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PREFACE

Sorrow and Joy Intersect at this Moment

/ Yan Changjiang

The phrase “landscape” was seldom used in ancient China; the phrase “shanshui” meaning mountain
and water was used instead. Among mountains and water, people can enjoy the view or live in
seclusion. This is extraordinary, wonderful to a certain extent; it is “heaven.”

“While picking asters beneath the Eastern fence/My gaze upon the Southern mountain rests.”

“We are not tired, the Peak and I/ Neither I of him, nor he of me.”

This exchange is spiritual, mysterious, and knowing. “It has true meaning, but when I try to express it, I
have forgotten the words.” What is the true meaning of the Chinese shanshui aesthetic? In short, it is the
oneness of man and nature. There is no contradiction between man and nature. Man cannot and will not
excessively interfere with nature nor successfully merge with nature. Man cannot and will not reach the
misty heaven of Eastern thought, easily and skillfully master the meaning of life, or resolve the fear of
death. This is because man has already consigned himself to Heaven, where life is beautiful and eternal.
This is said to be the basis on which Chinese people settle down and it has been central to the Chinese
world view for more than a thousand years. Shanshui aesthetics have also become the center of Chinese
literature and art. To some extent, shanshui is the scholars’ religion. We all used to share the view
that shanshui is negative and elitist, but when T look back on this aesthetic world from the present, it
seems brilliant.

Actually, shanshui is progressive, healthy, positive, bright, and even youthful and joyous.

Most importantly, shanshui is essential; when you are happy in this life, you are in harmony with
greater changes. This kind of life is vast; it is the beginning of a world view and the goal of philosophy.
Therefore, Chinese people always see landscape as intimate and human. Man and nature are like close
friends; “I think the mountains are beautiful, and I think they feel the same way about me.”

Nature is also oneself, so Chinese people seldom disturbed and spoiled nature. In this regard, Chinese
architecture also reaches a rare plane. Curves extend in an imitation of nature (that is, "Heaven and
Earth”), thus architecture and nature bring out the best in each other. This is undoubtedly the highest
state of art of architecture. British explorer Archibald John Little fully understood this when he traveled
to China during the reign of Guangxu Emperor. Upon seeing the urban landscape of Chongging, he
wrote, “But here in the far west of China, nothing has intervened to mar the accord between Man and
Nature. Feng-shui, in its best sense, reigns supreme, and Man harmonizes with the soil as a bird with

the air and a fish with the water. The buildings are all in keeping with the environment. The hoary
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battlements seem a natural excrescence on the rugged cliffs, and as the city walls follow the sinuosities
of hill and dale, there is no sign of that strife with Nature which our bold Western methods encourage.
No braggart upstart building towers rudely above its neighbors, stealing their air and light.”

And today? After reading Little’s book, someone from Chongging wrote, "The Chongging of more than
one hundred years ago is not like my Chongging, it is so distant and so good." If Little were to come
back, he would be deeply saddened, because it is hard to find ancient cities with mountains and rivers
in China today. Pingyao is world-famous, but it has neither mountains nor rivers. Pingyao was not
originally included within the boundaries of China’s beauty.

All of this has been completely reversed in the last hundred years, and especially in the last two
decades.

The phrase "upside down" is very appropriate here. Landscape has undergone fundamental changes.
Humanity has endlessly intervened in nature so that its original ecological balance no longer exists. The
sky has been polluted and the earth has been skinned; people have become greedy. There is no
shanshui in which to live in seclusion nowadays; they have been almost completely demolished. Ancient
architectures have also been destroyed to too great an extent. Only a few solitary artifacts have been left
behind; they only have scientific significance and not an aesthetic "environment."

What about the sea of new construction that has corroded and replaced nature and ancient streets
and villages? Because the powerful are generally mediocre and vulgar, the architecture and cities
that they have created are uninteresting and absurd. One could say that they have placed beautiful
and strange garbage everywhere. This garbage has thoroughly changed China such that today's
China is no longer the China of the books and memories of the elderly and the Chinese people. If
traditional and natural things still exist, they have undergone bizarre changes. For example, elevators
have been installed in Zhangjiajie and an eighty-meter high goddess sculpture has been built
on Wushan. As a result, we are a confused mixture.

How should we describe the wonders of contemporary China? British photographer Nadav Kander is
a modern-day Little, traveling along Yangtze River. Kander wrote, “China is a nation that appears to be
severing its roots by destroying its past. Construction and demolition are happening everywhere, on so
great a scale that it makes us wonder whether we are really building or destroying.”

This is truly a classical tragedy. You strangle your own children or kill your father and in the name of
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construction, you happily destroy your own country.

Of course, the world view of the people of the country will change to the point that man and nature
clash. Man will conquer nature regardless of shanshui aesthetics. Strictly speaking, we do not have a
serious and systemic world view because it is no longer necessary. The simple rules of survival and
consumer impulses have overcome all of us, that is, we don’t have beliefs anymore; we have only
spiritual desolation. The landscape that corresponds to the journey from the heart to the outside world,
the "mad scene," is our basic reality. Another photographer Daniel Traub has traveled extensively in
China taking photographs in recent years. He wrote, “The people with their gestures seem theatrical,
as if eager to appear in step with these new backdrops. Others seem absorbed in their thoughts, lonely,
stunned by this new world that has suddenly appeared.”We can be “amused to death” in the strange
China theme park, but most people are afraid that they will not feel happy. This is a modern disease
with Chinese characteristics, which forces people to rethink and act and find a possibility for building a
new spiritual home.

This would seem to have nothing to do with photography, but in fact, it is a starting point and a
foundation for us or this exhibition. It is an issue that must be raised and it is also the exhibition’s
inherent theme. Because landscape is always humanized, good art can target problems and good artists
can confront the era directly. This group of photographers has a deep sense of responsibility. Regardless
of the style of their works, they are all realistic. They naturally focus on a problem and synthesize this
problem from every angle; they want to penetrate contemporary China’s external and internal
landscapes, seeing where it came from and where it will go.

When the shanshui has been squeezed away, we can only look at landscape in the modern sense. Xu
Peiwu, the force behind this exhibition, simply but grandly named this exhibition “Chinese Landscape."
On hearing this title, Shanghai critic Wei Jiang exclaimed, "Chinese Landscape! Is there still scenery
when there is no wind?[ The Chinese word for “landscape” is composed of the two characters for “wind”
and “scenery.”] Anyone can see scenery, but viewing is very demanding. But how can we bear the word
‘Chinese?”"

Indeed, the word “wind” has a romantic connotation, but it is also the noun used to describe the
melodious folk songs in the Book of Odes. If I use “landscape” here, it is just nostalgic and satiric. The

word “Chinese” is very serious. Responsible photographers think that if they don’t capture it, no one
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will. In our view, capturing the landscape is top priority for contemporary China. We want to use
modern eyes to look seriously at contemporary China; we want to show our abilities, resolutely confront
and convey the scene, and express our doubts. Chinese landscape can be expressed as a Chinese
appearance and face; these photographers are collectively examining their country. This face has a lot
of problems; the photographers can see the infections. All the works, even the emotional and subjective
ones, can be joined together to form a comprehensive, rational, and objective affirmation.

This exhibition is not ordinary. Observing the Chinese landscape is a precondition for the rebirth of
“China” Therefore, these works imply salvation, without the effortlessness of the shanshui era. It is like
a final glance before we can keep walking. But have we found a direction?

I think that these photographers reaffirm traditional aesthetics, but they are also open, forward-looking,
modern people. They also accept universal, useful values from Western civilization. In short, both of
these good things should be used to build a new spiritual home. The path and prospects are very vague,
but photography is both sociological and emotional. These works use images to create a belief about
land and life.

“Viewing is very demanding.” We believe that the photographers in this exhibition have rich, vibrant
inner worlds and unique skills. In shouldering this responsibility, the Chinese Landscape photography
exhibition emphasizes the attitude that one should look and present seriously. Therefore the exhibition
focuses on handmade works and self-installation of the work to achieve a pure exhibition process.
There are basically two ways to look at this premise. The first is the mental image, which uses the heart
to reflect reality; the second is the outside image, which is an objective confrontation of reality. Every
participant has his own style, which is summarized below.

Qiu is the most profound black and white photographer in China. He has benefited from the Southern
tradition of witchcraft; his works seem to glow slightly from a secret sunlight reflected off the ground,
brilliant and groaning. He seems to use a knife full of spells to offer us slices of China.

The ghost songs, spiritual songs, and elegiac airs, like the Songs of Chu, receive responses from fellow
Southerners Wei Bi and Luo Kaixing. Only Wei Bi positively portrays the magic and drama of medieval
life. He seems to solidify and model this method; he brandishes calligraphy, indulging his deep feelings
in photos. Luo Kaixing’s work is faster; he definitely takes the train to and from “home.”

Chinese culture is better persevered in rural areas in the South. If there are three poetic images to
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describe these three photographers with Southern blood, they are the baby, the farmer, and the traveler
returning home. These three figures express themselves through the gestures of picking, harvesting, and
wandering. They are the three photographers closest to the land of China.

There are few photographers who have scholarly features and a literary air in China. Xu Peiwu named
his works Secluded Elegance, although he cannot be entirely carefree in nature. There is always a
hesitation in the photos; under this beauty there is also irony.

The irony is much more direct in Yan Changjiang’s work. His subject matter is also literary, but some of
his works are obsessive, joking with the absurd, to an ironic effect. His other works are more distracted;
figures are often captured standing and staring, as if encouraging the viewer to escape to a distant place.
In short, his work expresses the struggle of criticism, escape, and despair; he is determined.
Photographer Lu Ning provides a rare Northern scene, clean, grand, and simple. In contrast to the
Southerners discussed above, his works evoke Fan Kuan-style Northern shanshui. His photographs
have an emotional emptiness and the eternal air of frozen time. He contributes a distant, perfect
dimension to the exhibition.

These three photographers have inherited an orthodox 120 mm photography, but the next three
photographers can be regarded as using a modern vision and approach, directly confronting
contemporary life. Yang Geliang borrowed the landscape photography technique of direct and steady
observation; he is like a calm engineer. Yang Junpo is a rarity in this exhibition for focusing on a city.
This is very difficult to do, but the swiftness of Shenzhen could not escape Yang's grasp. Yang has seen
the piteousness in urban brightness and the helplessness in urban beauty; he truly is an elder brother.
Yang's work contains a love for the contemporary scene. Perhaps we must not simply criticize; we must
also be tolerant. This is the frustration of an era, a tragedy for everyone.

Meng Minsheng was a photographer who was “discovered” just before his death. His works combine
the aesthetics of traditional Chinese gardens with the politics of the time. This method of observing
landscape from the two dimensions of history and reality is consistent with our exhibition concept. We
have included his works, but we are also paying tribute to him. Landscape is always related to politics.
All types of landscape contain an evaluation and a deep pictorial flavor. Currently, we believe that the
landscapes of this piece of land have been deformed and reformed, a rapidly changing site scattered

with spare parts. These landscapes imply the codes and the prophecies of the past and the future.
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We went our own ways, capturing different kinds of evidence to be made into a whole. This whole is
our support; it has meaning for all of us, but it manifests as a problem, a problem of the home and the
spiritual home. This is a vital moment in contemporary China and it is also the most contemporary
subject in the art world.

Photography must have a defined historical mission. For the past two to three decades, the negation
of tradition and the deconstruction of meaning have been fashionable in art. This was necessary at
the time, but blindly continuing like this will result in complete emptiness. In the present this kind of
art has little practical significance and has actually converged with consumerism and become part of
the problem. Now, in contrast, we are trying to solve the new problems that have accumulated in the
last two or three decades. We need to identify the release points, restore civility, and build something.
Many people of insight are already aware of this; if art has an innate sense of uncooperativeness and
resistance, then the object of resistance had already changed. In photography, many works confront
reality. For example, in 2010, exhibitions like Chinescape and Different Landscape were good color-
photography viewing experiences, so it was time to put on a black and white exhibition.

[ wish I could continue discussing these matters, but let me end this article with an excerpt from Little’s
Chongging diary.

“There are a number of Catholic converts around here whose mites are diverted from their local
deities, going to swell the fund from which the distractingly ugly white-washed churches, affected by
missionaries, are built. Meanwhile the beautiful old temples with their cool halls and shady gardens
and every aspect which art and nature can combine to soothe the brain, weary of the outer world, are
falling into decay. Even their rich deep quiet-sounding bells are being slowly removed by the barbarian
curio-collector, to be replaced by the discordant jingle of the chapel adjacent. How often in some quiet
wooded valley have I heard the deep bell sound with a single stroke at long intervals, of some Buddhist
shrine calling to vespers, and I stop and listen while watching the worshippers and smoking incense.”

It has true meaning, but when I try to express it, | have forgotten the words.
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