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The New Book of Mountains and

Seas [1] | Qiu Anxiong

Watercolor Animation

This piece of work describes the
modern world and questions the
modern civilization on the basis of the
Chinese classical narratology from a
perspective outside of the generally
acknowledged symbol system
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FEERAERBL. FEXRBBRYR: RNTARZERAPLERRE
Ph.D, Prof., Dept. of Sculpture of China Academy of Art, Director of Shenzhen Public
Art Center

I. Revelation from the New Book of Mountains and Seas: Breaking away from

Anthropocentrism

A watercolor animation The New Book of Mountains and Seas caught the attention of

spectators at Shanghai Urban Architecture Biennial in 2006. The creator is Qiu Anxiong.
a young media artist. People can view it from different perspectives. However, we prefer
to regard it as a fable and an animated history of the relations between human beings and
nature. It seems to tell us how men break themselves away nature step by step. how men
start to construct his cities from nothing. and what changes men have brought to their urban
life and their own existence by conquering and transforming nature.

We can sce the urban ccological issues have become worse and worse from Qiu Anxiong’s
work and the opposition between men and nature becomes sharper with each passing day.
Where lies the problem? The crux of the problem is the deeply-rooted ideology
“Anthropocentrism™ with a history of thousands of vears. The ideology is manifested in
such modes of thinking as “Man is the measure of all”. “Man makes the law of nature™ and

“Man is the master of nature™.

Sun Zhenhua
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The New Book of Mountains and
Seas [I]

A Qiu Anxiong's Work

Watercolor Animation

Length: 30'05"

Ratio: 4: 1 (3 Screen Video)

Color: Black & White

Shanghai, China

2006
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What is the relation between
anthropocentrism and urban arts?
Urban arts here refer to all the art
forms which are developed with the
urban space and public life as their
background, including architectural
art, public art, environmental art,
land art, gardening art, performance
art, design art, and etc.
Anthropocentristh in urban arts
is expressed by the exclusive
emphasis on the conquering of
nature, environment and space
through art forms to satisfy
various human needs to flaunt
human willpower at the cost of the
ecological environment.

We may take pride in the relics of the ancient buildings that remain this day. But sometimes
we fail to recognize the fact that the construction of these buildings are made at the cost of
a massive consumption of ecological resources. For instance, the impact of the construction
of the the white jade in Fangshan Mountain, Beijing, and the massive cutting down of the
trees on the Maiji Mountain, Tianshui City, Gansu Province due to the construction of the
grottoes on the mountain.

It should be admitted that in ancient times, no matter in China or elsewhere, there were
crude ecological thoughts and ways of handling nature in urban arts. However, with the
development of human rationality and the progress of science and technology, urban arts
are moving further away from nature and ecology.

Take sculpture art as an example. Sculptors take sculpture as a way to conquer space and
time in order to display human willpower and strength through the creation of material
volume.

According to The Biography of the First Emperor of Qin in the Records of the Historian: “In
the 26! year, all the weapons throughout the country were confiscated, fused and remolded
into twelve giant bells and statues which were placed in the imperial palace. ™ The first
Emperor of Qin confiscated the weapons and remolded them into these giant sculptures just
to show oft his martial power and supreme authority.

According to the historical records, the bronze statue of Apollo Helios on the Island of
Rhodes in Greek, one of the seven world wonders, was created to commemorate the
successful breaking of the siege by the Cyprus army in 350. B.C.. The huge statue was
made from the bronze weapons and armors abandoned by the retreating enemies.

Why were the ancient rulers so keen on the construction of buildings of enormous space?
Besides fulfilling certain practical functions, these buildings were constructed to display the
rulers’ mighty powers through volume and space.

According to The Biography of Emperor Gao, while Xiao He, the Prime Minister of the

Western Han Dynasty, was in charge of the construction of the Weiyang Palace, Emperor
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Mount Rushmore National

Memorial | U.S.A.

The well-known Rushmore National
Monument in the United States is
erected on the Rushmoore Peak of the
Black Hills in the southwest of South
Dakota. It is a group of huge stone
statues of four American presidents
sculptured by the famous American
painter and sculptor Gutzon Borglum
(1867-1941) during 1927-1941.






Gao was on his eastern expedition. When the emperor
returned and saw the scale of the palace, he blamed Xiao
He for the luxury of the palace. Xiao He replied in this
way: “As the emperor, your mujcst_\‘ is the ruler of the
whole country and only the magnificence of the palace can
display your supremacy. ” Upon hearing that. the emperor
turned from anger to happiness.

It is based on such motivation that men have left master
works about which their offspring brag about. These works
have become monuments to human powers and men still
make such efforts until this day.

Cases outside China are: the Egyptian pyramids, the Eiffel
Tower in Paris, the Statue of Liberty in New York. the
sculptures on President Hill, and etc.
Cases in China are: The Great Wall, the Statues of
Emperors Yan and Huang along the Yellow River in
Zhengzhou, the “Zulong Project” which has been stopped
by the government, and many other projects which claim
to be “the first so and so on carth”
Today, in terms of urban arts, with unprecedentedly
powerful technologies and facilities, human beings are
capable enough to break any previous records. As long as
they wish, they can challenge and break any limitations.
Today, anthropocentrism still has a strong impact on urban arts and this in turn stimulates
and intensifies the anthropocentric tendencies among the urban artists whose works of art
have become the showing-off and expansion of human willpower.

Today, many forms of urban arts actually destroy the urban ecological balance in the name
of art because they are consuming non-renewable natural resources and hence they are
created at the cost of nature and environment.

Just take sculpture as an example. The creation of sculptures involves mining, ore-refining,
mountain-blasting and quarrying and these processes will cause not only noise and dust
pollution but also irreparable destruction to the environment.

After all, natural resources are limited. Anthropocentric urban arts are doomed to failure.
The only way out is to break away from anthropocentrism and move towards an ecological
civilization. This will be a Copernican shift in the history of urban arts.

The modern urban ecological aesthetics tries to break through anthropocentrism and
advocates the slogan of “Respect nature, ecological ego, ecological equality and ecological
sympathy”. It stresses the integrity of natural ecology, the co-existence of men and nature,

and the equal position of men on the food chain with other living creatures.

In Letter on Anthropocentrism, Heidegger puts forward his idea that “*Man is not the master

of beings, but the caregivers of beings.”
According to the Gaia Theory proposed by the modern environmental ethicist J.E.

Lovelock, the Earth can be regarded as Gaia, a goddess in Greek mythology. The theory

posits that the earth is a living body composed of pedosphere. hydrosphere and atmosphere
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The Eiffel Tower | France

The construction of the Eiffel Tower (La
Tour Eiffel) began on Jan. 26, 1887 and
it was opened on May 15, 1889. The
tower has a history of over 100 years
Occupying an area of one hectare, the
tower stands on the Mars Square along
the Seine River in Paris. This tower,
with a hollow steel structure, is 300
meters in height. Since the height of the
antenna is 24 meters, the overall height
of the tower is 324 meters. Except
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and unique design, is a mastery

the architectural history of the
Therefore, it has become one of the
important scenic spots and outstanding

landmarks in Paris and France
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Wrapped Coast | Christo and
Jeanne-Claude 1968-1969

Photo: Harry Shunk, Copyright: Christo
1969

The Little Bay, Sydney, Australia, with
1, 000, 000 square feet, wrapped with
90, 000 square meters of erosion-proof
fabrics and 56.3 kilometers of ropes
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This living body is a self-regulating system with stable functions and is free from external
or human interference.

A city 1s a living body, an ecological system composed of complex factors such as the
economy, society and environment. Like a human being, a city can also respire, renew its
nergy, and get disorders. Therefore, we shall regard the city as a whole body and shall not
destroy its ecology.

As a city has life, all the objects in the city shall deserve the dignity enjoyed by living
creatures. Thus, the people-oriented theory of urban development should be challenged.
A city shall be ecology-oriented. Only with a proper ecology could there be a shared and

harmonious city.

II. Revelation from the Uncompleted Meteorological Tower: Ecological Trend of

Contemporary Urban Arts

A meteorological tower with a height of 40 meters was planned to be built on a small hill in
the downtown of Taizhou City, Zhejiang Province. However, the construction of the tower
was forced to stop when it was built to the height of 19. 6 meters because the construction
breached the city planning. Later, the project was abandoned since another place was
chosen to be the site of the meteorological tower. As it is located on a hill in the downtown,
the uncompleted tower is clearly visible in the space image of the whole city. It would be a
good choice if it is to be reconstructed into a sculpture.

The Sculpture Office of Taizhou City invited five influential art institutes to design the
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Running Fence | 1972-1976

Photo: Jeanne-Claude, Copyright
Christo 1976

With a height of 5.5 meters and a
length of 40 kilometers, made of 200
000 square meters of nylon, steel poles
and steel cables, the Running Fence
extends across Sonoma and Marin

Counties, California
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Cellular City | Republic of Korea

An unprecedented “Cellular City" is
planned to be built in Seoul, capital of
Republic of Korea. Occupying an area
of 400, 000 sq.m, the city is composed
of 15 towers with stories varying from
16 to 53. The city is shaped like a giant
beehive with coverings of green plants,
looking like a space alien. Inside the
towers, there are a number of bulging
balls in which apartment buildings,
theaters and hospitals will be built. It is
said that the cellular city will create an
environment more suitable for men to
live in the future. The project is still in
its conceptual phrase and is hoped to
be completed by 2026.
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reconstruction plan. About dozens of plans were submitted. Among these plans. not a sign
of the original tower could be seen nor could any relation of the sculpture with the original
tower could be observed. The bid document stipulates that the height of the tower should
not be higher than 40 meters. As a result,
all these plans meant a new 40 meter-high
sculpture would be erected on the hill. The
modeling of the sculpture was not related
to the previous tower at all.

If then, what is the significance of
transforming the ‘uncompleted tower? It
would be better to pull down the tower
or simply cancel the reconstruction
project. The project was approved by the
government because it was a pity that the
uncompleted tower was abandoned. The
job of the artists is to help the city to turn
waste into things of value, to correct the
mistakes people have made in the city
construction through artistic means rather
than to invest a huge amount of money to
construct another colossal building in a
medium-sized city.

Previously. there was a successful case of
turning waste into treasure in Taizhou. In
the downtown, there had been ruins of a
quarry. Later, the landscape designer led
water uphill, made slight treatments on the
body of the hill and turned it into a man-
made waterfall. With the green plants and
the flowing stream, the ruins were turned into a wonderful waterscape in the city.

Why couldn’t the sculptors and designers of the reconstruction project of the uncompleted
project understand the intent of Taizhou government? It must have something to do with
people’s understanding of the sculpture and landscape for years. This understanding
involves two preconceived views: first, urban sculptures and landscapes are additions to the
city outlook and hence it is nature to spend a large amount of money and consume natural
resources: secondly, art and designing shall highlight the individualities of the artists or
designers and their unique ideas shall be injected into the city to let the residents accept
their works.

Of course, these two views are not absolutely wrong. However, at a time when much
attention is paid to ecology and environment, artists should change their traditional
ideas accordingly. They should learn to look for more possibilities rather than just make
additions. Aside from “addition™ and “consumption™, they should learn how to “protect™,
“transform’ and “take advantage of the present conditions™. Artists are accordingly required

to show more awe and pay more respect to the city and make more use of their intelligence
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Wrapped Reichstag | Berlin. Germany
Photo: Wolfgang Volz, Copyright
Christo 1995

The wrapping project began on June
17. 1995. 100,000 square meters
of thick woven polypropylene fabric
with an aluminum surface and 15,600
meters of blue polypropylene rope were
used for the wrapping of the Reichstag

The total cost of the project w 14

million German Marks. It took more

than 15, 000 people 23 hours to finish

the project
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