Photographs of Chinese Scenery by Niu Bendong
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weasons never discuss their

aster Zhuang! in China once said: “The nature is silent in its astounding beauty, the
established faws; all the things in the universe have underlying but untold reasons.” (Zhuanga, Journey to the
North). Since the ultimate of beauty is that of the universe, which is concealed in nature, the landscape must be

the most direct yet the most difticult motif to access 1o the final sphere. Nature precedes our human beings and

she is the source of our human life, with every of her demeanors and appearances in her own right existing as
the best revelation of the beauty and universe proper. Goathe once told his student Eckermann that *Beauty 15 actually a
phenomenon of origin— it iself, though, never appears, its reflections can be seen in myriads ol representations of the
creative spirits, as colortul as nature herself” Eckermann further added that: *'ve heard that nature is eternally beautiful,

making artists desperare.” { Dialogue of Goethe )

However, Niu Bendong never feels desperate towards nature, because she gives him hope fiest. His selection of the

landscape motit is not necessarily the consequence of his pre-acceptance of any aesthetic theories or the sensitiviey in

artistic skills. Rather, he has been successtul in his exploration of object and portrait photography and the relevant techniques,
and active in the photographing circle as an amateur. To be a phorographer is not his dream; to pursue an ideal lite and the
ultimate meaning through the act of photographing is his steadfast aim. Nowadays in such an age, which is already
labeled as *post-modernism’, his lite and artistic ideal so rich in classic romanticism more or less seem to be Don Quixote.
Yer Niu Bendong belongs to this generation: when they were young, they somehow naively belicved that there existed
only one true value in life, that is, to compose the grand poem of the time. Theretore, in that ridiculous period of time, he
only found ridiculousness; although he has experienced many ups and downs, struggles and conflicts and now lives in an
¢. Luckier than

age with everything but pocticness, his passion for life and the zeal to pursue perfection remains the sar
Do Quixote, Niu Bendong, now over 30, finally found the only rue poctry in nature. He seldom comments on his own
works from an artistic perspective; he is only keen on relating those untorgetrable and extraordinary experiences in the
remote mountains, valleys, wilderness and rivers, even those adventures which almost claimed his lite. He spoke ot all
these as “more signiticant than simply producing several excellent photographs®,

Chinese pocts, since the appearance of real hermit poets, have been categorized into two groups. One includes

peasant-like pocts, such as Tao Qian' who ‘picked chrysanthemums under the castern fence”. They chanted abow the

pastoral life and beautiful landscape in their close company and savored the poctic flavor in simplicity and plamness. Their

poems are natural and sincere in style and full of intoxication and self-oblivion. The other group consists of hunter like

poets, such as Xie Lingyun® who wrote the line *hoisting the sail T long to sce the beauty of rocky mountaims.” They
incessantly waded in big rivers and remote waters, climbed the high mountains and explored into warerlands, o capture
the pocticness in adventure and spectacular views. Their poems are untrammeled, bold, free and magnificent m stvle, full
of unbosomed and clevared emotions and sentiments. Obviously Niu Bendong belongs to the larrer. All his works are

evidence of his tircless steps trodden on the land and water for so many years: Mount Changbai, Mount Yellow, Mount

Qilian, Nagri in Tibet, Pamir in Xinjlang Aut. Reg. the northwest Sichuan Provinee, the southwese Guizhou Provinee,
Yunnan, Guangxi and Hainan Province, cte.. What might be worthy of our attention is that all these places are marginal
and remotest arcas beyond the reach of ancient Chinese culture, which even in archaic Chinese landscape poems,

paintings, essays and rravels are seldom depicted. That is to say, the scenery of these arcas has not been tamed by

history and hence not destroyed by modern civilization, and most inhabitants there are stll living a life i harmony with

nature,

he unspoiled land proudly and richly displays the great beauty of nature and the originy of lite, transcends the

' Master Zhuang (369286 BC)
“Lao Qian (365-427AD), a puet in Wei Dynastics, is one of the leading literary figures in Chinese history, whe advovated and praticed recluse abier
15 disappointed by the darkness of Chinese politics at that time.,

Lingyun (385-433A03), a poet in Southern Dynasty.

so known as Zhuang Zhou or Zhuangzi, was a premier Chinese Taoise philosopher.







sions and freedom

past and the present, and shines permanently. The vastness, unrivaled uniquencss, unrestrained pa

there impress people with the lofty aspirations, conflicring wonder and breathtaking sacredness. All these fascinate Niu

Kendong, leaving him in uncontrollable awe and yearnings,

Niu Bendong called his photographing, stvle most realistic. He likes to carry a big, Linhalf camera with a heavy tripod
in his travel and shoots grand-scale scenery with4” =57 or 87 = 107 reversal films. He loves the most direct way of shooting
with the simplest and clearest perspective to represent the scenery at the moment and never Haunts his skills or adds too

much omam ion. When the carth shows itself in a true, sincere, simple, clean and pure manner, the world-in-irself is

unveiled. Theretore, the authenticity of such purity and ultimateness is endowed with beauty and the power of transcendence,
tar bevond the reality of daily experience. In philosophical discourse, this kind of authenticity is simply called truth, Only in

this kind of realism, can photography become an independent and most expressive form ot art. In the avtumn of 1996,

having seen Mr. Niu's works, Mr, C. C. Wang, one of the most distinguished art connoisscurs of the American Metropolitan
Muscum, said one sentence full of understanding: *1 also see vou as abstract.”

The style of Niu Bendong's works features in strong expressiveness molded by his character, experiences and
choice of motifs, along with the direet and pure realistic techniques tully exhibited m his works of 1990s, which record his

explorations and the realms he has veached. Ivis not difficult to discover that in his works of 1980s, his major interest was

in the chime and contrast of colors, the texture, the visual perspective and the shape of the natural scenery-for instanee,
the harmonious and radiant colors shown in Huanglong Si ( Yellow-dragon Temple) (Songpan, Sichuan Provinee, 1YBSY,
Waeat Chi (Frve-color Pond} {ibid
1987 ), and Seil Grove (Yuanyeng, Yunnan Province, 1986}; the explicit texture clearly expuosed in Doupotang Waterfall

Danyun Xia (Rosy-clond Gorges) {ibid.), Grand Stone Forest {Lunan, Yunnan Provinee,

(Anshun. Guizhou Provinee, 1986) and Yinlian Zhuitan Waterfall (ibid.); and the unique and distinet visual angle exemplificd
in e Dawen of Hengduan Shan{Me.) (Deqin, Yunnan Provinee, 19871, While in his works of 1990s, his main interest turms
to simple color, light and the panor;

rding of the nature of the

ic momentum of the scenery with a deeper unders

subject, more extensive frames of compaosition, increasingly intense contrast and more imposing grandeur.

T compare his two pictures with the same title Swan Lake (Jiuzhaigou Nature Reserve, sichuan Provinee) shot in
1985 and 1996 respectively, it can be found that the former displays the brilliant color while the latrer conveys a simple and
clear tone. In the supremely beautitul mountain ranges of the Mount Yellow and Zhang Jiajic National Forest Park, the
mighty force of the creator of the universe is solidified in the color of black; while the pure and clegant shapes ot the
clouds, drizzes, mist and snow drift tenderly in the white. The quiet majesty of the Kokya Mountains and the delicacy of
the undulating Tengger Desert, reach rheir greatest splendor in the warmth of the color of Toess. The endlessly shining
golden Chinese cabbage field in Sichuan Provinee extends the virality of spring to a far distance. The red soil in Yuanvang,
Yunnan provinee, blazes with the warmth of southern China in the first ghmmer of dawn.

Another comparison can be made between the two pictures both entitled Méor Shan (Mr. Min) photographed in 1986

and 1996 The former can bring the viewers to home the grandeur of the snow-capped mountains; while the latter touches

1ow-covered mountains in the darker shadow glow gently in the

their heart, which is totally due to the cffect of light. The
sunset, revealing their ateractive and smoaoth contours. The grass above the ivy snow glistens when the serting sun
breaths into it the breath of life. All of this is like a sacred smile, consoling vour heart, The similar kind of smiles are also
betraved in the photographs The Great Wall on Jinshan Ling (Golden Ridge) and Yupin Tower on Trandu Feng (Peak).

To view the photographs named Qitian River Vallev and Hongsha He (Red-sand River) (Jiuguan, Gansu Prowinee in
1986 and 1997, it can be found that the beauty in the former lies in the sclection of the viewing angle of the rver valley and
the rexture o the configurations of the land features. The latter puts the Red Sand River in a cosmic panorama with a

mvsterious connotation, in which the river flickers in the thick shadow and vanishes into the brightness of light. In this way,




its meaning of existence completely unfolds. In other works, the scenery of terraced water fields and villages of the Hani
nationality in Yuanyang, Yunnan Province, almost departs colors and viewing angles, with only water glinting in ranges of
mountains and thick mist. The terraced fields on the hillside, pictured from above, assume the sole form of lively floating
curves on the photo plane. Here, even what is represented is merely an atmosphere, but it is the all and the whole.

The contlicts between the cold and warm, the bright and dim, and the varied perspectives frame the scenery of Tibet
and regions in western Sichuan Province. There the sacred mountains, grass and groves, castles, pagodas, temples,
villages, crowds, cattle, birds and animals often submerge into the endless shadows of pure dark blue. When the
incandescent sunlight or moonlight sheds from the sky, the lit objects appear to be exceptionally clear, distinct, vivid and
splendid. The perspective on the photo plane is directed cither to the infinite remoteness or pushed to the nearest fore. In
the abrupt blank sky, the clouds are moving with force and on the vast land float the rivers from antiquity. When the
balance and harmony of color, light and composition are broken, the ancient sacred and romantic ambiance of the land is
revealed and hence the photographer lets go his passion of amazement, adoration and freedom.

All these works are not only completed during arduous treks, but also captured in persistent waiting. Patience is one
of the most important qualities of a hunter. Standing in the mountains and searching in the valleys, wild winds and heavy
rains, he always waits alone for the moment when the land shows its splendor. In Ngari and the other places on the
Tibetan Plateau where a man has to invest his life to cxist, Niu Bendong can stand upright as a human being and
construct a poetic world in art. This makes him proud and fascinated. Alertness is another important quality of a hunter.
During his journey of photographing, he randomly captured some vivid portrayals as artist vignettes—one grass, a bunch
of red pepper, a group of children of Uygur nationality in front of a village, a Tibetan old man, youths and familics.... Only
from their characters and complexions can a viewer experience the purity and cleanness of the sunligh, air, water and
grass there and the verity of their happiness and longings. This helps us to understand the scenery in his pictures from a
lifelike facer.

Niu Bendong believes that the most beautiful landscapes in the world are in China. This is a genuine praise and
further genuine confidence, since he has extensively studied western landscape photography and once been to South
and North America ro take photographs. However, on the other hand, what is followed is a heart-felt concern. He is aware
of the danger the unspoiled land is facing: destructive industrial development and vulgar tourism exploitation. Some

places have rorally changed when he went back there. His individual artistic behavior is imbued with social and cultural

pondcring most important in modern time. In Chinese poetic tradition, sullen concern is even richer in poeticness.

Although Niu seldom publishs his works, they are occasionally seen in some folios of Chinese landscapes and art
journals or exquisitely wrought calendars. But when all these works, eventualized cither in artistic or commercial form of
preservation and communication, are picturesquely and restrainedly displayed before your eyes, you cannot face them as
a connoisseur or owner. Their tranquillity and composure explicate that, there, within themselves, accumulates and continues
an uttermost upheaval which produces a powerful magnetism, so arresting and shocking that you are attracted to it
unconsiously with no will to leave. The vast and lush land, all the living things, the clouds and sky above them, the blinding
and pressing sunshine, cold and distant moonlight, turn out be a natural whole which cannot be analyzed but truly felt,
revealing that sacredness can only be turned to and worshipped. The extreme upheaval in his works the author has
preserved in the process of creation, continues to linger in the heart of the converted rather than remain in an exhibition
hall or any books. They give you the transcending power, cnable you estrange the meaningless reality since you have
been so used to it and step into a real space and time to see the pure land—our home and paradise.

Dr. Xu Xingwu, Apr.1998
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