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Arcadia Revisited:

Liang Quan and the Eight Views of Xiao and Xiang Rivers

The well-known Chinese traditional cultural imagery of “Xiaoxiang” has its
original semantic roots as a literary concept. Though literary references date
back to the Pre-Qin era (21st century BC to 221 BC), the terms “Xiao” and
“Xiang” were first combined during the Wei and Jin period (222 —589 AD). In
painting, the Xiaoxiang schema emerged after the literary term was defined.
It was not until the Tang dynasty (618 —907) that verifiable instances of
shanshui landscape paintings titled with “Xiaoxiang” appeared. The Xiaoxiang
imagery of this period was mostly rooted in the legend of “Emperor Shun’s two
concubines.” Qu Yuan’s ci poetry. and exile literature. It came to coincide with
the yearning for paradise and ideas of mental purification through distant
wandering, and was then mixed with notions of nostalgia and the imagery of

the contented “hermit fisherman.”

The first true instance of a painting titled “Eight Views of Xiaoxiang” is
described in the Dream Pool Essays by Song dynasty writer Shen Kuo

(1031 —1095) as follows: There was a finance minister and skilled painter by
the name of Song D1 who particularly excelled at depicting distant landscapes;
his best works were “Geese Descending to the Sandbar”, “Sails Returning from
the Distant Shore”, “Mountain Market in Clearing Mist”, “River and Sky in
Evening Snow”, “Autumn Moon on Dongting Lake”, “Night Rain on Xiaoxiang”,

“Evening Bell from Mist-Shrouded Temple”, and “A Fishing Village in Evening



Glow”, known as the “Eight Views”, they were spread far and wide by admirers.
The subject of this passage, Song Di (courtesy name Fu Gu, ca. 1015 —1080),
was dismissed from the imperial court for his opposition to the Wang Anshi
Reforms, and arrived in the Xiaoxiang region in the spring of 1063, when the
Eight Scenes Pavilion was being constructed in Changsha, for which he painted
eight murals. This is considered the birth of this great schema. Later, monk
Juefan Huihong (1071 —1128) of the Song Dynasty realized from Song Di’s
creations the intertextual beauty between poetry and painting, which grew into
the concepts of “silent poems” and “paintings with sound.” He wrote “A Poem
of the Eight Views of Xiaoxiang” praising the work, which was later inscribed
by many famous literati figures such as Su Dongpo, and made this distant
landscape schema into a visual form that would broadly influence China and all

of East Asia.

For nearly a thousand years since, the Eight Views of Xiaoxiang have remained
an enduring theme among painters from all eras, and it has spread across a
wide territory, from China to Japan, Korea and all of East Asia to become an
eternal artistic motif. A great number of painters followed in the footsteps of
Song D1, including Wang Hong (ca. 1131 —-1161), Li Shi (12th century), Ma
Yuan (ca. 1140 —-1225), Xia Gui (1180 -1230), Muxi (1210 -1270), Yu Jian (13th
century), Zhang Yuan (14th century), and Wen Zhengming (1470 —1559) in
China; Shitan (14th century), Gakuo Zoukyu (late 15th century), Kenko Shokei
(15th century), Kano Motonobu (1476 —1559), Souami (15th century), Sesson
Shukei (1504 —1589), Kaiho Yusho (1533 —1615), and Sesshu Toyo (1420 —1506)
in Japan; and Yong Chung (pre-Joseon), Yi Yung (12th century), An Gyeon

(ca. 1400-1470), Ryohe1 (15th century), Kang Huimaeng (1424 —1483), and



Yang P’aeng-son (1488 —1545) in Korea. Together, they created this East Asian
cultural imagery and theme, and in their constant participation in construction
and interpretation, produced a rich and diverse vision of the Eight Views of
Xiaoxiang. In the process of transmission, various elements of the Eight Views
of Xiaoxiang were selectively passed down by the painters based on their own
individual volition and regional background. In Japan, with its similar climate
to China’s Jiangnan region, the development of ink painting was intimately
linked to Zen hermitage culture. Artists there were naturally receptive to the
Jiangnan styles of Dong Yuan, Ma Yuan, Xia Gui, Muxi and Yu Jian, and their
formal vocabulary came to form the mainstream of artistic creation. Artists on
the Korean peninsula felt affinity for cold, sparse landscapes. They modeled
their Xiaoxiang themes around the cold forest styles of such northern Chinese
artists as L. Cheng and Guo Xi. Locally, in China, Xiaoxiang-themed creations

fused these two different stylistic traits.

Liang Quan’s Xiaoxiang-themed creations are rooted in his individual aesthetic
cultivation, his grasp of Zen culture, and his deep understanding of this
creative theme. When all of this encounters an international painting language,
a uniquely styled schema is born. Like the majority of those who came before
him, Liang Quan has never visited the birthplace of the Eight Views of
Xiaoxiang in person; he has only vicariously entered into this creative context.
Even if he did travel to Hunan Province, he would have a difficult time finding
the eight views captured by Song Di. There are no specific locations or sites to
correspond to those named in the eight views. Names such as “river and sky”,
“Dongting” and “Xiaoxiang” refer to vast regions. Others, such as “sandbar”,
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“distant shore”, “mountain market”, “mist-shrouded temple” and “fishing



village” may sound specific on the surface, but all are ubiquitous scenes in
southern China. In his book Hua <Ji, Deng Chun of the Southern Song Dynasty
writes that Song Di would “paint first and name it later.” After wandering
through the endless possibilities of the vast landscape of Xiaoxiang, he chose
the best moments and best angles of these eight views, and then bestowed
each with a name as an affirmation. The goal of conveying the Eight Views of
Xiaoxiang is to fix moist air and flickering light onto the painting. It has not
much to do with the referenced region, but it is related to seasonal climates
and fixed times, and most importantly, it is related to the mindset of the artist.
This i1s a cultural imagery that lives eternally in the hearts of literati through
the ages, as well as a movable abstract landscape. The “localization” and
“abstracted” aspects of the Kight Views of Xiaoxiang echo Liang Quan’s own

abstract creative form. They come together to form a resonating schema.

In Liang Quan’s Eight Views of Xiaoxiang series, those ancient landscapes
we can never see 1n person, through the individualized understanding and
transformation of the artist, have come to transcend pure visual experience
to take on an inner mental landscape with universal meaning. The frequently
repeated chants and writings, joys and sorrows of literati painters through
history become perceptive experiences of the past that repeatedly reemerge
in the artist’s mind and coalesce into an unbreakable aesthetic heritage.
American sinologist Max Loehr describes Ming and Qing dynasty painting as
“art historical art.” This term seems to have a slightly negative connotation,
implying that artistic innovation has been confined within a framework of
existing art. Liang Quan may be working in the same traditional format of the

Eight Views of Xiaoxiang, but his approach is entirely different from the model



of imitating old paintings. He activates tradition through contemporary artistic
ideas and forms, and thus gives rise to an unprecedented new spectacle and

language in an attempt to present an Eastern height to contemporary art.









TR L

IR DA+,

il 2 s i TR AN A

g1 AN AL gL A

— Mgl i

A Simple Outline of the Spread and
Evolution of the Eight Views of Xiao and

Xiang as Imagery and Schema
--From Song Di to Liang Quan
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