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PLAEGE

Learn From Trees

Trees could be used for soil fixation. But no doubt trees are more
than that - they are guardian angels of the soil.

I love the earth, but I love the trees more, for their upright characteristics and their
attachment to the earth. For that reason, trees are always in my focus. Among many
of the tree species, I love Euphrates poplar and white birches the most, because they are
resilient, upright, and unyielding.
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Chen Dazhi was born in 1966, in Shandong Province, China. He got his master degree in journalism from Renmin
University of China. A big fan of classical Chinese philosophy and Taijiquan (a kind of traditional Chinese martial art), Mr.
Chen believes that philosophies, cultures, arts, medical sciences, and sports from western and eastern sides should be
united in order to hecome complete and dynamic.

Mr. Chen is a member of China Photographers Association. He is also a member of Beijing Photographic Fine Art
Association. His photographs have been published by professional publications such as China Photo Press. In June 2013,
Mr. Chen successfully presented his solo exhibition "The World under Ink and Shade: Photographs in Chinese Ink and Wash
Painting Style " in Taipei, China. His creative photographic techniques embedded with Chinese ink and wash painting
approaches have earned him the reputation that he is the photographer who has, after Mr. Lang Jingshan, pushed
Chinese pictorial photography to its extreme. His works "Mountains beyond Mountains" and "Mountains Behind Clouds"
were collected by visitors during the exhibition.

In October 2013, Mr. Chen Dazhi successfully delivered his solo exhibition "The World under Ink and Shade: Photographs

in Chinese Ink and Wash Painting Style" in Xinhua Gallery, Paris. The photograph "Away, Along" was collected by a visitor
during the exhibition.

In October 2014, the World Under Ink and Shades - Chen Dazhi Photographs was presented to the public in the National
Art Museum of China. In parallel to the exhibition was hosted a forum, where enthusiastic discussions were held among
experts and visitors about Mr. Chen’s unique photography.

In April 2015, an exhibition of Mr. Chen’s photographic works was held in Tokyo, Japan. The Winter Morning on the Ranch
was collected by Japan's former Prime Ministry Yukio Hatoyama.

In August 2015, his album the World Under Ink and Shade was nominated and won the noble award of Redpoll in the 6th
Dali International Photography Exhibition.
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INK PAINTING RHYME

Understanding Mr. Chen Dazhi’s

Photography

Photography and painting have many things in common: they are both
visual arts, and they were both introduced from abroad into China.

Western paintings were first brought into China some 500 years

ago, and photography around 100 years ago. During the times when
photography was yet to be born, paintings took an important role in
vividly capturing the people and their lives of different dynasties, as well
as the development trajectory of the history. But in ancient China, scholar
officials didn’t regard Western paintings as a type of art. When Matteo
Ricci first took the pictures of Blessed Virgin Mary and Her Son to China
in Ming Dynasty, a group of Chinese literati, Zou Yigui included, claimed
that Western paintings “look totally like real”, but “no techniques of
strokes could be found, delicate as it may be, but could only be graded
as a product of craftsman, therefore not as high quality as the Chinese
paintings.”. On one side, they were totally fascinated with the fine and
lifelike quality of the Western paintings, on the other side, they despised
their “craftsmanship”, and refused to put them into the category of
artistic works. That is the reason that after 200 years of first landing
onto Chinese soil, Western paintings were still edging their way into the
mainstream of Chinese culture. They didn’t succeed until May 4th New
Culture Movement, when a group of young painters, such as Li Shutong,
Li Tiefu, Li Yishi, Feng Gang, as well as the followers such as Xu Beihong
and Lin Fengmian, were working hard to save their nation. They really
introduced Western paintings into China, helping Western paintings to
take roots in Chinese soil, and finally to bloom.

The presence of photography is a good enough reason that several
hundred years old painting veered in its history direction. Impressionists
played the light to depict the colorful vividness of objects in their
momentary and transient status, while post-impressionists abandoned
objective descriptions of the objects in order to seek the subjective
expression of the painters themselves. The focus of the artists shifted
from outside to inside, therefore the emergence of the modern artists
such as the fauvism, the cubism, and the abstractionism. The road of the
modernism art will continue, one can be sure about this.

China has chosen a different way in history by drifting away from the
track of the world’s artistic development, with its mainstream still
wandering around the realism concept when appreciation of the paintings
is to be involved. The major public couldn’t even go beyond the criteria
of “resemblance” when they talk about the aesthetics in art works.
Thanks to the open-up policy that has been implemented during the
past 30 years, different kinds of arts with “-ism"” suffixes and a variety

of schools of thoughts started to appear in front of the Chinese people,
breaking down the unanimity of realism into many pieces. But people
became more and more aware of another trend - the blindly follow-up
of the Western paintings, also called the faithful dog spirit. With a new
generation of highly cultural self-conscious artists joining the force, a
new way out needed to be found during the process of cultural fusion
between the west and the east. In the 1990s, paintings started to come
back to the Chinese traditional freehand painting styles, with subjectivity
in the paintings being emphasized. The one feature that distinguishes
Chinese traditional paintings from other paintings - not in pursuit of the
resemblance to the subjects, and the depiction of inner spirit outweighing
the outward appearances - is gaining momentum in the movement of
the so-called “neo-imagism in paintings”. This movement is trying to
distant itself from Western paintings. It is interesting to see that among
the critics and their comments, painting and photography seem to stand
against each other, and the basic aesthetic norms seem to draw a clear
line between them, paintings should absolutely not look like photos, and
photos are not to be painted.

Photography, on the other side, is coming closer to paintings. Taking
pictures is not any more only for keeping the images permanently, and
to record the scenario of the flashy moment. Photography with artistic
aurora has become a fashion, an icon for taste.

During the 1940s and 1950s, Mr. Lang Jingshan started to inject Chinese
ink and wash painting styles into photos via his “pictorial photography”.
He has found a new path for photography, which is now carried on by
Mr. Chen Dazhi and his black-and-white photography. Via the application
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of new techniques, Mr. Chen Dazhi has delivered to us photos full of
Chinese ink and wash painting spirits. The two colors that are mostly
used in Chinese ink and wash paintings - black and white - seem abstract
but represent the heaviness and deepness of typical Chinese thinking.
The ignorance of the colorful and constantly changing reality, and the
avoidance of depicting it in a objective way, led to a stable and static
view of the world, which, in its essence, is a transition from outward
appearance to inner spirit, and therefore the emotion.

This is not a process that is as simple as to get rid of just the colors.
Instead, it is a process that the Chinese philosophic ideas and spirits are
going deeply into the field of painting, where Chinese ink and wash
painting styles are going to be established. Taoism is against the pursuit
of gorgeous colors and advocates simplicity. Laozi, with his remark of
“five colors dazzle the eyes”, and Confucius, with his remark of “a good
painting starts from a good foundation”, have a profound and long-
lasting influence on Chinese paintings. The process of incorporating black
with white, and Yin with Yang, is actually a process that harmonizes all
the conflicting colors into one picture, because harmony is at the top

of the principles in Chinese philosophy. To achieve that, one has to see
through the splendid surfaces of the real world, and get the insight of that
mysterious, heavy, and delicate aesthetics existing in the black and white
world, in order to depict the calm, and pure nature, as well as the inner
world of ourselves. This is also the stage defined by Buddhism scriptures
as the “realm of formlessness”, surpassing all and every “realm of desire”
and “realm of form”, a spiritual world beyond the earthly world. It is only
possible for man to get a totally free life when he has the non-existence,
peace, and clearness. In that aspect the Chinese ink and wash painting
has exactly the destiny to depict a pure spiritual world via the harmonious
incorporation of black with white, and Yin with Yang.

Mr. Chen Dahi, together with his magic lenses, is doing nothing but to
lock on the constantly changing lights, thereby revealing in his own way
the rhythm of life and its passion, its appeal, , and its beauty. In Mr.

Chen Dazhi’s works, the reserved and self-reflecting characteristics of the
Chinese, as well as their spiritual world, are thoroughly displayed. What
striking me most in his photos, is the “blank” areas, a valued technique
commonly used in Chinese ink and wash paintings. While most of the
space on oil paintings are filled with colors, more attention is paid to
blank areas in Chinese paintings. Mr. Lin Sanzhi once said, that “your
calligraphy and your painting will become good ones only after you

could expertly handle the blank areas.” These “blank areas” are not just
empty spaces incidentally left there on the paintings. Instead, they are
the results of “Qi"(energy of life) flowing around, the “lively and energetic
spirit of human beings” most valued and earnestly longed for by ancient
Chinese, and the rhythm of life. It might be different from what the
westerners view the world. Because the ancient Greeks pictured a perfect,
harmonious and orderly cosmos in their minds. Since the Renaissance,
human'’s power was made widely known, and western civilization's
spiritual signage was "“endless striving to the endless universe”. They

WHITE BIRCH & POPULUS EUPHRATICA

wanted to beat the God, and they wanted to beat the nature. But in
Chinese painting man is “an integral part of nature”, is fused into this
infinite nature and the universe. Man could only find his way to survive
and thrive by following the rules of the nature. Man should consecrate
himself to the deep, vast, chaotic and infinite cosmos, feel the formless
and colorless void among it, which is the Tao (the way), the naturalness,
and the void in Taoism, and the heaven (the great one) in Confucianism.
All things arise from void, and must return to it. This void is the origin
of everything, the driving power for everything, and the eternal creative
power. From Mr. Chen Dazhi’s photography and the blank areas in the
photo we can clearly feel the flow of the nature’s energy and the thriving
rhythm of life.

In addition, Mr. Chen Dazhi’s photos have novel and unique patterns.

Our ancestors put the placement and positioning of the objects in the
paintings on top of everything, and Mr. Chen Dazhi practiced that rule in
a smart way. Looking at the works in exhibition, you could find that the
patterns of the photos, changing from one to another, bestowed a touch
of restlessness and dynamic to the otherwise simple, honest, elegant,

and peaceful tone of the whole hall, which was decorated with black and
white photography of his. He likes to go out of the box of panorama view,
and deliberately highlight the theme of the photos. For example, in the
Trees and Shadows, he takes only a part of the total picture, and shows
to us the colorful story of life with the thin and soft fascination, as well

as the thick and sturdy toughness. In the Ranch, small trees scattered
around in the snowfield, joining hands with fences to divide the picture
into several blocks. Another photo, Lijiang River, has become completely a
Chinese ink and wash painting because the black colors on it look almost
the same as the ink. My most favorite is Terraced Fields, because it is like a
freestyle dancing of lines, and the dances are many and diverse - we have
the powerful and resonating ones, as well as the curvaceous and soft
ones, and they all look so abstract, meaningful, a sacred song of life, and
giving us a lot to reflect on and to reminisce. By making use of the new
techniques in photography, Mr. Chen Dazhi spares no efforts to advocate
the spirits of Chinese ink and wash paintings, while at the same time takes
every chance to reveal the modern styles of his photography. He delivers
to us the aesthetics of uniqueness in photography with made-by-Chen
Dazhi photos.

Researcher, Chinese National Academy of Arts
Tao Yongbai
October, 2014
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