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LANDSCAPING CHINA
TRANSLATING MODERNITY
MUTATIS MUTANDIS

o Cheng-Hsuan Kao
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The viewing process is a dynamic interaction between the
photographer, the spectator, and the image; meaning is actively
constructed, not passively received. As Barthes (1964) and Byers
(1966) characterize, photographs are not as a “message” in the usual
sense, but as “polysemic”, capable of generating multiple meanings
in the viewing process. Following this line, one can adopt two-headed
view of photography: photographs as data or as data generators. As
Byers (1964: 79) notes, in the former, the primary concern is the
vision of the photographer-artist who uses the technology to produce
a creative photograph of which the photographer is the “source”. In
the later, the primary concern is the accuracy with which the subject

is recorded on film, in which case the subject is the “source”.

Referencing this statement does not mean to relaunch the concerns
ranging from the exploration of formal aesthetic issues, such as Neue
Sachlichkeit, nostalgia, and contemporaneity, to the expression of the
photographer’s inner emotions. Instead, the question is: How to deploy
the unique properties of photographic articulation, interpretation and
use, employing the inherent ambiguities of photographic imagery, to
the extent that the reciprocal significance of both natural and cultural

“factors” in the evolution of landscape can be made visible?

Under the guise of different terminology, the exhibition, “Chinese
Landscapes”, curated by Xu Peiwu (355 ), is underpinned by much
of the discourse of modern spatial representation. It is a project trying
to trace landscape’s long journey from its medieval roots in Landschaft

to its contemporary capacity to capture and materialize the idea of

relative space. In this project, landscape not only has long stood as
the geographical concept that connects the discipline most closely to
history and the humanities, but its roots in Anglophone geographic
practice that are to be found in the German concept of Landschaft.
The latter is of more than purely philological interest: The migrations
of meaning that Landschaft/landscape has experienced make it
particularly suited to contemporary ways of thinking about space
and reconnecting geographical study to current humanities concerns

with culture, identity, and meaning,.

In a word, Landschaft is best understood in terms of relative rather
than absolute space. Space, like time, is not treated as an objective
phenomenon, existing independently of its contents. In this sense
space is not seen as a container that had effects on the objects existing
within it, but is itself affected by them. Thus, landscape/Landschaft
as Noun and Verb becomes an alternative spatial conception. It
differs from what the oft-quoted Oxford English Dictionary (OED)
definition refers to as “a picture of natural inland scenery”, noting
that the word first comes into the English language in the early

seventeenth century as a designation of a type of painting.

Xu Peiwu’s commitment to landscape photography shares the
German geographers’ commitment to examining and explaining
supposedly deep, organic connections between pre-modern cultures
and the land. His commitment to the active agency of culture in
shaping spaces, however, leads to a firm rejection of environmental

determinism, which attributes causal agency to the physical



environment in explaining human occupancy and relation
with nature. Hence, questions of space become epistemological
rather than ontological. Landscapes in this sense are culturally
constructed and evaluated differently by different cultures, and
may symbolically represent different aspects of modernity. By
highlighting the “duplicity” of landscape — the capacity to veil
historically specific social relations behind the smooth and often
aesthetic appearance of “nature”, the idea of “landscape” in this
exhibition is reshaped as a geographical descriptor to engage
the many studies that relate to urban and rural environments. It
reveals a complex and flexible way of describing spatial relations
between humans and nature that has acted to frame a variety of

social and political contexts.

Following this line, the public space in the photography of Zhang
Kechun( 5§54l ) is best understood as a product of a set of social
conventions, desires and memories, political practices, and specific
performances whose architectural realization within urban form
is treated as secondary to those processes and practices rather
-than as their container. In the photographs of Jonas Borchers
and Yang Tiejun( 4% £k % ), what the serpentine lines of Yangtze
River and Three Gorges Dam, and the reflection of Lake Karakul
obscure beneath their “lines of beauty” is a tense and often
violent social struggle between common rights and exclusive
property; the images of natural abundance and undesirable non-
place depicted by the Qiu () and tourist images grasped by Shao

Wenhuan ( fif 32 # ) mask behind apparent naturalness a world

I HE By

45

(]
B A



of colonial oppression, disease, and seedy sexuality; Li Yong’s ( 2=
%) and Li Zhaohui’s (Z=8HI% ) use of family snapshot photographs
within a “home-mode” context places a specific behavioral frame
around the act of viewing which excludes consideration of the

formal characteristics of the image.

Central to this exhibition is an event-determined narrative. As Yan
Changjiang ( i 1 {T.) notes in the preface of this portfolio, “The
Fertile Possibilities of Landscape™: “There is no clear motif for this
exhibition.” The photographers in this exhibition are not always
well integrated into a unity of narrative themes. They are still on
their way to pay more conscious attention to the role or intentions
of the photographer in the process of articulation. Nevertheless,
they might have served as interesting and appropriate examples for

the landscape morphology of Chinese modernity.

While relating landscaping China to the issue of translating
Chinese modernity, “the authority to interpret” and “the privilege
of defining” in conceptualizing the so-called “Chinese modernity”
remind me the encounter of men and paper men in the photograph

and short story, Paper Man, created by Yan Changjiang:

“Who are you?”
“And who are you?”

k ¢ 3 ”
“I'am a human being,.
“So are we.”

Both sides utter a sigh of relief.

B Pk di 2/ 8k

For so many years, people in the world had not reached such a
consensus: all of us are human beings. Yet it comes at such an easy
stroke. And they continue:

“Are you in trouble? You're drenched with water.”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter really, just some sweat.”

“What? Sweat? You mean perspiration?”

“Don’t you sweat? You don’t have flesh under your skin?”

“Oh, flesh! Our skin is made of paper, and we are dressed in paper.”
“Let’s then call you Paper Men, to make it easy to differentiate.”
“Then can we call you Flesh Men?”

“No, we are never addressed like that. We are simply humans, as

always. It’s a matter of principle.”

The Paper Men fell silent. After exchanging a glance among

themselves, they nodded in a muted concession.

Yan’s Paper Man ironically points out that in “the East” and/or
“the non-West” (the so-called residual category of “the West”),
the episteme that discusses “modernity” is a site where boundaries
of meanings are renegotiated and reterritorialized.This exhibition,
therefore, as a strategic problematizing activity, is neither a career
seeking for certain “equivalents” of the West; nor, by emphasizing
“cultural incommensurability” of the East, a production of “real”
discourses manoeuvred for a project of constructing a non-Western
modernity. Instead, by deploying “landscaping China” as a temporal
“le mot juste de I’espace”, it reveals in the problematizing activity

what are seen as neutral, self-evident, a-cultural, and universal, to



the extent that the postcolonial “epistemic violence” underpinning
the “translational modernity” or “translation of modernity” can be

made visible.
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