distinctive shape
and slope. Having climbed the hills of Jia-xian for many days
in search of a north-facing camera angle that matches the
iconic photo, I am confident that this is indeed the spot where
the photo of Mao was taken. For purposes of comparison, I
have rotated the camera angle of the original photo by two
degrees clockwise, and the 2014 photo one degree counter-clockwise, to correct for slight differences at which the

cameras were held so as to match the horizon of the two photographs. With this adjustment, one sees the similar shape of
the horizon, the distinctive loess cliffs below the hill on the
right (marked by an arrow), and the slope of the two hills (here
marked with lines) behind Mao’s party but below and in front
of the cliffs on the horizon.

Figure 5 (visit http://prchistory.org/?p=1744 to view a larger image)
This copy of the photo, from www.news.cn (
) is used because it is the
clearest copy available. Note, however, that although Cheng Mo uses this
copy in his volume, it is not the original print, as Jiang Qing has been erased
(a reminder of the airbrushing so common in official photos from China), so
the hills behind Mao in the left-center of the photo have been doctored from
the original.

Figure 6 (visit http://prchistory.org/?p=1745 to view a larger image)
Joseph W. Esherick (
), Shaanxi Normal University (
)
Professor Shi Yaojiang (
), Bai Benchao (
), and Shi Xiaoqing
(
) at the site of Mao’s photo, June 22, 2014.

As is common in historical research, solving one problem
only opens further questions. If the photo of Mao on horseback was taken near Zhangjiayayao, what about the other
photos and films taken by Cheng Mo and his team? There is
film footage that can be viewed in several documentaries
3
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showing Mao and Zhou Enlai at this same spot on Horseback
Knoll.14 But what about footage of Mao and a party of bodyguards approaching and crossing a river, or the still photos of
Mao and Jiang Qing in the field of millet? Published accounts
all put these at Zhuguanzhai, but Shi Xiaoqing’s father, Shi
Guorui, recalls that Cheng Mo only joined the party at Zhangjiayayao. Mao stayed there for two days, and it is notable that
the official chronological biography of Mao has no entry at all
for the second day, September 22. Could this have been a day
when Mao paused the march for the other photos to be taken,
in Zhangjiayayao, where he stopped only briefly, and not in
the better known Zhuguanzhai? If so, then the published accounts of Cheng Mo joining Mao’s party in Zhuguanzhai are
inaccurate. Zhuguanzhai is a small village, with few residents
remaining and none who were there in 1947; but no one we
spoke to remembered hearing about photographers in 1947.
To me, it remains an open question whether Cheng Mo joined
Mao’s group and took those photographs in Zhuguanzhai or
Zhangjiayayao.
There is one final point worth noting about this iconic
photo. As far as I can determine, the photograph was not published until October 1967. According to Cheng Mo’s own account, he answered Mao’s resistance to being photographed by
saying: “Chairman, people across the country are worried
about you; by taking a few photos we can satisfy the wishes of
the masses.” (
3
7
.)15 But during the Civil War, the CCP had
no facilities to print photographs in their publications. Any
immediate use of the photos to boost morale was impossible.
It is interesting, however, that the photo of Mao on horseback
in Shaanbei was never used in party propaganda during the
early years of the People’s Republic. How does one explain
this? Was Mao on horseback inconsistent with the image of
China’s leader in an era of Soviet-inspired industrial modernization? Or was Chinese tradition perhaps a factor, with its
reminder that one can conquer but not rule the country from
horseback?16 The historian advances at some peril on the
mucky ground of why something did not happen. But it does
seem significant that when the party-state represented the Civil War in Northern Shaanxi (what came to be universally
known as (
) in visual form, it initially chose to feature an oil painting.17 Indeed, the first time that the term
“zhuanzhan Shaanbei” appeared in the People’s Daily was to
praise Shi Lu’s (
) 1959 painting with that title, a painting
that had been used to celebrate this period in the new Museum
of the Chinese Revolution.18
It was only during the Cultural Revolution that this photograph first appeared, in an issue of China Pictorial (3
). Largely devoted to the Chairman, and bearing on its cover
the slogan “Political Power Grows out of the Barrel of a Gun”
(
), the issue was entirely devoted to the
theme of military seizure of power.19 It seems that it was only
in the context of the Cultural Revolution that this iconic photograph became an appropriate representation of Chairman
Mao. This was, of course, the time when Mao began to appear
in military uniform—though we are told that his aides had to
borrow one when he chose to wear the trademark PLA green
at the first reception of Red Guards in Tiananmen Square.20
Thus the photograph in 1967 was used to represent Mao, the
military commander, on the march. In some respects, this is of

course accurate. But when we know the actual context in
which the photo was taken, after the major battle had been
won and the enemy had largely left the scene, the relatively
relaxed group walking and riding through the hills of Northern
Shaanxi takes on a slightly different meaning.
How a given photo was chosen to represent Mao at critical stages of history leads us into hidden aspects of the inner
workings of the party’s propaganda department. Nevertheless,
the fact that this famous picture was chosen in 1967, while
another was displayed in the Museum of the Chinese Revolution six years earlier, does invite further speculation. In particular, one wonders whether the appearance of Jiang Qing in
the horseback picture might have been a consideration. She
does not appear in the 1961 museum photo, but she is unmistakable in the better-known horseback photo. Was Jiang
Qing’s appearance in the photo part of the reason for its suppression prior to 1967, and for its publication during the Cultural Revolution? Of course, as we can see by comparing Figures 1 and 5, once the Gang of Four was purged, it became
necessary to remove Jiang from the now iconic image.
In an age when visual images are omnipresent and readily
available through the internet, historians are presented with
many great opportunities to enrich the texture and expand the
scope of their text-based research. We need, however, to resist
the temptation to use these images as unproblematic illustrations of an established narrative, or to ascribe meanings based
on our subjective readings without diligent research into the
creation of each image. When dealing with contemporary
China, where images are carefully vetted and often altered by
the propaganda apparatus, research into the origins of a photograph can require considerable time and effort. I would like
to believe, however, that in the case of Mao on horseback, my
own efforts were rewarded by more than an opportunity to
walk the hills of Shaanbei and escape the pollution of China’s
crowded cities.
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