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Abstract In his book Time in Ruins, the French anthropologist Marc Augé
pointed out that “humanity is not in ruins, it is being built.” These words well
fit both the present-day Chinese context and the figurative trend of new
shanshuihua in which construction sites, cityscapes and artificial nature
territories become the subject of depiction. New iconic elements that provide
a visual and conceptual framework for artists’ construction of a different
shanshui-type heavily indebted to Chinese social and environmental changes,
these new coded depictions substitute the traditional representation of
natural landscape, reflect the rise of a new sensibility about nature and
challenge the idea of what landscape is in the context of Chinese
contemporary art. By focusing on a variety of works related to the theme of
artificial nature and representing paradigmatic images of physical and
allegorical landscape, this paper aims to explore this visual and conceptual
innovations introduced in the context of new shanshuihua and analyze the
way in which artists use nature, trying to find a new aesthetic categorization
for this artistic genre.
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Humanity is not in ruins, it is being built. It still
belongs to history. Often tragic, always
unequal, but irreparably common history.'

' Marc Augé, Time in Ruins, 19.
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Introduction

A scene filmed on a natural landscape strongly transformed by demolitions
appears in the 2006 documentary film Dong, by the Chinese director Jia
Zhangke. The docudrama features the painter Liu Xiaodong’s travel to
Fengjie county, located on the Yangzi river within the Three Gorges Dam’s
area, to depict dam workers before the city would be submerged. In one of
the first sequences in the film (Fig. 1), we see the painter strolling on a pile of
rubble, artificial hills among the natural ones, conveying a deep sense of
alteration in the long-standing relationship between man and nature.”

Fig.1 Jia Zhangke, still from Dong, 2006, video, 66 minutes

One of the most interesting aspects of Chinese contemporary shanshuihua

? In 2003, Liu Xiaodong began working on his famous series centered on the Three Gorges
Project. For an analysis of his works related to the dam’s project see Thomas Christensen,
The Three Gorges Project: Paintings by Liu Xiaodong. On the same topic see also Wu Hung,
Displacement: The Three Gorges Dam and Contemporary Chinese Art. For more information
on the ecological consciousness in contemporary Chinese cinema, see Sheldon H. Lu,
“Introduction: Cinema, Ecology, Modernity,” 1-14.
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([ is its entanglement with environmental changes. The spectrum of
that which can be included under the definition of contemporary shanshuihua
is very broad and not homogeneous, however, broadly speaking, Chinese
contemporary landscape depictions can be generally divided into two main
categories: conventional shanshuihua, based on the core characteristics of
the scholars’ tradition and imbued with traditional aesthetics, and new
shanshuihua, exposed to global art theories and grounded in the context of
contemporary social and cultural issues.

Throughout the late 1990s and early 2000s, the development of exhibition
system provides a new context for artists’ practice, in its turn enhanced by
the driving force of new art forms, concepts and images coming from the
biennials boom started with the Third Shanghai Biennale (2000),* from
which emerges a new definition of Chinese art that, as Zhang Qing points out,
has moved “from grandiose heroism or utopian narratives to specific
experiences in contemporary life and culture.”” Artists’ attitude towards
nature changes, some of them starts to increasingly thematize the threat to
and human intervention in nature and the twenty-first century is generally
seen as the moment during which shanshuihua becomes “postmodern.” With
this term art historians refer to a set of new ideas and aesthetic criteria which
inform some new art practices related to landscape and developed within the
broader context of Chinese contemporary art.

In these new art practices, which we might call experimental or conceptual,
the traditional belief about landscape “being a cosmic vision of man’s
harmonious existence in a vast but orderly universe and man’s communion
with nature”® is replaced by a new sense of landscape that reflects the new
relationship between man and the world that he lives in, giving rise to a
“realist shanshui based on a backdrop of actualities” according to Yongwoo
Lee’s definition.’

3 The term shanshuihua literally means “mountain and water painting” and refers to
traditional Chinese landscape painting, based on a philosophical approach to the natural
world and made on paper (or silk) with brush, ink and vegetal or mineral pigments.

4 On the importance of the Third Shanghai Biennale, see Wu Hung et al., “The 2000
Shanghai Biennale: The Making of a Historical Event,” 41—49.

> Zhang Qing, “Transcending Left and Right: The Shanghai Biennale Amid Transitions
(2000),” 347. See also Paul Gladston, Contemporary Chinese Art: A Critical History, 251.

® Pauline J. Yao, “The Expanded Aesthetic: Landscape and Contemporary Art in China,”

357.
7 Yongwoo Lee, “Shan-Shui and the Customs of Contemporary Real Landscapes,” 10.
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This new shanshuihua, based on the idea of a deeply fragmented and
anthropized spatial reality, defines itself in a larger theoretical framework
that deals with new social, economic and physical processes that underpin
the representation of nature and this new conceptualization, reminiscent of
the Western view of landscape as a social, political or cultural medium,® is
also claimed by some important Chinese scholars. In writing on landscape,
Shen Kuiyi points out the cultural value of shanshuihua® while other scholars
take the cultural process of landscape a step further by directing their
investigation to the ideological ramifications of landscape imagery. According
to Wu Hung, Chinese artists “are no long interested in providing images of
natural beauty in unproblematized ways, or in producing visual pleasure
through the contemplation of harmonious, readily acceptable forms.”™ Yin
Jinan argues that contemporary artists have transformed the depiction of
nature into a “post-shanshui image in the postmodern era”" and Gao
Shiming states that “what we see reflected in twentieth-century Chinese
shanshui painting is the destruction and chaos wrought upon the natural
landscape.”™

The way in which these issues are articulated visually give rise to
conceptual depictions in which the construction of landscape is inextricably
linked to the negative aspects of industrialization and urbanization that have
strongly transformed Chinese physical environment landscape. In these kind
of depictions, artificial nature is the main idea represented in the artwork and
landscape is situated between two distinct, although interconnected,
spheres: man-made and natural landscapes. From the iconographic point of
view, this issue is marked by the visual contrast between the unnaturalness
of urbanized areas and the traditional landscape imagery, a visual scheme
designed to symbolize the absence of nature in a formal landscape depiction
and highlight the strong relationship between the long-term implications of
human activities and the setting of a new form of man-made nature. With the

8 Key sources on this topic include W. J. Thomas Mitchell, Landscape and Power; Denis E.
Cosgrove, Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape and Eugenio Turri, Anthropology of
landscape.

° Shen Kuiyi, “Shanshui: Dangdai Zhongguo yishu zhong yizhong wenhua yishi de
chongxin chanshi he jiangou,” 284-86.

' Wu Hung, “Neither Heaven Nor Home: Representing Landscape and Interior Space in
Contemporary East Asian Art,” 235.

" Yin Jinan, “The Evolution of Chinese Contemporary Shanshui,” 45.

" Gao Shimin, “The Crisis of Landscape.”
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notion of artificial nature comes a fundamental shift of the conceptual, visual
and aesthetic foundations in the depiction of landscape and this marks the
beginning of a new attitude toward the artistic representation of nature.
While, traditionally, the landscape idea has always been fused with a
philosophical attitude to the natural world well exemplified in the concept of
Tianren heyi = * £~ (harmonious unity between nature and man),” in
contemporary times it becomes what Mitchell calls “a medium of cultural
expression,”™ an ideological tool with different layers of meaning used by
artists to explore the ways in which the present-day society interacts with the
nature.

This paper aims to underline some theoretical implications related to
choosing a particular way of conceptualizing landscape. Here the notion of
artificial nature refers to the idea of landscape as a man-altered space, the
idea of landscape as a natural environment typified by images that can be
contextualized as part of a cultural representation of nature where ruins
become the allegorical product of the new socio-cultural perception of the
natural world. What | propose to consider under the concept of ruination is
the artists’ special attention to the altered state of natural landscape, now
incorporating new historical, social and cultural processes. Differing ways of
viewing landscape lead to differing ways of defining and depicting it and this
paper intends to examine some representative examples of landscape
depictions typified by a critical or conceptual inquiry in environmental
alterations. | have chosen some paradigmatic works realized by artists from
different generations and traditions who engage the idea of landscape in a
way that is reflective of the conceptualizations related to the new
shanshuihua. These artists are: Yao Yongliang, Yao Lu, Qiu Anxiong, Wang
Tiande, Shang Yang and Chen lJiaye and, although they understand and
interpret landscape differently and through different media, some of their
works are important contributions to examine the appearance, status and
conception of landscape depiction in the context of new shanshuihua.

I will discuss two different but related types of landscape reflecting two
distinct levels of conceptualization and representation that | have chosen to

3 Li Shenzhi, “Reflection on the Concept of the Unity of Heaven and Man [‘Tian ren he
yi’],” 115. In his article, the author traces out the historical evolution of the concept of
Heaven, interpreted through the ages also as an abstraction of the nature and its laws.

" W. J. Thomas Mitchell, “Imperial Landscape,” 14.
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call “Landscape and physical nature” and “Landscape and allegorical nature.”
The first section includes examples of changed physical nature trough which
artists such as Yao Yongliang, Yao Lu and Qiu Anxiong invite us to consider
and reflect on the materialization of a man-altered environment charged with
the effects of urbanization, pollution and industrialization. The second
section also includes representative artworks engaged with the concept of
ruination, but related to the painting surface. By harnessing the process of
erasure or erosion, artists such as Wang Tiande, Shang Yang and Chen Jiaye
make a conscious stylistic choice which might be described as conceptual and
create works in which the visual trace of landscape is intentionally erased in
order to symbolize visible and significant effects of human activities on the
natural landscape. By examining these works, I intend to emphasize that new
shanshuihua fosters critical thinking about ecological issues and makes use of
nature as an ethical pointer to reopen the interrupted dialogue between man
and nature.

From Nature to Environment, from Landscape to Territory

Landscape painting has always had a prominent place in Chinese art history
and, to fully understand the conceptual, visual and aesthetic innovations
occurred in the context of new shanshuihua, a brief review of its original idea
and function is required.” For many centuries, the notion of shanshuihua has
carried within its definition the presence of a philosophical approach to the
natural world, heavily indebted to Daoist philosophy.

According to the Chinese theory of art, landscape painting is conceived in
conceptual terms. It does not depict the “surface of the land,” an actual or
specific natural scenery, but it serves as a means to express artist’s feelings,
his education and his personal vision of nature, perceived as a tangible
manifestation of a dynamic and unitary principle which gives rise and rules
everything in the universe. This totalizing vision of nature has determined the
symbolic representation of reality, whose visible structure is fundamentally a
reverberation of the invisible one and, by indirectly hinting at it, landscape

> For an insightful analysis of Chinese landscape painting, see Harrie A. Vanderstappen,
The Landscape Painting of China: Musings of a Journeyman and Chen Zhuanxi, Zhongguo
shanshuihua shi.
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painting intends to represent the endless correspondences and associations
between the seen and the unseen worlds.” In other words, shanshuihua is an
embodiment in imaginative form of artist’s conceptual vision of a
macrocosmic unity. It is a hermeneutic space endowed with multiple layers of
meaning, capable of evoking many possible impressions and interpretations
in the viewer.

Chinese artists have been painting landscapes as a setting for religious and
figural scenes since the Han period and, on the basis of literary sources, it
would seem reasonable to suppose that landscape painting had already
begun to appear during the Six Dynasties, although no original examples
survive.” Not until the late Tang dynasty, shanshuihua evolved into an
independent genre that served as a means to show cultivated man’s
communion with nature, while during the Song dynasty, it became the
subject of pictorial representation and artists began to look at it in a much
more studied way, conceiving it in terms of perfect balance between formal
beauty and imaginative thought. This approach profoundly influenced the
creative tendencies of later painters and, by the Yuan dynasty, landscape
painting was transformed into a highly sophisticated and symbolic artistic
expression, used by scholar-artists as a means of self-expression in which
images of nature served as an embodiment of painter’s personal feelings and
imagination.

Landscape’s original aesthetic was challenged during the early twentieth
century, a time of radical political and socio-cultural changes that led up to
significant turning points in Chinese modern art history. Shanshuihua of that
period faced fundamental questions about its position and its role in a
renewed art world stimulated by Western-derived concept of painting and
animated by a lively debate between artists who, although belonging to
different movements, shared the common goal of turning the traditional
landscape painting into a new form of artistic expression. Some artists
focused their attention on reworking the classical figurative canon by

'® On the Chinese concept of suggestiveness see Ming Donggu, “Aesthetic Suggestiveness
in Chinese Thought: A Symphony of Metaphysics and Aesthetics,” 490-91.

7 For a more detailed account on the origin of landscape depiction and its early
development see Michal Sullivan, The Birth of Landscape Painting in China, 17-24. See also
Wang Bomin, Shanshuihua zongheng tan, 44—45.
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translating it into a modern visual form, while some others created a
synthesis between autochthonous and not autochthonous pictorial traditions
by merging classical elements with elements borrowed from Western artistic
repertoire.'®

During the 1950s and 1960s, when Marxism deeply influenced Chinese art
theory, shanshuihua upheld the Communist Party of China (CPC)’s new artistic
directives on painting from nature in a realistic and popular style, becoming
an instrument of CPC’s propaganda. After the end of the Cultural Revolution,
along with the transformations in Chinese society occurred during the 1980s,
landscape painting regained new artistic approaches, exemplified by the
pursuit of a formalist aesthetics, the aesthetic exploration of regional
landscapes and the birth of the new literati painting, all focused on
researching a new contemplative space through which depict nature.

In the early 2000s, some Chinese artists begin to turn their attention to
issues related to the experience of living in an increasingly urbanized,
polluted and altered environment and start to create artworks that suggest a
different mode of philosophizing about nature. In her book Urbanization and
Contemporary Chinese Art, the scholar Wang Meigin explores the relationship
between the ongoing urbanization in China and the production of
contemporary art’” while the scholar Pauline J. Yao, in her previously cited
article on the new theoretical perspectives of shanshuihua, classifies Chinese
landscape into four different categories corresponding to different ways in
which contemporary artists approach landscape and discuss the crisis in the
relationship between man and nature. All these significant changes occur in
the context of biennials boom that, as Julia Andrews and Shen Kuiyi have
pointed out, “open up Chinese art world to international art forms and
concepts still outside China’s official mainstream”?° and, in 2010, a series of
exhibitions curated by Ll Peng and entitled Pure Views: Remote from Stream
and Mountains: New Painting from China®' sanction the new figurative trend

8 See David Clarke, Modern Chinese Art, 1-15 and Wen C. Fong, Between Two Cultures: Late
Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century Chinese Paintings from Robert H. Ellsworth Collection in
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 3-21.

9 Wang Meiqin, Urbanization and Contemporary Chinese Art, 2.

%% Julia F. Andrews and Shen Kuiyi, The Art of Modern China, 284.

' For a review of the exhibition, see Lii Peng and Bai Hua, Pure Views: Remote from
Streams and Mountains: New Painting from China.
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of new shanshuihua, perfectly described by Lii as a “new style expressing the
artists’ voluntary search for resources in Chinese traditional culture, even
though they adopted their own contemporary perspective.””

The attempt to anchor the concept of landscape within the context of
contemporary visual culture is a response to the deeply anthropized spatial
reality in which artists live. The explicit recourse to environmental
degradation, the use of images of ruination related to natural environment
and integrated with the imagery of traditional shanshuihua are functional
elements intentionally used by artists to foster critical thinking about the
marginality of nature in contemporary culture. Artworks are created within
the broader theoretical framework of contemporary ecocriticism and present
an idea of landscape that has cut nature off from depiction.

In the visual context of new shanshuihua, the notion of artificial nature
seems to have become an explicit theoretical concept, a critical grid helpful
to highlight how artists perceive, experience and interact with the altered
natural environment, offering a new perspective in the examination of
contemporary landscape culture. This new form of artistic research, that
stacks to documentary style and requires a totally new aesthetic
classification, understand itself as a critical inquiry and produce artworks
thematically focused on images of artificial nature, now interpreted as a
constitutive element of the contemporary representation of nature.

Actually, artificial nature is an important concept in the broader context of
twentieth-century Chinese art,”® as Wu Hung has underlined in his extensive
research on the matter. Wu is the first to analyze a broad variety of images
related to the idea of ruination and group them under the context of Chinese
urbanization, opening up new theoretical perspectives to inquire about the
meaning of this topic. With reference to the theoretical background of new
shanshuihua, an useful discussion on the topic of nature is given in
Ortells-Nicolau’s article in which the author outlines the concept of
“constructedness” to highlight the idea of creation related to nature,

? L Peng, Fragmented Redlity: Contemporary Art in 21°-Century China, 411.

» Wu Hung, “Ruins, Fragmentation and the Chinese Modern/Postmodern,” 3. See also Wu
Hung, A Story of Ruins: Presence and Absence in Chinese Art and Visual Culture. In his most
recent work, Zooming In: Histories of Photography in China, the scholar uses photographic
production to address changes and innovations in shanshui tradition.
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underlining an essential element in the representation of contemporary
shanshui.**

Landscape and Physical Nature

All artists make choices about how to present their own idea of landscape to
the viewers: what a landscape depiction should include, in which style and
which details should be emphasized. Each of these choices conveys the
artist’s relationship to what he describes, determining viewers’ envision of
the images described.

Natural elements are essential parts of landscape depiction, while cultural
elements such as ruined or altered environments are key components
reflecting society’s new sense of territory. The fusion of both aspects in the
visual context of new shanshuihua create new “iconic elements” which
determine the identity of contemporary shanshui and underline its function
as cultural construct in which the natural landscape is completely submerged
by the constructed one. In this visual context, altered environments serve as
a symbolic medium, providing a narrative that perfectly illustrates the
documentary aestheticism of this new artistic genre.

There are two ways of describing depictions of ruined environment,
depending on the degree to which they contain elements of physical or
allegorical nature. The first category includes works in which the artist shows
the surface of polluted, industrialized or urbanized territories as closely as
possible to the natural model, trying to convey a sense of reality and
juxtaposing the man-altered environment with the imagery of traditional
shanhuihua, based on the idea of man’s communion with nature. Yao
Yongliang, Yao Lu and Qiu Anxiong incorporate this new aesthetic approach
to landscape into their works.

Born in Shanghai in 1980, Yang Yongliang is an artist and photographer
who had studied traditional painting and calligraphy at the University of Hong
Kong. His approach to landscape is based on grafting visual elements
borrowed from contemporary urban reality onto traditional landscape

% Xavier Ortells-Nicolau, “Raised into Ruins: Transforming Debris in Contemporary
Photography from China,” 263-97.
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imagery, framing new structures in which landscape appears as an
ever-changing form (Fig. 2). The first step in artist’s creative process is to
collect photos of cityscapes that serve as materials for his composite digital
photomontages, imaginary landscapes evoking a seemingly traditional
landscape scenery made of mountains rivers, waterfall, fog and vegetation.
However, a closer observation reveals the real visual content inside
composition: elements of man-made panoramas such as architectural
structures, skyscrapers, electric pylons and traffic jams substituting and
transformed into natural elements. Formally, everything remind us the
composition, the techniques and the aesthetic vision of traditional
shanshuihua, included the overall grey tone, the absence of time and the
absence of light or shadows. This suggestion is also enhanced by the use of
red seals and scroll-like structure.

Fig.2 Yang Yongliang, Artificial Wonderland Il—Travelers Among Mountains and Streams,
2014, Lambda print on Kodak professional duratrans, 150 cmx300 cm
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In an interview, the artist has explained how his works that draw
inspirations from masters of the Song and Yuan dynasties come to light:
“Each piece has a long process of collecting the material, sketching and the
actual making. [. . .] | usually make series of works that vary from six to ten
pieces, but on average | make ten or twelve works each year. | take material
everyday, whenever | have a chance, and put it in a database, so that
whenever | get an idea | look into it. [. . .] I usually go to all construction sites,
whenever people tell me there is one, and this happens very often, there
have been so many changes in China in the last few years.”” In an era of
recognition of man’s impact on the environment, Yang’s works focus on the
social and cultural impact of China’s aggressive urbanization development.
They are powerful images reproducing through the dialectical integration of
antithetical aspects such as positive/negative, beauty/ugly and
tradition/modernity the illusion or the effect of a timeless reality, conveying
the artist’s desire to raise awareness, as well as to rise a change in people’s
attitude towards nature.

Landscape with an antithetical iconographic structure are also found in Yao
Lu’ works (Fig. 3), stylistically similar to those of Yang Yongliang, although
lesser known among Western public. Born in Beijing in 1967 and educated at
the Central Academy of Fine Arts, Yao is an emerging artist whose works are
centered on the topic of direct and indirect threats to nature. He reinvents
the shanshuihua genre by producing images that look beyond the beauty of
nature to address current environmental issues. Firstly, he photographs
landfills and rubble and then, through photomontages, he digitally creates
his images in which mounds of garbage or debris covered in green or black
protective nets are assembled in the form of mountains, cliffs and hills in the
mist, in order to evoke the iconography of traditional landscape painting. As
much as garbage and debris, the green or black protective nets are
something that can be seen everywhere in today’s China, symbolizing the
ubiquitous construction sites and the related ideas of progress and

» See Alessandra Alliata Nobili, “Tearing Down the Past to Build the Future: Yang
Yongliang, Chinese Artist Interview.” On the photographic works of Yang Yongliang and
its relation with contemporary visual culture, see also Xavier Ortells-Nicolau, “Gray
Pastoral: Critical Engagements with Idyllic Nature in Contemporary Photography from
China,” 263-97.
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modernization.

Fig.3 Yao Lu, Fishing Boats Berthed by the Mount u, 2008, cﬁf%c;genic print, 60 cmx 50 cm

With reference to his mode and medium of expression, the artist states
that: “Photography can be understood in traditional ways: It can ‘record’
many histories long before our own time, and it can take people back to
times and situations many years ago. But photography is also very
contemporary. It can re-assemble and re-edit the things that we see in order
to produce illusions that people see when they are in front of such
photographic works. In these works, you see images that are both real and
fictional.””®

Yao’s photographs combine Song traditional aesthetic and contemporary
reality and represent images of surreal landscapes that reference to beauty
but they are decidedly ugly. As Gu Zheng has pointed out: “His works create
an illusion of beauty with ugliness. By transferring ugliness to an aesthetic
target, the former provides the gun powder for possible criticism and
reflection of beauty itself while becoming a new aesthetic target. He looks
for a new aesthetic world from ugliness itself.”*” This seems to be the new
role of contemporary landscapist: to raise questions about sustainability.

Qiu Anxiong, born in 1972 in Chengdu and graduated from the Sichuan Fine
Arts Institute in 1994, also reflects on the human relationships with the
natural environment through animated videos of his paintings. Although

26 Yao Lu, “Artist’s Statement.”
7 Gu Zheng, “Concealment Is the Essense of Reality: Yao Lu’s New Landscape.”
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Qiu’s artistic research is essentially interested in the relationship between
history, tradition and contemporary society, landscape plays a central role in
his works and is conceived as the background of Chinese historical
development. By incorporating painting, photography and video, the artist
invents animated narratives with a powerful and allegorical imagery in which
he mixes historic visual sources, traditional painting elements and
contemporary visual contexts.

Stilistically, Qiu Anxiong’s works appear at first glance to be ink paintings.
Firstly, the artist paints his compositions in acrylic on canvas and then,
through photography and stop-motion technique, put them together into an
animated video. His image sequences are populated by juxtaposed
iconographic elements from multiple and contrasting visual sources such as
shanshuihua settings and urban sceneries, natural features and architectural
elements and their function is to narrate China’s rapid process of
modernization that has led to an aggressive territorial transformation. The
way in which the artist builds his narrative is extremely interesting. He depicts
images of former idyllic natural landscapes now transformed into
industrialized, urbanized and polluted territories, enhancing the extreme
distance between the natural reference and its symmetrically antithetical
urban counterpart.

In Minguo landscape (Fig. 4), the artist chronicles the history of his country
from the foundation of the Republic of China in 1911 to the beginning of the
21" century. However, history serves as a means for narrating the territorial
transformation linked to the historical evolution. Qiu captures and represents
the degeneration of the natural environment where landscape has largely
been obliterated. The use of a disappearing landscape in his animated black
and white paintings serve as metaphors for expressing the marginality of
nature in contemporary urban life, as well as the human intervention in the
natural environment. In Temptation of the Land (Fig. 5), much more majestic
landscapes are turned into anthropic sceneries heavily marked by human
presence, through a downward spiral that ends up with a disappearance of
landscape. These two videos are an exploration of contemporary man’s
dysfunctional relationship with nature and intend to raise the level of
awareness of the high price of modernization.
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Fig.5 Qiu Anxiong, stills from Temptation of the Land, 2009, animation, 13 minutes

Landscape and Allegorical Nature

Works in this second category also explore the idea of deconstruction, but
here the visual presentation of nature is highly stylized. Artist merges himself
with landscape and intentionally erases its natural elements or cuts away its
visual trace, in order to express in a highly symbolic way his personal feelings
about environmental decay. Wang Tiande, Shang Yang and Chen Jiaye are
representative examples of this innovative stylistic choice.

Wang Tiande was born in Shanghai in 1960 and is regarded as one of the
most important figure for the modernizing process of ink painting. Among
his experimental interpretations of traditional arts, Wang has been known to
have burnt away, in his landscape paintings, the forms of mountains and
trees with incense sticks, creating a new visual convention based on a
deconstructive approach (Fig. 6). In the 21*-century China, landscape takes
on a new meaning, some contemporary artists decide to explore the genre
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through various expressive methodologies, diversifying classical subjects
through a multi-dimensional attitude, and Wang Tiande’s innovative use of
materials is representative of this new artistic vision. Through a burning
incense stick, he depicts a landscape whose visual elements are made of
charred outlines lied on translucent paper and mounted over a simple
ink-painted landscape. While erasing, the incense stick also construct the
form, void natural shapes representing the status of the natural environment
in contemporary context, deprived of its essence. However, his landscape is
neither pure imagination nor pure reality, but it is imbued with artist’s
emotions. Living in an age of objectification and exploitation of nature, the
artist re-contextualizes tradition within a new conceptual framework, using a
postmodern perspective on human-environment relationship.

Fig. 6 Wang Tiande, Digital No. 06-M36, 2006, ink on paper with burn marks, 133 cmx66 cm
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Shang Yang, born in 1942 in Honghu (Hubei province) and graduated from
the Hubei Art Academy in 1965, is one of the most important Chinese
contemporary artist whose visual logic has had an immense impact on
conceptual development of twenty first-century Chinese art. As has been
pointed out by Wang Yifei: “Shang Yang opened up a new path for visual
language.””®
forms of visual exploration related to the environment by fracturing and

From his early Yellow Earth series, the artist has created new

deconstructing the landscape forms. In 2000’s, the memories of shanshuihua
imagery have not been eradicated, but Shang reinvents the traditional
shanshui concept by making an active recognition to its principles of visual
representation. The canvas displays digital scans of landscape, distorted by
adding oil and ink brushstrokes or, in some cases, by cutting away section of
the prints (Fig. 7). His process of artistic creation links tradition to a totally
contemporary and expressionistic exploration of the visual forms, also
influenced by an idea of altered relationship between man and the natural
environment. Mountain, one of the most representative subject of landscape,
is turned into sequential pictures or giant paintings in which it appear as an
artificial agglomeration of abstract forms, an unconsolidated rock suspended
into a timeless reality.

Fig.7 Shang Yang, Carte de Montagne Gauche 7, 2014, mixed media on canvas, 360 cmx290 cm

8 Wang Yifei, “The Edge of Vision,” 1.
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Representative of this artistic approach is The Dong Qichang Project series
(Fig. 8), started in 2003.* By reducing mountains into an aggregation of
codified units, Shang Yang creates an alternative visual perception of nature
deeply influenced by Dong Qichang’s landscape painting theory. The artist
juxtaposes the traditional sense of reverence for natural world to the
contemporary aggressive attitude and reminds us of our interdependent
relation with nature.

e B AL & B aENe g {0 %4 ﬁ L

Fig. 8 Shang Yang, Dong Qichang Project 21,2008, mixed media on canvas, 218 cmx506 cm

The idea of deconstruction is also expressed in Chen Jiaye’s landscape
paintings. Born in Zhejiang province in 1988 and graduated from the China
Central Academy of Fine Art, Chen Jiaye uses classical works by famous
painters from the Song and Yuan dynasties as his inspirational source.
However, the artist does not simply reinterpret the tradition in a modern way,
but he creates crumpled, soaked or burnt traditional landscapes on canvas. In
contemporary world, the idea of harmonious unity of man and nature is
completely removed and the artist’s fractured landscapes intend to
expresses his reflection on the altered state of natural environment,
conveying a deep sense of incompleteness and fragmentation.

In To Tear No. 12, the artist takes Zhao Mengfu’s highly idealized landscape
Autumn Colors on the Qiao and Hua Mountains (1269) as a model (Fig. 9) and,

* For a more detailed study on Shang Yang’s artistic research, see Tang Jing ed., Shang
Yang: The Dong Qichang Project.
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by harnessing processes of burning and erosion, reproduces it on canvas. In
making this work in which the visual trace of landscape is almost vanished,
Chen explores the tension between the idealized notion of shanshui and the
real condition of contemporary landscapes, juxtaposing conflicting visual
systems related to contrasting systems of value. The beauty of nature is lost
and this notion becomes the guide-line for Chen’s conceptual interpretation.
The objective act of viewing becomes an art of interpretations, the symbolic
action of erasing creates the moral meaning that the artist wishes to convey,
while the viewer obtains an allegorical image of the real degradation of
nature by means of the traditional one.
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Fig.9 Chen Jiaye, To Tear No. 12, 2013, oil on canvas, 120 cmx160 cm

Tradition is given new connotation and significance and, in this regard,
Wang Huangsheng’s opinion is exemplificative: “Tradition is something
created in the past which has already been made permanent in many ways.
This permanence can be regarded as a document that is readable. In other
words, tradition is essentially a form of understandable text that has been
accumulated and recorded over the years and it has become both situated
and continuous. Therefore, individuals may identify and analyze the
document of tradition through an interpretative approach.”*°

Conclusion

It appears clear that the understanding of contemporary landscape

3° Wang Huangsheng, “Regarding Tradition as a Document,” 26.
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representation implies a new study on the artistic perception of natural world,
as well as an active involvement with the real landscape. Although scholarly
studies of contemporary shanshuihua from an ecocritical point of view are
extremely few, environmental issues are gaining more consideration in the
field of Chinese landscape studies as a new research subject.

In the 21°* century China, the notion of shanshui is inextricably linked to
Chinese contemporary socio-cultural identity and cannot ignore the reality of
the industrialized territories, of the environmental pollution, of the growing
big cities that form the background for everyday life. All the artists here
analyzed illustrate very well what has happened to the landscape in the
context of new shanshuihua. In their works, shanshui is not restricted to a
style or media, is approached always in relation to traditional imagery and is
perceived as a tool that raises questions about the distress of man’s altered
relationship with the natural world.

According to the artist’s intention of transposing into the artistic practice
current environmental issues, artificial nature becomes the subject of
depiction, acting as a barometer of ecological alignment and landscape is
seen as a conceptual convention. Nature serve as a means to manifest artist’s
environmental engagement — mediated by his artistic approach —and
introduce a new kind of aesthetic classification, centered on a
documentary-style and much more moral rather than ornamental. Moreover,
the question that the visual presence of nature pose, and that all these artists
embrace, is the awareness on the objectification and exploitation of nature.
In this sense, the coded iconography of new shanshui-types could be read as
a symbol of the new cultural dynamics of Chinese society, symbolizing how it
perceives the natural world and how it relates to the environment. The
analyzed works all seem to be traditional representations, however, upon
closer inspection, the viewer can see that tradition is perceived as a
document that each artist reads through his interpretative method,
becoming a fertile ground for his experimentations. As Peng Feng has
written in his text for the exhibition The Spirit of the East II: “Chinese artists
and theorists need to take a creative change to transfer the traditional

Chinese imagism into image expressionism.””’

3' Peng Feng, “The Spirit of the East and the Image Expressionism Painting,” 2.
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