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ABSTRACT 

 
Drawing from Western and East Asian philosophical traditions, this thesis aims to 

compare different concepts of ‘Pathos’ as present in Chinese, Japanese and 

European traditions of art, and in particular photography. 

 

The overarching methodology is that of translation between different languages and 

cultural contexts, and the verbal and visual. Using methods from comparative literature 

and including case studies from East Asian and European poetry, film and artistic 

practice, the research looks at the tradition of the representation of ‘Landscape’ from 

Eastern and Western perspectives.  

 

This is a practice-led PhD and I explore these concepts associated with Pathos and 

landscape through the media of photography, moving image, object making and book-

making. I draw parallels between my photographic practice and traditional Chinese 

landscape painting with respect to the framing, tonality, and non-specificity of place. 

My investigation of lighting, printing techniques and surfaces are methods for 

researching the space of the photograph.   

 

This thesis pivots on three related concepts; the Greek concept of Pathos, one of the 

three rhetorical appeals; Yi jing, an ancient Chinese artistic concept; and Mono no 

aware, an eighteenth-century Japanese aesthetic principle.1 The project begins by 

looking into a specific period of historical artistic changes in China and Japan during 

the Pictorialism movement, including a re-examination of the visual representations of 

photographic work of Chinese and Japanese periodicals from 1910 through to 1937. 

This research is inspired by an awareness of and an interest in the lack of scholarship 

on Eastern and Western notions of aesthetics as they apply to the accounts of 

                                                
1	Following the Chicago style, I italicize transliterated terms from another language in the first instance 
but do not in subsequent appearances. 	
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photography during Republican China. This examination of Chinese photography is 

then framed through a reappraisal of Japanese aesthetics.  
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IMPACT STATEMENT 

 
This work bridges research on aesthetic experience and feelings between disciplines 

across literature, linguistics and visual art.  This is structured through a re-evaluation 

of concepts of Pathos and an assessment of the aesthetic value of lyrical traditions 

through a contemporary lens. I use translation as a methodology within my own 

practice. I am contributing to a diversified understanding of the Greek concept of 

Pathos as an aesthetic concept within a cross cultural context. This utilises the 

equivalent Chinese artistic concept of Yi jing and the Japanese Mono no Aware to 

reflect the similarities and highlight the differences in these three distinct traditions.  

 

My practice facilitates an intercultural dialogue between the East Asian and Western 

European experience. During the four years of my practice-led research I have had 

the good fortune to be involved in various international opportunities. These include 

exhibitions, artist talks, conference presentations, discussions and events during 

various artist residencies. Most valuably, my works have been presented in a cross-

cultural context in many different countries. Some examples of major public 

engagement are summarized below.  

 

In 2016 I gave an artist talk at the Reminders Photography Stronghold in Tokyo. That 

year, I also presented my works at Photo London focusing on an earlier series of 

images selected for the Magnum Graduate Photo Award. Additionally, and I gave an 

overview of my work as part of Unveil’d Photography Festival in Exeter. Outside of 

these public engagements I also made a concerted effort to address the equally 

important theoretical underpinnings of my practice. The research workshops and 

symposiums I participated in included Against Delivery in London. This was helpfully 

supported by the European Artistic Research Network (EARN) and the London Arts 

and Humanities Partnership (LAHP) at Slade School of Fine Art Research Centre in 

2016. I was a panelist at the LUCAS Graduate Conference entitled Landscape: 

Interpretations, Relations, and Representations. This was held at Leiden University in 

the Netherlands in the winter of 2017. My most recent appearance was at Fastforward 

2: Women in Photography, a Leverhulme funded international research workshop 
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hosted at the Slade School of Fine Art and a First Monday artist talk in Brighton as 

part of the Photo Fringe event.  

  

One of the most productive and engaging opportunities for my artistic production were 

the residences I undertook throughout the past four years. As an artist in residencies 

programme The AIR 3331 in Tokyo and HKBU AIR in Hong Kong I was able to explore 

primary resources and engage in a long form photographic project. I also carried out 

archival research into the East Asian history of photography and associated aesthetic 

traditions. As a result of having this time to focused on creative practice in the studio, 

exhibitions of my works took place globally at Tate Britain, Photo Shanghai, National 

Open Art, Beijing Photo Biennale, Photo London, Photo Oxford, Three Shadows 

Photography Centre, Brighton Photo Fringe, the Aperture Gallery and many others. 

My work has also received coverage across both digital and print media. 

 

The rigorous use of archival and historical materials within the parameters of precise 

cultural translation serves as a framework to contextualise my own practice. This has 

enabled me to better articulate a link between lyrical sensibility and its application in 

contemporary photographic practice, with respect to a broader audience. By 

unpacking the layers of meaning embedded in my photographic images I aim to create 

a cross culture lexicon. There has been a neglect of several artistic movements in 

Europe and East Asia that I seek to redress. By refocusing on artistic traditions such 

as the historical movement of pictorialism during the early history of photography in 

China I emphasise the aesthetics value of these historical works. 

  

I believe my involvement within contemporary photographic practice in China will lead 

to a contribution to academic research as well as towards a diversity of works and 

greater public understanding. 
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PREFACE 

 
I used to be a frequent visitor when I was little to the ‘bird and flower’ markets（花鳥

與蟲市場）in Beijing. My parents took me to these places, and I would spend a whole 

day getting lost in different shops. This was one of the best ways to spend a Sunday 

after I had completed my homework. These ‘bird and flower’ markets were divided into 

different areas, selling plants, small animals (such as birds and fish), home decor 

objects, tea and some antiques which you would never know if they were authentic at 

all.  

 

I started to become obsessed with the bonsai trees and miniature dioramas of small 

mountains which emitted water and vapor, sold at the market. As a child in the ‘90s, 

even then, they felt like kitsch objects to me. I cannot remember when all these types 

of markets suddenly disappeared from the city where I live, and I think maybe my 

childhood stopped from that moment.  

 

I am seeking traces of uncertain identities within my own family history. This takes 

place through the nebulous memories of family members’ evolving oral histories. 

Through the action of combining family photographs, found images, paper ephemeral 

and other material I am trying to put these fragmented pieces together into a new entity. 

Within the liminal space between time, space and history, there is an interplay between 

autobiography and imagination. I use the method of de-contextualising these found 

materials to re-construct my experiences and feelings.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
My research aims to compare the different interpretations of Western and Eastern 

aesthetics in photographic and cinematic practices. It also intends to investigate 

existing discussion about certain aspects of emotion as a concept in both Western and 

East Asian literature, with reference to different definitions and understandings of 

Western and East Asian literature in a visual art context. I provide an overview of the 

Western intellectual genealogy of Pathos and then examine the different 

understanding of the corresponding ideas from the perspective of East Asian 
aesthetics tradition. This includes the notion of ‘Qing’ 情 (emotion), ‘Wugan’ 物感 

(reaction to the nature, things and objects), and ‘Mono no aware’ 物のあはれ (Pathos 

of things). This transcultural and interdisciplinary research is based on the 

fundamental differentiation between Western and East Asian intellectual history and 

aesthetics. I look into the representations in East Asian literature and art, following 

with case studies, and with reference to comparable Western aesthetics thoughts.   

 

Traditionally, a dichotomy between thinking and feeling has held a prominent place in 

Western thought. The publication Thinking about Feeling: Contemporary Philosophers 

on Emotions edited by Robert C. Solomon showcased some related major 

philosophical concerns around the topic within Anglo-American tradition.2 In this book, 

the significance of emotions is claimed to be under-investigation and throws some light 

on the subject,  however, it is very much focused on a Western attitude. It posits that 

emotion is counter to rational judgment. This problematic and systematic framework 

contributes to the reinforcement of the concept of mind/body separation. I believe there 

follows a close link to a separation between subject/object, having fixed emotion and 

thought in opposition to each other.3 

 

                                                
2	Robert C. Solomon, Thinking About Felling: Contemporary Philosophers on Emotions (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004). 
3	The example can be found on page 40 from this thesis. This conceptual difference is also found in the 
linguistic differences between the Japanese and Chinese language in relation to English.  
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It is important to note that this thesis is not concerned with my personal subjective 

voice but based on the philosophical position of a non-Western view on the dichotomy 

of subject-object relation. This thesis is not intended to be read through the lens of a 

division of subject and object but by considering the indivisible ‘one body’4.  Based on 

this fundamental difference of conceptualization and experience, I believe it is most 

appropriate to draw on the notion of non-duality from Zen Buddhist thoughts. Zen 

teacher Qingyuan Weixin wrote,  

 

Thirty years ago, before I began the study of Zen, I said, “mountains are 

mountains, waters are waters.” After I got an insight into the truth of Zen 

through the instruction of a good master, I said, “mountains are not 

mountains, waters are not waters.” But now, having attained the abode 

of final rest [that is, awakening], I say, “mountains are really mountains, 

waters are really waters.” 5 

 

Here, ‘I’ and ‘mountain’ are one but also separate. This non-binary of knowing and 

not-knowing echoes precisely the ideas of emptiness and fullness.  

 

There is a very complex relationship between Taoism and Buddhism. It is commonly 

believed Daoism influenced Chinese Zen Buddhism in many ways. The central idea 

of Daoism is that of being in a state of constant change. Everything is seen as merely 

a part of an everlasting process.  

 

This is not to say that the articulation of theoretical foundations or 

philosophical truth is not a concern in Chinese philosophy. However, it 

was not the only concern in the Chinese intellectual traditions, and not 

an important objective in some of them. The first chapter of the Zhuangzi, 

for example, is entitled “Going rambling without a destination” (Graham, 

Chuang-Tzu, 2001: 43-7). It communicates a belief in the value of 

                                                
4		See Wang Yangming’s Neo-Confucian theory on ‘Yi ti lun’一體論 (one body) on page 26 and 74 from 
this thesis.	
5	Masao Abe, Zen and Western Thought. (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1985), 4.	
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reflective activity-of contemplation and reflection- as an end-in-itself. It is 

noncommittal about its destination, if there is one. The reflective activity 

is valued as an end rather than simply a means to truth, generates 

important questions about the nature of philosophical thinking and the 

place of philosophy in human life.  6 
 

In order to understand the essence of Chinese philosophy it is crucial to recognize that 

the ultimate goal is not finalized, which makes it a unique feature opposed to most 

Western thought.  

 

In the Greek philosophical tradition Pathos is one the four rhetorical appeals identified 

by Aristotle (Ethos, Pathos, Logos and Kairos). It is used as part of a persuasive 

communication technique to create an emotional response in the audience. Since the 
pre-Qin dynasty in China, Shi Jing 詩經 (translated variously as The Classic of Poetry, 

Book of Songs, Book of Odes) 7 is seen not only as the earliest collection of Chinese 

poetry, but also a very important early source of the Chinese notion of Qing (emotion, 

sentiment). It dates from between 11th to 7th BC. There were also extensions of 
related concepts in later Chinese poetry, such as Wugan 物感  (reaction to 

nature/things/objects) and Yi jing意境 (artistic conception). These concepts are key to 

the subsequent development of the essence of Chinese poetry. Qing jing jiao rong情

景交融  (fusion of scene and emotion) served as the fundamental distinguishing 

characteristic in Chinese philosophy and aesthetics tradition. This crucially blurred the 

relationship between the perceived subject and object.  

 

From the earliest Chinese poetry collection to the May Fourth Movement (1915-1921) 
I trace the development of the concept of Chinese ‘sentimentality’ (Ganshang感傷) 

from a historical perspective to modern vernacular Chinese writings.8 I compare this 

Chinese tradition with equivalent ideas drawn from Japanese and European 

                                                
6	Karyn Lai, An Introduction to Chinese Philosophy (Sydney: University of New South Wales,2017), 18.	
7 Arthur Waley, trans.,The book of songs (New York: Routledge,2012). 
8 Also known as Baihua and opposed to classical Chinese. It is based on Mandarin. Baihua started 
being used during the Ming and Qing dynasties and was refined during May Fourth Movement.   
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aesthetics. I address relevant philosophical and literary theories of emotions and how 

they differ between East and West. This research reveals the unique characteristics 

of Chinese aesthetics as both experience and philosophy. The thesis is focused on 

the period of 1919-1949.  This was an epoch when Chinese artists were initially 

exposed to certain Western ideas and notions, whilst still embracing a uniquely 

Chinese perspective. This work is interested in contrasting the notion of Pathos as a 

general Western position and its East Asian counterparts. Although there are no 

exactly corresponding concepts of aesthetics in both a Western and Eastern context 

these ideas can be viewed side by side.  

 

Zhang Wuzhi長物志 (Treatise on Superfluous Things) is an encyclopedia book on 

garden and interior design written by Ming dynasty Scholar Wen Zhenheng (1585-

1645).9 It is divided into twelve volumes on different themes including Flowers and 

Trees, Water and Stones, Incense and Tea, House and Dwellings. In this thesis I use 

some of these writings as a reference to categorise my own writings on inanimate 
things. Another work that is essential is Xiangqing ouji 閒情偶寄 (Leisure Notes,1671) 

by playwright and novelist Li Yu (1610-1680).10 It is a collection of hundreds of essays 

on tastes and aesthetics. The first ever complete translation of Zhang Wuzhi was 

published in September 2019 by Shanghai Press.11 The underappreciation of the 

aesthetics embedded within the everyday objects of Chinese literati has begun to gain 

more academic attention in the West.  

 

My archival research into the periodicals from the era of the Chinese Republic led me 

to a rethinking and revaluating of unique aesthetics appearances from the works 

produced during the particular time. By looking through the historical lens of Chinese 

photography at traditional Chinese painting and literature I have developed an 

understanding of the full historical implications of the aesthetics of the images 

published in these periodicals.  

                                                
9 Wen Zhengheng. Zhang Wuzhi長物志[Treatise on Superfluous Things] (Beijing: Zhonghua Book 
Company, 2017). 
10 Li Yu. Xianqing Ouji閒情偶寄[Leisure Notes] (Yangzhou: Jiangsu Guangling Guji Keyinshe, 1991) 
11 Wen Zhengheng, The Elegant Life of the Chinese Literati: From the Chinese Classic, Treatise on 
Superfluous Things. Trans.Tony Blishen (Shanghai: Shanghai Press, 2019).	
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES 

 

One could ask whether Pathos is a solely aesthetic experience. One answer would be 

that the individual or culturally specific experience cannot be generalised to define 

terminology from other artistic movements or languages. Are there any corresponding 

concepts in a non-western context such as Chinese and Japanese aesthetic concepts? 

If so, what are the similarities and differences between them? Do Pathos and related 

concepts provide access to a universal understanding of artistic and poetic emotion 

between countries and cultures? How can we come to understand this in a visual or 

artistic format? If this is possible, do images translate concepts more efficiently than 

language?  

 

The ambiguity of whether Pathos is culturally specific influences my work. I explore if 

it is possible to translate between different aesthetic concepts, and if these translations 

are successful in conveying the full emotional meaning of aesthetic terminology. This 

thesis examines what the legacies and implications of these philosophical concepts 

are within Eastern and Western cultures. Each culture developed a visual language 

using the novel medium of photographic practice initially within their own cultural 

context, and then as a part of a shared collective photographic narrative.  Through my 

practice the work will use a strict methodology and be grounded in practice-based 

research including photography, an artist book, moving image, object making, and 
writings to examine the complex interaction between emotion, Pathos, Yi jing意境, 

Mono no aware物のあはれ and photographic practice.  
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METHODOLOGY 

 
Using comparative literature as a method to approach the research of visual works, I 

am exploring a connection between literature and visual practice, including my own 

photographic works. Attempting to define a particularly inexplicable emotion and 

fleeting moments in everyday life through using my own writing and art practice cannot 

take place in isolation. I will be referencing other scholars, writers and artists’ work. By 

exploring the enigmatic nature of Pathos in relation to East Asian lyrical literature, the 

research questions in this thesis shaped my understanding of artistic practice. I 

provide case studies of similar strategies and aesthetic preferences in both Western 

and East Asian films, in photographic works, and also offer a different approach to 

poetic engagement. In examining the different understandings of emotion-object 

relationships within different cultural contexts, one can use the various concepts of 

Pathos and lyrical traditions as an approach to initiate discussions of emotion in 

relation to aesthetics. In terms of the making process, I mainly use 35mm and medium 

format analogue film cameras to produce photographic works. Depending on the 

individual work, printing processes vary.  This can include black and white hand 

printing on photographic paper (silver gelatin prints), digital inkjet printing onto a range 

of papers, laser printing and digital textile printing on fabric. My practice also involves 

other methods such as etching and casting. I experiment with different printing 

methods to develop a specific appearance for particular content.  

 

My practice also employs archival research methods. This includes searching for 

images from archives, collecting antique photographs, old postcards and magazines, 

and exploring my personal family albums. The materials are gathered in the initial 

phase of my research. I typically will then manipulate the images by scanning, 

cropping, collaging, and engaging in experimental printing or rescanning. The result is 

a photograph of a photograph and an image within an image. The original context thus 

becomes increasingly vaguer through each iteration of the photograph. The point of 

origin becomes ambiguous.12 
                                                
12 Although I am aware of the extensive dialogue on the use of found photographs and images this is 
not my central concern and is beyond the scope of this Report. 
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One thing that needs to be addressed at the onset before going further into the body 

of this work is a dilemma of translation. The use of text and languages also plays an 

important part in my work. By playing with the notion of translation I attempt to let 

ambiguity and a certain fluidity become another layer of the work itself. Translation is 

therefore also a methodology I employ, but I note that it is an imperfect approach.  

 

This is something I’ve experienced first-hand during my research. Because of this I 

will initially use un-translated Chinese terms instead of the English translation in this 

thesis. However, some degree of translation is a necessity if we are to understand 

concepts in different cultures. I think it still worthwhile to point out the objective inherent 

difficulties in this practice-led research. One of the most difficult aspects of translation 

between two different languages is that meaning can be lost or muted. One 

observation from a discussion with others about my research has been how difficult it 

is to adequately express my personal experiences of emotions with my native 

language of Mandarin Chinese as compared with English.  

 

I feel the best way to illustrate my own perspective of emotion is to view it through the 

Aristotelian hierarchy of Ethos, Pathos and Logos. In The Art of Rhetoric Aristotle 

defined these three precisely. 13  Ethos is when one can ‘rely on the speaker’s 

character’. Pathos is ‘putting the listener in a certain frame of mind’. Logos is the 

‘demonstrating’ of ‘argument itself’. Although in my experience the nuance and 

playfulness of language and the subtle subtext of words is fully accessible only when 

I am speaking, thinking or listening in Chinese. 

 

Thus, for me personally, the Chinese language is itself Pathos. It produces a stirring 

of emotions and intonations of meaning. As I am not a native speaker, for me English 

is a tool that lacks nuances, but conversely allows for a much more logical and explicit 

kind of thinking and speaking. My artistic practice is an attempt to create an ethos 

where cross-cultural meaning can be achieved without losing either the emotional 

                                                
	
13 Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric, trans. Robin Waterfield (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). 
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intensity of Mandarin or the logical and utilitarian preciseness of English. Translation 

feeds directly into my evolving practice. The other factor contributing to the complexity 

of translating Chinese into English is the fundamental difference between their 

grammatical structures.  In linguistics a morpheme means the smallest unit of the 

language. Old Classical Chinese is monosyllabic; each character consists of one 

single syllable. However, in modern Chinese compound words are extensively used. 

As the result of the increased number of homophones, there is often a practice of 

adding another morpheme to distinguish the meaning from each other. This 

fundamental difference between Chinese and English morphology makes it even more 

difficult to translate from one to another precisely.  

 

Given the difficulties in translation, I have gone down the path of conveying the closest 

meaning of the word or concept rather than a literal word for word translation. 

Emotions are often a very complex element of language, even more so when being 

discussed with regard to cross cultural references. However, through a careful and 

consistent approach the reader will be equipped to get the underlying meaning of 

various terms and allow the thesis to be conveyed to an English speaker. In the next 

section I give an overview of some key concepts, a broad historical overview and make 

a brief summary of the direction of research.  
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I. LITERATURE AND AESTHETICS OF LYRICAL SENSIBILITIES  

 

Key Concepts 
 

Rhetoric Pathos in Ancient Greek 
 

Modern English reflects a complex ancestry with elements of Latin, Germanic dialects, 

Ancient Greek, neologisms and adapted phrases of a dozen or more other languages. 

The ancient Greeks’ commentary on human experience bears a heavy legacy, 

assisting us to understand how Western notions of the experience of emotions were 

discussed and felt. Aristotle’s Rhetoric, especially in Book 2, has endured as an 

incredibly influential commentary of human emotion and how to influence them. 14 For 

the Ancient Greeks Pathos was the manner of describing the space between suffering 

and pleasure.15 According to the notable commentary of Mary Garret - who analysed 

the problematic notion of Pathos in Western rhetorical tradition in comparison with the 

appeal to the emotions in Chinese rhetoric in Classical period - modern Western 

thought regarding emotion is broader. It takes an amorphous space beyond the clearly 

delineated limits set down by the Greeks.16  

 

David Konstan in The Emotion of the Ancient Greeks: Studies in Aristotle and Classical 

Literature defines Pathos as ‘emotion’, he also describes that it can also be understood 

as meaning to ‘suffer’ or to ‘experience’ in its original meaning.17 In Aristotle’s Rhetoric, 

Pathos is identified as one of three artistic modes of persuasion (along with ethos and 

logos). Pathos appeals to the audience’s emotions. It is a way of convincing the 

audience of an argument by creating an emotional response and is a crucial part of 

Aristotle’s philosophies of rhetoric. Emotional appeal can be accomplished in a 

multitude of ways: by a metaphor, storytelling or by the passion integral to the orator’s 

                                                
14 Ibid. 
15 David Konstan, The emotions of the ancient Greeks: Studies in Aristotle and classical literature 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006), 7.  
16 Mary M. Garrett, “Pathos reconsidered from the perspective of classical Chinese rhetorical theories.” 
Quarterly Journal of Speech, 79, no 1. (Feb 1993): 19-39. 
17 David Konstan, The emotions of the ancient Greeks: Studies in Aristotle and classical literature 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006), 3-4. 
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delivery, and an overall number of emotional items in the text of the speech or writing. 

Commentators have seen this as a means of understanding how the Greeks 

understood the ways emotions could be used in influencing others.18  

 

Within the collection of writings, the chapter by Jeffery Walker discusses the ranges 

of emotions or pathe that Aristotle addresses.19 These range from anger to pity and 

jealously. He also discusses the different emotions of the young and old, the rich and 

the poor, the powerful and the powerless. In effect, Rhetoric becomes more than a 

manual of persuasion, it becomes ‘the first systematic account of emotional 

psychology ever provided’.20  

 

In my research I aim to address and emphasize Pathos as a unique emotion that 

relates to aesthetic experience. By understanding Pathos in different contexts, I will 

demonstrate the complexity and distinctive characters of Pathos. This differentiates it 

from other emotions. Although Pathos has been used and discussed in the context of 

producing persuasion in depth, especially in regard to tragedy, there is little research 

that deepens the theoretical aspects of Pathos as an independent concept in the 

context of visual art, in particularly photography.21 One difficulty of this research is that 

in general, the creation of an emotional experience has been argued to be the purpose 

of artistic expression. In this case Pathos is often muddled with other emotions such 

as melancholy, sadness, romance, decadence and so on. It is this lack of precise 

definition, a kind of transient vagueness, that makes it intriguing within artistic research. 

By analysis of this subtle emotion as a manner of expression, and similar concepts in 

other cultural contexts, this thesis will demonstrate the importance of understanding 

Pathos in a new visual dimension. It will also investigate the transformation of an 

artist’s experience of Pathos, into aesthetic form.  

 

                                                
18 Alan G Gross & Arthur E. Walzer, ed., Rereading Aristotle's Rhetoric (Carbondale: Southern Illinois 
University Press, 2008). 
19 Ibid, 73-88. 
20 Ibid, 75. 
21 William Bedell Stanford, Greek Tragedy and the emotions: An introductory study (London: Routledge, 
1983), 21-22. 
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Punctum of Camera Lucida 
 

Roland Barthes states in Camera Lucida, the ‘Advenience’ or ‘Pathos’ of the laminated 

object creates a kind of pause where there is an inability to speak or define the 

photographic image.22 It is almost like an obsession to investigate; this moment of 

disability, not being able to decode, locate or even name it fills one with a sense of 

helplessness.  

 

Barthes writes:  

 

The effect is certain but unlocatable, it [punctum] does not find its sign, 

its name; it is sharp and yet lands in a vague zone of myself; it is acute 

yet muffled, it cries out in silence. Odd contradiction: a floating flash.23 

 

The difficulties of describing and contextualizing this kind of ‘punctum’ shares the 

same linguistic origins to a similar condition confronted in certain literature and written 

texts.  

 

This emotional sensitivity could be easily misunderstood as nostalgia. Although the 

Greek origins denote a sense of home sickness, nostalgia is typically defined as a 

feeling of pleasure with a slight sadness.24 However, this misses the fundamental 

difference of this connection to the imaginary past. It is an illusion of longing for being 

in landscapes that have never existed in memory, a sense of loss towards something 

that has never actually happened.  

 

Barthes writes, 

 

The anticipated essence of the Photography could not, in my mind, be 

separated from the “Pathos” of which, from the first glance, it consists.25  

                                                
22 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, trans. Richard Howard (London: Vintage Books, 2000), 19-21. 
23 Ibid, 53. 
24 Eugene B Daniels, “Nostalgia and hidden meaning," American Imago 42, no. 4 (1985): 371-383. 
25  Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, trans., Richard Howard (London: Vintage Books, 2000), 21. 
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In the process of selecting found images I was drawn to certain photographs. The 

selection was ultimately made through an aggregate of the experience of sorting them; 

certain details triggering a sense of ‘pseudo-nostalgia’ towards a ‘memory’ that never 

existed, a recollection of a past made out of half reconstructed fragments.  

 

How does this recognition of such unfamiliar, familiarity within the photograph occur? 

Does the image or its subject matter associate with the viewer’s own experience of 

certain memories?  Perhaps it is the space within the image that possesses a certain 

quality which triggers a remembering. I think in the end the answer lies within a 

combination of both. This experience of the viewer is neither about a specific place 

nor a location. The atmosphere created in a photographic image is something which 

cannot be deciphered philosophically, but can only be felt. 
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The Language of Emotion in the Chinese Lyrical Tradition 
 

In the next section I selectively survey elements of the Chinese language and the 

etymology of several crucial terms. Most cultures and languages have the 

corresponding definition of the English noun ‘emotion’, but the degree of 

understanding of what emotion is can vary widely.26  In a study conducted in 2009 the 

ability of different speakers of languages to gauge emotion from vocal expression 

showed an average of seventy-five percent ability to guess the emotion of the speaker 

with a common language but with lower success the further from the language group 

the individuals native language was.27 Humanity shares emotion but not in the same 

way. It is this gap that is so interesting for me. It is the space where meaning and 

understanding fade away.  

 

These concepts of emotion developed through different historical periods. In Chinese, 
one of the key terms of traditional culture is Qing 情(emotion). The notion of Qing 情  

is translated from classical Chinese (c. 3rd Century BC) as emotions, sentiments and 

sensibilities.28 However, I would like to clarify the perceivable difference of Qing solely 

as a general definition of emotion from its broader range of semantic use. It has 

several different meanings in different contexts, some of which seem to have little in 

common. I will only focus on one of its predominant meanings in lyrical poetry, 

‘Personal deep convictions, response, feelings’.29 This has been used particularly in 

early Chinese literature, such as Shi Jing诗经 (The Book of Songs) and Chu Ci楚辭 

(Songs of Chu30) 600 BC and 221 BC.  

 
志憾恨而不逞兮， 

My mind is full of resentment that finds no outlet. 

                                                
26 Klaus R. Scherer, Rainer Banse and Harold G. Wallbot, “emotional inferences from vocal expressions 
correlated across languages and cultures,” Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology 32, no. 1, ( Jan 2001): 
76-92. 
27 Marc D. Pell, Laura Monetta, Silk Paulmann, and Sonja A. Kotz, “Recognizing Emotions in a Foreign 
Language,” Journal of Nonverbal Behaviour 33, no.2 (June 2009): 107-120.	
28 Christoph Harbsmeier, “The Semantics of Qing in Pre-Buddhist Chinese, ” in Love and Emotions in 
Traditional Chinese Literature, ed. Halvor Eifring( Leiden: Brill,2004), 69.  
29 Ibid, 71. 
30 Qu Yuan , The Songs of Chu: An Anthology of Ancient Chinese Poetry by Quyuan and Others ,ed 
and trans. Gopal Sukhu (New York: Columbia University Press, 2017).  
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杼中情而屬詩。 

Only in these verses can I express my feelings.31 

 
誰可與玩斯遺芳兮？ 

With whom could I enjoy the fragrance that was left me? 
晨向風而舒情。 

Long I stood against the wind, unburdening my heart.32 

 
不吾知其亦已兮， 

I will no longer care that no one understands me, 
苟餘情其信芳。 

As long as I can keep the sweet fragrance of my mind.33 

 
申旦以舒中情兮， 

Until the dawn I pour out my inner heart; 
志沉菀而莫達。 

But my will is thwarted and cannot reach its object.34 

 

In classical Chinese epistemology each person’s self-awareness was based upon the 

understanding of the world and structured as an interactive relationship between 
humanity and nature, which was called Tianrenheyi 天人合一（The unity of nature and 

humanity). This incorporated thinking not only from Confucianism, but also Taoism 

and Buddhism. The work which formed the core of Chinese classic philosophy, Shi 
Jing 诗经（Classic of Poetry) is not just the earliest existing collection of Chinese 

poetry, but also the earliest Chinese language source on emotion and comprises 305 

works from the 11th to 7th centuries BC. Some of the chapters focus on how to regulate 

feelings of resentment.35   

                                                
31 Christoph Harbsmeier, “The Semantics of Qing in Pre-Buddhist Chinese,” in Love and Emotions in 
Traditional Chinese Literature, ed. Halvor Eifring( Leiden: Brill,2004), 104.  
32 Ibid, 104-105. 
33 Ibid, 106. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Confucian Analects, about the benefits derived from studying the Classic of Poetry.  
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Opposed to the separation of object-subject this non-dualist cosmological argument 

can be seen as a most distinctive philosophical approach. The manifestation of which 

can be found widely in many disciplines across Chinese traditional culture. It can be 

further argued that there are applications for understanding Chinese literature and art 

based on this principle.  

 

Dissecting the body-mind concept in early China is best undertaken by a discussion 
of the Confucian notion found in Tianrenheyi 天人合一  (the unity of nature and 

humanity). Neo-Confucian philosopher Wang Yangming’s (1472-1529) study in 

Buddhism and Daoism led to the development of the idea of ‘one body’ (Yi ti).36 This 

suggested there was unity of the human mind and the pattern of the universe. This 

concept was based on his interpretation of Lu Jiuyuan’s philosophical concept of 

‘universal mind’. Later Wang became a leading figure of Xinxue (The School of Mind). 

These series of ideas are firmly against the dichotomy of mind and body as separate, 

and place emphasis on the non-binary thoughts on the object-subject relationship.  

 

The following concepts are developed from the basic foundation of Tianrenheyi.  
The similar usage of ‘Qing’ is found extensively in Chu Ci楚辭 (Songs of Chu) by Qu 

Yuan (c. 340-278 BC) and Song Yu (c. 319-298 BC) in Zhou Dynasty. 37These early 

approaches also show the crucial links to the later developments of corresponding 
concepts.  Wugan 物感, which I translate as a ‘reaction to the nature, things and 

objects’ (Wu物－things, objects; Gan 感 －feeling, emotional response about nature) 

can also be understood as the interaction between spirits and objects.38 It can be first 
tracked back to the Yue ji 樂記 (Record of Music) in the 19th chapter of Liji (The Book 

of Rites), which was written during the Warring States period.  

 

                                                
36 Yun Huang, “Zhu Cheng, Governing the Mind and Governing the World: The Political Dimension of 
Wang Yangming’s Philosophy,”Dao 9, no.4(Dec 2010): 491-494.	
37 Qu Yuan , The Songs of Chu: An Anthology of Ancient Chinese Poetry by Quyuan and Others.,ed 
and trans. Gopal Sukhu (New York: Columbia University Press, 2017). 
38 Liu Hsieh, The Literary mind and the carving of dragons, trans. Vincent Yu-Chung Shih (New York: 
New York Review of Books, 2015). 
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Another influential work is Wen fu 文賦 (Essay on Literature), which was written by 

literary critic Lu Ji (261-303). 39 He defines literary practice as both writer and critic and 

emphasizes the importance of Chinese philosophical and cosmological views on 
literary practice. His idea of  ‘Qing yin wugan 情因物感，wen yi qingsheng 文以情

生’(literally translated as emotion evoked from an external object and its surrounding, 

literature derived from emotion) and ‘Shiyuanqing 詩緣情’(The lyric born from pure 

emotion) was primarily derived from this work. 

 

The first and most influential systemic critical work on Chinese literary theory and 
aesthetics experience is Wen Xin Diao Long 文心雕龍 (The Literary Mind and the 

Carving of Dragons) by Liu Xie. He established his theory of Wugan based on 

Confucian thinking and also incorporating ideas from Taoism and Buddhism. The 

concept of Wugan was invented during the Qin dynasty and fully developed in the 

Wei-Jin period and during the Southern and Northern Dynasty. It endured throughout 

the whole of ancient Chinese literary history and was a very developed theoretical 

system.  

 

Liu Xie further progressed the notion of Wugan in Wen Xin Diao Long (The Literary 
Mind and the Carving of Dragons). The most important argument is人稟七情，應物斯

感。感物吟志，莫非自然. This is literally translated as that a human being has various 

types of emotion. The emotion is evoked by external things, which will then transform 

naturally into poetry. This theory suggests the occurrence of aesthetic experience. 

This theory discusses the collision between encountering inner feelings (of the literati) 

and the stimulation of the outside world, which leads to a codependence of internal 

emotive landscapes and the external world that is not without tension. Liu Xie 

suggested that in literary creation the relation of object and mind does not need to be 

binary: subjective emotion and objective description of the natural scene may be fluid.  

 

                                                
39 Lu Chi, Essay on Literature,Trans. Shih-hsiang Chen (Portland: The Anthoensen Press, 1953), 27. 
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Poet Wang Changling (689-756) first brought out the concept of Yi jing意境 in his work  

Shi Ge 詩格 (The Rules of Poetry40) during the Tang Dynasty. In this book Wang 

provided three concepts of Chinese poetry and classical aesthetics. He adopted the 

concept of jing from Buddhist thinking and introduced it into Chinese literature. Yi 

understood as meaning or idea and jing as realm or sphere. Yi jing literally means “the 

realm of meaning”,41 but here I would like to suggest using the translation of artistic 

conception from Li Zehou. 42 

 
There are three realms of poetry; the hierarchy is arranged as follows: 1) Wu jing 物

境 (The realm of the object)  2)  Qing jing 情境 (The realm of emotion)  3) Yi jing意境 

(The ream of meaning). Wu jing物境 (The realm of the object) was based on the theory 

of Wugan 物感, emphasising a more detailed description of the physical scene, usually 

in natural scenes and landscape. Qing jing 情境  (The realm of emotion) places 

emphasis on subjective emotion. Yi Jing意境 (The ream of meaning) is a combination 

of the previous two and is seen as the highest level of all of the three realms. The 

notion of Yi jing sits in the central position of Classic Chinese poetry.  Qing jing jiao 
rong情景交融 （fusion of scene and emotion）is the most affective characteristic of 

Yi jing. Through the depiction of the scene to express human emotion, the interaction 

between subjective emotion and the objective scene is completely merged. This 
significant concept of Qing jing jiao rong 情景交融 (fusion of scene and emotion) 

became the most distinct feature of Chinese traditional poetry and painting.  This is 

also one of the core methods I talk about in the following case studies.  

 

There is irrefutable evidence of consistency within these ideas about the relation 

between the external world and emotions in Chinese thoughts, however it is essential 

to acknowledge the nuances among these concepts. As outlined previously, within 

these concepts, there is a suggestion of a hierarchical structure privileging emotion 

                                                
40 Wang Changling, Shi Ge詩格 [The Rules of Poetry]( Shanghai: Shanghai Guji Publishing House, 
1979). 
41  Yanfang Tang, “Translating Across Cultures,” Intercultural Communication Studies 23, no.1 
(2014):187-202. 
42  Jana Rosker, Following His Own Path: Li Zehou and Contemporary Chinese Philosophy (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 2019) ,212.		
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over landscape. The major differences in schools of thought pivot around whether 

emotion has always been priortised over landscape itself. The argument revolves 

around the question of whether this structure is purely a projection of emotion onto the 

landscape or such emotion is evoked by the external world. Once again, the difficulties 

come from the fact that both positions are contextualised by a mutual resonance 

between them.  

 

The relation between landscape and human being changes over time in different 

periods. I believe that my position should bring the necessity of acknowledge these 

changing ideas and not prioritise one way of understanding over another. 

 

The unification of the perceiving subject and the object is the ‘landscape’ on which 

Chinese culture is built. The foundation of ‘human and nature as one’ remained 

relatively undisturbed as the cornerstone of Chinese thought and aesthetics until the 

period of the twentieth century when China faced an upheaval politically, socially and 

culturally. Japan faced a radical transformation at an earlier date and Europe itself had 

been transformed by a radical enlightenment a hundred years earlier. The Japanese 

concept of Mono no aware was coined in the 18th century, an innovation comparable 

to Western codification of emotional language during the Enlightenment. 

 

The early twentieth century was a defining period of Chinese literature. The period 

saw the flowering of intellectualism and a transition from encouraging writing solely in 

classical Chinese to composing in vernacular Chinese. This cultural shift operates as 

a connecting link between tradition and modernity, China and the West. As the result 

of the influence of Romantic writing by English and German authors, Western notions 

of sentimentalism were first introduced into China. This Literature included Laurence 

Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1759-67) and A Sentimental Journey through France and 

Italy (1768); Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s autobiography The Confessions (1764-70); 

and Goethe’s novel The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774)43. The word ‘sentimental’ 

                                                
43 Laurence Sterne,The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press; Revised edition,2009); Laurence Sterne, A sentimental journey through France and Italy (New 
York:P. f. Collier & son, 1917); Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Confessions, trans. JM Cohen (Baltimore: 
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has been translated into Chinese as ‘Ganshang’, giving rise to the genre of this 

literature called Ganshang wenxue (Sentimentalism literature). During this time some 

Chinese intellectuals, especially those associated with the Creation Society (a 

significant literary group) were most inspired by Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey 

Through France and Italy and Goethe’s The Sorrow of Young Werther.   

 

During 1919, as a part of the May Fourth Movement, modern Chinese literature began 

to illustrate how China’s Confucian traditions were combining with Western influences 

to create a new genre of literature and new cultural values. Writings from the May 

Fourth Movement share some similar features with the sentimental Western novel. 

This genre of writing was an autobiographical style, characterised by large 

components of the narrative being recollections of the past or reminiscence. The 

influence on Chinese writing was not simple a transplant from Western sentimentalist 

literature into the Chinese language, rather it was the creation of a new form of 

literature based on Western ideas of sentimentality and the Chinese lyrical tradition. It 

formed a unique hybrid writing style combining concepts from the Chinese classical 

tradition and Western ideas.  

 

He lifted his eyes from the book and, glancing in the direction of the 

barking, saw a cluster of trees and a few houses. The tiles on their roofs 

glittered like fish scales, and above them floated a thin layer of mist like 

a dancing ribbon of gossamer.44 

 

As one of the most notable writers among his peers, Yu Dafu (1896-1945) stands out 

for his extreme sensitivity. His wealth of sentiment and the sentimentality in his writings 

is partially a result of his sensitive nature. He claimed that the sentiment is the “enzyme” 

for the literature. In the majority of his literary output, living experiences are 

                                                
Penguin,1975); Johann Goethe, The sorrows of young Werther, trans. Michael Hulse (London: Penguin 
UK, 1989). 
44 Yu Dafu, Sinking (Translated by Joseph S.M. Lau and C.T. Hsia) from The Columbia Anthology of 
Modern Chinese Literature , ed. S.M.Lau, Joseph & Goldblatt, Howard, (Columbia University Press, 
2007) , 31. 
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transformed into a works of art. In his novels, he uses a multitude of descriptions and 

adjectives to evoke a glimmering scene to the reader.  

 

The prevailing academic focus has been on the nationalistic undercurrents within Yu 

Dafu’s work. Although undoubtedly the period of the Japanese occupation would be 

within the psychological landscape of any Chinese person living at this time, to only 

focus on this political aspect of Yu Dafu’s practice is to ignore a significant aspect of 

his lived experience. Yu Dafu’s work should be seen in terms of his emotional 

expression. I think it is crucial to uncouple the emotional from the political, not only 

because his work is specifically endeavoring to understand a personal emotional 

experience, but also because of the substantial number of books and articles that have 

already undertaken a political analysis of his work.45  

 

In contrast with other analyses of literature, there is no integrated theoretical 

framework or system for this term, ‘Ganshang’,    

 

It was probably the third or fourth day of the seventh month in the old 

calendar. A sky the color of indigo velvet was studded with stars. Sitting 

by the window in a third-class coach, he silently counted the lights in the 

houses outside. As the train steadily surged ahead through the black 

mists of the night, the lights of the great metropolis got dimmer and 

dimmer until they disappeared from his ken. Suddenly his heart was 

overtaken by a thousand melancholy thoughts, and his eyes were again 

moist with warm tears. “Sentimental, too sentimental!”’46 

 

I define sentiment using a description derived from the Dictionary of the English 

Language compiled by Samuel Johnson in 1827. It is defined as meaning ‘sensibility’ 

                                                
45 Jing Tsu, Failure, Nationalism, and Literature: The Making of Modern Chinese Identity, 1895-1937 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005), 167-194; Kirk A. Denton, “The Distant Shore: Nationalism 
in Yu Dafu’s ‘Sinking’,” Chinese Literature: Essays, Articles, Reviews (CLEAR) 14 (Dec 1992): 107-123. 
 
46  Yu Dafu, Sinking (Translated by Joseph S.M. Lau and C.T. Hsia) from The Columbia Anthology of 
Modern Chinese Literature , ed. S.M.Lau, Joseph & Goldblatt, Howard (Columbia University Press, 
2007), 31. 
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or ‘feeling’. As for sentimental, Johnson defined it as ‘abounding with sentiment’ or 

‘affecting sensibility’.47 I also relate this to the 1899 version of The Century Dictionary: 

An Encyclopedic Lexicon of the English Language which defines sentimental as 

‘Exhibition or manifestation of feeling or sensibility, as in literature, art or music; a 

literary or artistic expression of a refined or delicate feeling.’48 

 

Yu Dafu is most famous for his autobiographical novel written in vernacular Chinese, 

however he also wrote classical style poetry which is reflected in the style of writing of 

his novels. He adopted the way of using traditional Yi jing (Artistic Conception: the 

realm of Meaning) in a different format to how it was often employed in a classical text. 

This is especially the case with the method of Qing jing jiao rong情景交融 (fusion of 

scene and emotion). Several of his novels begin and finish with descriptions of either 
nature or weather. Some of the better known examples include Guoqu 過去(The 

Past),Yanying煙影(The Shadow of Smoke) and  Yinhuise de si 銀灰色的死(A silvery-

grey death).49  He employed his emotion through vivid descriptions of his natural 

surroundings. The individual experience of the author and the viewer fades into the 

landscape that he describes. The city disappears and fades away as emotion 

overtakes Dafu. This encounter with emotion transforming the viewer is evocative of 

Chinese art and poetry. Yu Dafu’s use of visual imagery in his writing marks him as 

unique among his contemporaries.  

 

Yu Dafu’s characteristic approach was to use a large amount of visual imagery as 

reflections of the emotional states of his main characters, creating a space of 

wonderment and contemplation for the reader. The prominent Chinese academic 

Shue-Mei’s work is particularly insightful. She writes that Yu Dafu opted for “direct 
narration” (zhijie miaoxie直接描寫) of characters via psychological analysis. She notes 

                                                
47  Marie Banfiled ， “Special Issue: From Sentiment to Sentimentality: A Nineteenth-Century 
Lexicographical Research,” Interdisciplinary Studies in the Long Nineteenth Century 19, no. 4 (2007) 
:1-11. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Yu Dafu, Yanying 煙影 [The Shadow of Smoke] (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Dongya Shuju, 1969 ),1-
15;16-25;35-52. 
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that Dafu did not go down the more obvious path of plot narration.50 Shue-Mei also 

writes on Ganshang literature, often labelled as Tuifui (Decadence) literature. 

 

 Shu-mei writes:   

 

The result of such ideological critique has been a complete erasure of 

the language of decadence in Chinese literary criticism and history; more 

neutral terms such as “romanticism” and “lyricism” were employed 

instead when outright condemnation was withheld. “Aestheticist 

decadence” (weimei tuifeizhuyi) had been a “public secret” in China, as 

Xie Zhixi puts it, until his book length study was published in 1997.51 

 

The use of these western words is not wholly accurate. I believe ‘lyricism’ is a more 

accurate translation to the term’s original meaning than the other translations in this 

quotation, as it suggests a link to the Chinese lyrical tradition.  In my work I use the 

original Ganshang Wenxue text to best preserve the original meaning and the specific 

linguistic and cultural aspects of my work.  

 

Li Zehou is an influential Chinese scholar on philosophy and Chinese aesthetics. He 

provides the theoretical framework which can be used to understand the works 

produced during this period. Although Li never overtly comments on Yu Dafu’s work, 

his understanding of the purpose and motivation of Chinese representation serves my 

research well.  

 

Chinese representation of objective reality does not depart from the 

expression of emotion……So Chinese art, literature, and aesthetics 

cannot be said to be either representational or expressive; rather, 

Chinese art takes the molding of the emotion as its goal…… 52 

                                                
50  Shu-mei Shih, The lure of the modern: Writing modernism in semicolonial China, 1917-1937. 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2001), 121. 
51 Ibid, 112. 
52 Li Zehou,The Chinese Aesthetics Tradition,Trans. Maija Bell Samei.(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i 
Press, 2010), Introduction. 
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Li continues, 

 

In the realm of the emotions (as opposed to everyday life, material 

production, or conceptual language), the past, and future can be 

completely melded together to create an independent artistic entity. 

Chinese art is an art of time and an art of the emotions.53 

 

According to Li Zehou’s theory, the ‘culture of optimism’ is one of the main components 

of Chinese culture. 54  This could be the possible reason for the absence of poetic 

Pathos or sentimentalism continuing to develop any further in the history of Chinese 

literature.  During the New Culture Movement, there were two major Chinese literary 

society groups.  The Chuangzao She (Creation Society) was formed by Guo Moruo 

and his friends, Yu Dafu, Cheng Fangwu and Zhang Zhiping, while they were still 

studying in Japan right before they returned to China. They had published their 

periodical Creation Quarterly between 1922-1924 which served as a public voice for 

the Chuangzao She (Creation Society). In an opposing style, the movement Xinyue 

She (Crescent Moon Society) was founded by poet Xu Zhimo. It was named after the 

poem The Crescent Moon by the Indian poet Rabindranath Tagore. The majority of 

their members, including Wen Yiduo and Hu Shih, had studied in Europe and America. 

Chinese modern sentimental literature received much criticism from the Xinyue She 

(Crescent Moon Society) during this time period.  

 

This was largely because it was considered as too self-indulgent and lacking in 

rationality. The writers from Chuangzao She (Creation Society) were also influenced 

by the Japanese ‘Watakushi Shosetsu’ [I-novel], which had a confessional style, used 

autobiographical narratives and explored a darker side of the society and life. After 

1949 mainstream criticism rose up against the sentimental aesthetic. It was labeled 

as “decadent” and full of “despair” and even “petite bourgeoisie” which made the study 

of Gan Shang more and more challenging. A few overseas comparative literature 

                                                
53 Ibid, 57. 
54 Ibid 
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scholars wrote about this topic, such as C.T. Hsia, David Der-wei Wang and Leo Ou-

fan Lee.55  

 

Although academic studies of Ganshang have gradually deepened the understanding 

of this canon of literature there is a depth of study that remains under investigated. It 

is often hidden behind other research topics, or only mentioned when people talk about 

romanticism or classism and describe this style of writing as a kind of cypher.    

 

It is essential to clarify that further study of the definition of Ganshang in literature in 

relation to and compared with Western sentimentalism. This redefinition needs to be 

based on an understanding of the historical background of the writers. It must 

incorporate an awareness of the influence from Chinese traditional literature and 

acknowledge how traditional literature shaped Chinese philosophical thought. The 

different notions about feeling and emotions have always been a very important part 

of literary and philosophical thought, but there was no systematic academic work on 

this particular tradition until the 1970s. I think that it is very strange that there is such 

a long tradition lacking a theoretical framework until so late into the 20th century. 

Chinese Literary critic Chen Shih-Hsiang (1912-1971) made a proclamation on the 

concept of lyrical tradition as the core of Chinese literature during the panel discussion 

of comparative literature at the Association for Asian Studies (AAS) annual meeting in 

1971. His holistic thoughts on the Chinese lyrical tradition have been edited and 

published posthumously as he died that same year. 

 

While he was teaching at UC Berkeley Chen Shih-Hsiang started his translation of Lu 

Ji’s Wen fu (Essays on Literature) which resulted in the publication of Essay on 

Literature: Written by the Third-Century Chinese Poet Lu Chi56. It is considered the 

earliest English translation of this important work. Due to the small print run of four 

                                                
55 C.T.Hsia, A history of modern Chinese fiction (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University 
Press, 1999);     David Der-wei Wang, The Lyrical in Epic Time: Modern Chinese Intellectuals and 
Artists Through the 1949 Crisis (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015); Leo Ou-fan Lee, The 
romantic generation of modern Chinese writers (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973). 
56 Lu Chi, Essay on Literature,Trans. Shih-hsiang Chen (Portland: The Anthoensen Press, 1953), 27. 
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hundred copies, his argument did not circulate widely until the publication of a selected 

version edited by Cyril Birch in 1965.57 

 

The reconfiguration of the Chinese lyrical tradition accelerated after a generation of 

Chinese scholars were immersed in Western lyricism during their systematic training 

in western philosophy at Western universities, primarily Ivy League schools in America. 

Their encounter with Western modern thought emphasised the challenge of 

communicating disparate philosophical traditions, as the differences of meaning 

between their own traditions and Western philosophy were so huge. Chinese scholars 

by necessity had to use the language and framework of the English language and 

alternative Western traditions to try to communicate the principles of their own 

philosophical traditions. This was a slow process because the entire idea of a scientific 

approach to categorising intellectual traditions in a systematic way was itself a western 

import. Knowledge was therefore shaped in different ways as it developed from its 

own original culture. 

 

Most of these works still highly emphasise the Chinese lyrical tradition as a literary 

concept rather than as a broader aesthetics. Only David Der-wei Wang expanded its 

application into other art forms, such as painting, film, music and calligraphy. Although 

the lyrical tradition is originally derived from literature the urgency of applying it into 

other contexts is needed.   

 

In the West, the Renaissance and the Enlightenment periods led to a rediscovery of 

and appreciation of earlier Greek writers, including a deeper discussion of the subject 

of Aristotelian emotion. A crucial difference between the Western and Chinese 

approach to this received wisdom lies in interpretation. The Chinese discourse on the 

corresponding concepts was a living and breathing component of a continuously 

evolving traditional culture. As such, the concepts were more homogenous. For the 

West these two periods were a reawakening and rediscovery of a distant past. 

                                                
57 Cyril Birch and Donald Keene, eds. Anthology of Chinese Literature: From Early Times to the 
Fourteenth Century. Vol. 1. (Grove Press, 1965). 
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Although there was substantial commentary and reflection by medieval and other 

educated writers, the education of the broader population was controlled by the church 

until the Renaissance. In China however, the Chinese literary tradition permeated all 

levels of society.  

 

There are a large number of philosophical or aesthetics concepts in early China that 

were coined either by the literati, scholars or poets. I believe this is why there is such 

a highly integrated interface between literature and philosophy in China. The same 

can also be found in Japanese literature and art. Both of these cultural traditions 

derived from very poetic expressive discourses which are reflected and made manifest 

in many aspects of their cultural disciplines.  
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Japanese Aesthetics and the ‘Pathos of things’ 
 

Before discussing concepts of Japanese aesthetics, it is vital to point out the problem 

of translation once again. Due to the fundamental structural and grammatical 

difference between Japanese and English, the terminology mentioned in this section 

cannot be translated precisely. The original language signifies through its form and 

‘taste’. In terms of prepositions, in English there is a difference between ‘to’ something 

or ‘of’ something. However, in some other languages, such as Chinese and Japanese, 

the same rule does not apply. This linguistic difference is fundamental to artists and 

writers’ conceptualization of experience within their cultural framework. It may 

additionally contribute to the absence of the binary subject-object division in Chinese 

and Japanese writing, which is characteristic of Western thought.  

 

Japan serves well as an intermediary case study of the contact between an East Asian 

culture and Western cultural ideas in the eighteenth century. The development of 

Mono no aware is crucial to understanding equivalent Chinese developments in the 

twentieth century. In Japanese Aesthetics, Mono no aware物のあはれ literally refers 

to the ‘Pathos of things’. The Japanese modifying particle ‘の’(no) is usually used to 

indicate possession or alternatively, the linkage of nouns as a noun modification.58 It 

is necessary to acknowledge these fundamental differences in grammatical and 

linguistic structure that can result in mis-translation or a failure of translation into 

English terms. The phrase originated from Japanese classical literature, as a term for 

describing an awareness of the impermanence (mujo) of things. The term was coined 

by Japanese theorist Motoori Norinaga through his annotation of Lady Murasaki’s The 

Tales of Genji and was later applied to the annotation of the Kojiki (“An account of 

Ancient Matters”)  and Man'yoshu (Collection of Ten Thousand Leaves). The phrase 

came to define the essence of Japanese culture, traditional literature, poetry and also 

                                                
58	It is vital to address the difficulties of understanding the linguistic characteristic of this particle, as it 
cannot be translated directly into English due to fundamental grammatical difference. There is no 
equivalent in the English language. The usage of particle ‘の ’ (no) is more versatile than just a 
possessive particle. When it is used as possessive particle, it can be compared to the English 
apostrophe + s (’s). This particular function of particle ‘の’ can be simply understood.  The particle ‘の’ 
(no) can also be used to turn a noun into a modifier, despite its possessive quality. In some cases, it 
can be translated as the English preposition ‘of’, for adjectival forms of nouns. 	
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aesthetics59. It is usually associated with the beauty of nature, defined in terms of an 

experienced sensation or emotion. Mono no aware is represented by a rich symbolic 

metaphor of poetic language in Japanese classical literature. 

 

According to traditional Japanese doctrines the main goal of art and literature is to 

express human emotions. 60 Motoori criticized people who worshipped Chinese 

civilization and philosophical thinking, although his philosophical methodology was 

heavily influenced by Chinese Neo-Confucianism. In order to establish Japan’s own 

cultural identity, he developed the complete theory of ‘Mono no aware’ based on 

Shinto, using sinology as the part of the theory.  

 

The distinctive character of Mono no aware and its relationship to Chinese 

Confucianism cannot be denied. By looking into Mono no aware, this Japanese 

aesthetic concept, I would like to make a comparison with Wugan in Chinese literary 

aesthetics. The difference between Mono no aware and Wugan are as the follows:  1) 

Objects: in the concept of Mono no aware, objects usually mean personal things or 

they represent nature, but in Wugan they are also associated with social or political 

events, including the education of moral and ethical principles. Compared to Wugan, 

Mono no aware is a more direct emotional experience. 2) Emotions: the evoked 

emotion in Mono no aware often means sorrow or a sentimental sensibility, but in 

Wugan emotion can be various things. Wugan literally means any emotional reaction 

or response. Mono no aware resides at the centre of Japanese pre-modern aesthetic 

sensibility and shares a similarity of understanding of nature with Chinese philosophy. 

At the same time, these concepts are a rebellion against Confucian practice; Mono no 

aware developed its own type of discipline, with an emphasis on the Buddhist tradition 

of impermanence.  

 

                                                
59 O No Yasumaro, The Kojiki: An Account of Ancient Matters (translations from the Asian Classics), 
trans. Gustav Heldt (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014); Japanese Classics Translation 
Committee, trans.,1000 Poems from the Manyoshu: The Complete Nippon Gakujutsu Shinkokai 
Translation (New York: Dover Publication Inc, 2005) ; Murasaki Shikibu, The Tales of Genji, trans. 
Royall Tyler (New York: Penguin Classics, 2003). 
60 Oliver Leaman, ed., Encyclopedia of Asian Philosophy (London: Routledge,2006), 23.		
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The theory of feeling in pre-modern and modern Japan is a crucial part of the culture. 

In the following section, I will discuss some key terms which are evidence of this 

conflict between reason versus emotion. Kokoro (translated as ‘heart’ or ‘mind’), is 

another key term derived from the poetic expression of waka. Waka poet Ki no 

Tsurayuki’s (872-945) view on Kokoro ‘stimulated by external things and events, 

produces various thoughts (Omoi) in which the poet expresses through describing in 

words the sensible things and events as they are seen and heard.’61 It is a combination 

of thinking thoughts and feeling emotions at once.  

 

Similar patterns of linguistic expressions can be found in Japanese and Chinese of 

this seemingly conflicting concept. In Japanese, the verb Omou 思う, meaning ‘to 

think’, interestingly is the noun form Omoi 思い translated as thought, emotion or 

feelings. It can also apply to Chinese, as we say Wojuede 我覺得 (translated also as 

‘I think'), however in actual meaning it is closer to ‘I feel’. This is not the fault of the 

translation because it is not possible to translate its original context accurately due to 

this linguistic differences. The language structure demonstrates this internal complex 

dispute between logic and feeling.  

 

Close to the notion of Kokoro is another Japanese term Ushin (depth of heart). This 

indicates the heart and mind. Toshihiko Izutsu suggested the interpretation of Ushin 

(the original concept emerged in the 12th century during the Kamakura period) within 

The Theory of Beauty in the Classical Aesthetics of Japan (1981) is ‘the inner 

configuration of poetic expression’ rather than the ‘external form of linguistic 

expression’ which has been the method used for several decades62. Izutsu speculated 

that there was a problematic schism between a poet’s subjective emotions and their 

description of natural objects.  

 

Inspired from Buddhist meditative practice of Amitabha (infinite light) the idea of rebirth 

and entering into the pure land. Through expressing Kokoro and Ushin in waka poetry, 

                                                
61  Toshihiko and Toyo Izutsu, The theory of beauty in the classical aesthetics of Japan, (Hague: 
Springer Science & Business Media,1981), 7. 
62 Ibid 
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deep contemplation takes place during the composing process. In this sphere of 

contemplative writing, the distinction between expressed subject and object is 

dismantled, and the fusion (Chu-jung) has been created. 63 This idea is very similar to 

Wang Changling’s theory on Jing (realm, sphere), which I addressed in the section on 
the Chinese poetic method. This fusion also mirrors Qing jing jiao rong 情景交融 

(fusion of scene and emotion).  

 

Another adopted approach is also found in Nishida Kitaro’s (1870-1945) practice. He 

was the founder of the Kyoto School, whose teachings focused on Western 

philosophical thoughts, from Aristotle to Immanuel Kant. Kitaro argued against the 

absolute dualism of subject-object and experience-reality, and he incorporated a 

fusion of ideas from both Eastern and Western philosophical inquiry into his teachings.  

 
Michael F. Marra explains the notion of Basho場所 (place) as follows.  
 

a place where subject and object, man and nature come together, a field 

of non-temporal associations which explains the alleged minimalism of 

Japanese expression as the result of the over-determination of a 

language that words cannot easily contain.64 

 

Steven Heine agrees, 

 

The multiplicity of meanings of the semantic field cannot be contained 

by the syntactic grammar, and therefore require a suggestive and 

deliberately ambiguous expression which opens up rather than obstructs 

their philosophical ground. 65 

 

The term Kitaro uses “pure experience”. This also embraces the Buddhist notion of 

dependent origination and the practice of Amitabha.  

                                                
63 Jin’ichi Konishi , A History of Japanese Literature, Volume 3: The High Middle Ages (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2014), 199. 
64 Michael F. Marra, Essays on Japan: Between Aesthetics and Literature (Leiden: Brill, 2010),8. 
65 Steven Heine, Philosophy East and West.34:2(April 1984), 228. 
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Similarly, after a period of extensive study of both Western and Japanese philosophy 

Watsuji Tetsuro coined the concept of Fudo.66 This can be translated as the idea of 

climate and culture which should not be misunderstood as being a simple focus on 

nature. In Tetsuro’s theory, Fudo is not limited to the natural geographical environment, 

but also immerses itself within the chaotic human landscapes of the social 

environment.   

 

In his early years, Watsuji was very interested in novelist Natsume Soseki’s writings. 

This influence can be shown in the link between Watsuji’s idea and Natsume’s views 

on nature. Watsuji finished Fudo after his return from Germany as a reflection on the 

central argument of Martin Heidegger’s treaties on human existence. Watsuji suggests 

the importance of the social and geographical influence on individual should not be 

overlooked. He thinks that as humans, we are the product of the climate, and our 

experiences and awareness of nature already exist before the fixed subject-object 

meaning.  

 

In Natsume Soseki’s works, the concept of nature plays a very prominent role. As a 

literal style Shaseibun写生文(sketch writing) is a genre that exists between the genres 

of prose and the novel. The term Shasei 写生 was originally used in painting and 

literally means ‘painting, drawing or sketching from nature’. Later it also was widely 

applied to waka poetry and haiku. In Shaseibun writing, which Soseki identified himself 

with, it often concentrates exclusively on descriptions. The natural landscape (keshiki

景色) is used as a reflection of  ‘inner state’(shinteki jotai心的状態) as well as human 

affairs (jinji人事). The narrative description  (joji 叙事) is not considered as the main 

focus but is rather a way of representing and conveying emotions, which is very similar 

to Yu Dafu’s approach towards plot in his writing.67 In his critical treatise Bungakuron

文学論 (Theory of Literature; 1907), Natsume wrote about the juxtaposition of human 

emotion and landscape in earlier literary modes such as haiku. This mode of writing is 
                                                
66 Tetsuro, Watsuji. Climate and culture (Translation of Fudo ningengaku-tek kosatsu)Trans. Geoffrey 
Bownas (Tokyo: The Hokuseido Press, 1935, 1943, 1961) 
	
67	See page 30-33 from this thesis about Yu’s non-plot-driven approach to novel. 
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not a projection of emotion onto the landscape but describes emotion as ‘a whole’ 

within the landscape.  

 

Within my own studio practice, I look towards the practices of bonsai and Ikebana 

(flower arrangement). This allows me to discover another notion in Japanese 
aesthetics discourse of Kire切れ (to cut) and Kire-tsuzuki 切れ続き (cut-continuity). 

Kireji  切れ字 (cutting word) in Haiku as well as Karesansui枯山水  (dry landscape, or 

Japanese rock garden) are also good examples of manifestation of this concept. In 

Japanese art and aesthetics, the understanding of the impermanence of nature is 
crucial. When I first looked into the word Kire切れ (cut, slice), I found that it plays in 

assonance with the adjective word Kirei 綺麗(beautiful). The pronunciation is also 

almost the same. As someone who is not fluent in the Japanese language, I thought 

it might be just a coincidence, however I believe there is a subtle link between these 

two words.  

 

Kireji (cutting word) refers to a special category of empty words or sounds, which 

indicates a division, separation or closure. The absence of an English equivalent of 

this concept makes it very difficult to translate and define. Examples such as, ka か, 

ya や, kanaかな, etc. When placed in the end of the sentence they indicate a sense 

of closure. When place in the middle of the verse they dignified a pause. Kireji also 

implies a lingering link to the next sentence. This co-existence of dis-continuity and 

continuity mirrors the impermanent nature of death and life cycle. The notion of Kire 

possesses unity and wholeness and it can be seen manifested in the practice of 

Kareasansui (the dry landscape). It is represented in the composition of rocks and 

vegetation as a re-creation of nature’s essence. The miniature rocks and plants have 

been cut off from their natural environment and are therefore used for the purpose of 

meditation. Again, in Ikebana (flower arrangement), the flowers are carefully arranged 

in a vase, showing the viewer that these natural objects are not permanent. The 

flowers can be cut of and taken away. Additionally, this act of ‘cutting’ off from its 

natural environment is found in both cases of Kareasansui and Ikebana. The ‘cut’ is 
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also a means to make these flowers permanent, as death is permanent. Therefore, 

the cut is the transition from one cycle to another.68 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
68 there are comparisons also to the discipline of spatiality (inside-outside) in Chinese and Japan 
traditional Architecture; Roland Barthes’s fictional reflection on Japanese culture from Empire of Signs; 
Imagist poetry in relation to Chinese Classical poetry and Japanese Haiku. For other commentary see: 
Cathryn Klasto, “Tokyo’s Kyosho Jutaku: Nature through the Inside, Outside and the In-Between,” 
Interiority 2, no.2(June 2019): 155-176; Radu Leca, “The backward glance: concepts of ‘outside’ and 
‘other’ in the Japanese spatial imaginary between 1673 and 1704 ”  (PhD thesis, SOAS, University of 
London, 2015); Ming Xie, Ezra Pound and the Appreciation of Chinese Poetry: Cathay, Translation, 
and Imagism (New York: Routledge, 1999);Koji Kawamoto, “The Use and Disuse of Tradition in Basho’s 
Haiku and Imagist Poetry,” Poetics Today 20, no.4 (Winter 1999): 709-721; 
Ling Hon Lam, The Spatiality of Emotion in Early Modern China: From Dreamscapes to Theatricality 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2018). 
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Metaphor, Parallelism and Symbol  
 

 

According to Aristotle metaphor is best defined as: 

 

‘applying to something a noun that properly applies to something else. 

The transfer may be from genus to species, from species to genus, or 

from species to species; or it may be a case of analogy.’69 

 

He gives an example of metaphor; 

 

If someone says “my ship stopped here”, I call that a transfer from genus 

to species, because mooring is one kind of stopping. “Odysseus wrought 

in truth ten thousand noble needs” is transfer from species to genus: “ten 

thousand”, a specific larger number, is used instead of the generic 

“many”. Examples of transfer from species to species are “drawing off 

the life with bronze” and “cutting off with sharp bronze”: here “drawing 

off ” means “cutting” and “cutting” means “drawing off”- both activities 

are kind of removal.70 

 

As a figure of speech metaphor usually involves the direct link between two dissimilar 

things. By its very nature it is an implied comparison between one and the other. In 

this respect, the usage of metaphor is specifically ‘making us think about one thing as 

something else’71 . I argue that in the Chinese tradition, parallelism is the prime 

rhetorical device which corresponds to the importance of metaphor in Western 

tradition. 

 

Stephen Owen writes: 

                                                
69 Aristotle, Poetics,trans. Anthony Kenny (Oxford: Oxford University Press,2013), 43. 
70 Ibid,43-44. 
71  Elisabeth Camp "Showing, “Telling and Seeing. Metaphor and “Poetic” Language," Baltic 
International Yearbook of Cognition, Logic and Communication Vol. 3 (2007): 1-24. 
 



 46 

 

Parallelism and metaphor are essentially different: unlike metaphor, 

parallelism supposed that both terms are present at the same level of 

discourse and that neither “stands in for” the other. Metaphor 

subordinates its items: one points to the other (whether it is known or 

not). Parallelism is content to let its term rest side by side. But both 

metaphor and parallelism are driven by the interplay of identity and 

difference. As the energy of metaphor lies in concealment, in discovering 

the grounds on which to relate its two terms, so an unexpected parallel 

juxtaposition begs the grounds of antithesis and unity.72  

 

Parallelism serves as a common literary device in Chinese classical poetry mirroring 

the couplets in syntactic structure. This is particularly clear when reading fixed line 

length poems. Some typical pairings include ‘mountain-water’, ‘cloud-moon’, ‘wind-

moon’, ‘rain-wind’, ‘green-white’ and many others. Under the influence of lyrical 

tradition, the ‘coupling’ patterns of Chinese poetry have made a vocabulary of imagery 

used for the purpose of expressing emotion through the form of natural scenery. Some 

examples can be found in the poems from Li Shangyin. 

 
春蠶到死絲方盡，蠟炬成灰淚始乾。73 

(Spring silkworm till its death spins silk from love-sick heart; 

Candles when burnt out have no tears to shed) 

 

In this couplet the parallel is seen 

 
春蠶－蠟炬 

(Spring silkworm-Candle) 
絲－淚 

(Silk-Tear) 

                                                
72 Stephen Owen, Traditional Chinese Poetry and Poetics: Omen of the World (Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1985), 96. 
73  Lin Yang, “On the Adaptability of Cultural Context in English Translation of Tang Poems,” 
International Journal of Education and Human Developments 2, no. 6(Nov 2016): 11-15. 
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American scholar of Chinese literature and culture Pauline Yu states, ‘Imagery has 

been a central concern of Chinese poetics from its very beginnings’. 74 Pauline Yu 

rightly emphasizes the importance of imagery and poetry to the Chinese aesthetic.  
Yixiang 意象 (imagery), is defined by Sinologist James Liu, as ‘a verbal expression 

that recalls a physical sensation or evokes a mental picture without involving another 

object.’ 75 

 

By using juxtapositions, rather than direct metaphor, there is no temptation for the 

author to assign a specific meaning to the text, but rather allows them to invite and 

inspire the readers to engage and interpret the poetry individually. This is not to say a 

single meaning would be an entirely invalid poetic piece, however the use of 

juxtapositions allows for interpretations that exceed a single reading. Due to their non-

propositional nature these juxtapositions operate more like a tool (for thinking, feeling 

and experience) rather than a singular thought. This also can be traced back to 

Zhuangzi’s Daoist idea regarding the usage of evocative imagery and encouragement 

for personal reflection. 76  

 

The term ‘Yixiang’ denotes the manifestation of the poets’ and artists’ feelings and 

emotions. Unlike its Western counterpart’s emphasis on the distinction between the 

object and its representation, the usage of imagery in Chinese literature and art can 

sometimes be unspecified in its signification. There is always a ‘seamless connection’ 

between the parallel imagery. This juxtaposition of images is a very important method 

in my work. I use groupings of images, compositing them into a sequence and laying 

out the work in space to create couplet-like visual poetry.  

 

                                                
74 Pauline Yu, “Metaphor and Chinese Poetry” Chinese Literature: Essays, Articles, Reviews (CLEAR), 
Vol 3, No. 2 (July 1981), 205-224.	
75  James J. Y. Liu, The Art of Chinese Poetry (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago 
Press,1962), 102. 
76	See page 12. in Daoism, Zhuangzi places the emphasis on the reflective activity of contemplation 
over the ‘ultimate goal of truth’. One could interpret juxtaposition with no restricted rules by immersing 
oneself within the space between lines and couplets. It is a less direct way than using metaphor.	
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Stephen Owen's interpretation of parallelism as distinct from metaphor also serves as 

a theoretical underpinning for my own interpretation of what I mean when using 

metaphor, as the language of photography can be imprecise. Yixiang therefore is an 

overlay aggregate approximation of the sum of experience, rather than a metaphoric 

moment of transference duplicating the artist's immediate emotional state.  

 

It is also the case that there is an affective-expressive orientation in Chinese literature 

(as opposed to the mimetic-representational literature of the West), once again 

reinforcing a close, but not absolute, method of distilling individual experience with a 

work designed for external consumption. Traditional Western understandings of 

symbolism posit that symbols embody ideas and qualities. Unlike metaphor there is 

usually no direct comparison in the way symbols work and instead symbols signify 

through known codes or rules that are culturally specific.  

 

These different layers of meaning contrast the Eastern approach. Although symbols 

are often used in Chinese poetry, they are superseded by the many layered nuances 

of parallelism which are flexible and subtle enough to adapt to varied approaches or 

contexts.  

 

The correlative concept of symbol in Chinese poetry has a very different systematic 

structure to Western symbology. Fu-Bi-Xing is the name for three literary techniques 

that have been compared with the Western rhetorical devices of metaphor, symbol 

and allegory. It is not practical to lay out all of the differences and similarities of this 

subject in this thesis, but a substantial amount of secondary literature on this topic can 

be found on the works cited.77 For our purposes, we refer to the common technique of 

                                                
77 Furui Zhan, Categories of Chinse Literary Theories in the Middle Ancient Age (Bloomington: Balboa 
Press, 2019);  Ming Dong Gu, “Fu-Bi-Xing: A Metatheory of Poetry-Making,” Chinese Literature: 
Essays, Articles, Reviews (CLEAR), 19(Dec 1997)1-22; Karl S.Y. Kao, “Comparative Literature and the 
Ideology of Metaphor, East and West,” CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture 2, no.4 (2000):  
https://doi.org/10.7771/1481-4374.1086 
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symbolism in relation to visual context. The parallel juxtaposition of various imagery 

can be seen to be a characteristic feature of Chinese classical poetry. Using the 

collage method of assembling from different sources I often gather and place images 

in juxtaposition. By pointing out the impossibilities of simplifying a specific or literal 

meaning of a particular image, the work needs to be viewed as a whole. 
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II.IMAGE OF FEELING 

 
Capture the Shadows – Chinese Photography in the Republican Era 
 

 
Figure 1: Lin Hanlun林漢倫, Shuangshu雙樹 [Two Trees] from Feiying 飛鷹 [Flying Eagle] no.14, cover 

page, 1936 

 
Figure 2: Photographer Unknown from Chenfeng 晨風 (Morning Breeze)黃山特刊 (special issue on 

Huangshan) no.11, cover page, 1935 
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Sheying攝影, ‘capture a shadow image’,78 was the neologism coined for the new 

technology of photography and this Chinese term is still the generic word used for 

contemporary photography. There is a poetic implication embedded in the translation 

of this terminology. I would like to point out that this is similar to how some 

philosophical terms were coined in China. There is a large amount of terminology of 

art coined by literati or poets. This also led to my interest in looking at photographic 

art through the lens of literature. During the first decades of early twentieth century 

fine art photography was in its embryonic stage in China. Since the time photography 

was introduced to China, widely diverse kinds of photographic practices developed. 

Different approaches and techniques took place including; documentary photography, 

studio-based commercial photography, photojournalism and fine art photography. 

Although the variety of practices need to be addressed my focus is on the Chinese 

history of photography within a fine art photographic practice.  

  

During my research trip to Leiden University I had the chance to access some of the 
archive materials of Chinese art journals including Liang You 良友 (The Young 

Companion), which was one of the most significant magazines of the period with the 

broadest audience. I will briefly now discuss what I have been able to discover from 

reading these archival material. 

 

                                                
78 Claire Roberts, Photography and China (London: Reaktion Books,2013), 32. 
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Figure 3: Zhou Dongsui周東綏, Canghai yi guzhou 滄海一孤舟[Lone Ship on the Sea] from Feiying 飛

鷹 (Flying Eagle) no.1,14,1936 

 

I begin with the Chinese linguist and poet Liu Bannong. I have included the quote in 

its entirety as it has proven to be a crucial text for my subsequent use of the archival 

material. 

 

‘Photography can be divided into two primary categories: the first 

category is that which copies [the subject]; the second is that which 

records [the subject] but does not merely copy it. . . .Concerning the first 

category, one must consider the term “copies” in a way that is alive and 

not dead to its connotations. For instance, to render precisely and 

without the slightest change a page of ancient calligraphy or a famous 

painting is to “copy” it. If one photographs an ancient relic or artefact 
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clearly and without distortion, one is copying it. The most important aim 
in copying is clarity. . . . Thus the term “to render accurately” (xiezhen寫

真) is most apt to use in reference to this category. 

  

Then should the kind [of photography] that does not merely copy be 

termed “unrealistic” or “unreal”? If one wants to make that claim, I can 

respond. For my meaning may be summed up by the term “expressive” 
(xieyi 寫意; literally: “writing or sketching ideas”). . . . [“Expressive”] refers 

to the photographer using the camera as a vehicle to reveal his inner 
world of emotions (yijing 意境 ). . . . When we look at this kind of 

photograph, we often do not care what the photographer photographed. 

Rather, based upon our affective response, we experience the 

photographer’s inner, emotional world.’79 

 
The concepts of Xiezhen 寫真  and Xieyi 寫意  have their origins in accounts of 

traditional painting, however Bannong applied these ideas to Chinese photography. 

When translating these concepts into the vocabulary of Western art, the closest similar 

words are figurative and abstract. Although there is indeed a partially shared similarity 

between the Eastern and Western terminology, the accuracy of such simplification 

through translation needs to be questioned. 

 

 
Figure 4: Chen Chun陳淳, Shuimo zhezhi huahui水墨折枝花卉[Flower], Ink on paper, handscroll , c267 

 

                                                
79 Liu Bannong. Bannong Tanying 半農談影 Bannong Tanying (Bannong’s Critic on Photography), 
(Shanghai :Kaiming Bookstore Publishing, 1934) 
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Figure 5 : Zhu Tianyou朱天遊, Zhishang yunxiao直上凌霄 [Reach the Clouds] from Feiying 飛鷹 [Flying 

Eagle] no.2, 27, 1936 

 

In addition to my research at Leiden University, I also made research trips to the 

National Library of China and Shanghai Library. These archival sessions yielded 

valuable source material for my research, the most promising of which were several 

past issues from prominent photography publications produced during the Republican 
period. These included Feiying 飛鷹 (Flying Eagle), Zhonghua Sheying Zazhi中華攝

影雜誌 (The Chinese Journal of Photography) and Chenfeng 晨風 (Morning Breeze). 

The subject matter of these photographic works featured varied scenes of still life, 

natural landscapes and studio portraits. I focused on the images of natural scenery. 

 

My research on early photography in China is not limited to photographic journals. I 

diversified my source material by also looking at a wider selection of art periodicals. 
These include 大眾 Dazhong (The Cosmopolitan) 美術生活 Meishushenghuo (Arts 

and life)，時代畫報 Shidai (Modern Miscellany) and 幸福 Xingfu (The Happiness 
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Pictorial) . As a result of this research, I found frequent shared approaches across 

literature and other art forms. Under the influence of the broader May Fourth Literary 

Movement, photographic works were published in these journals, alongside the 

literature of Yu  Dafu and his contemporaries.  

 

The editorial approach of these journals provided a space for the freedom of 

conversation between traditional painting, literature and photographic works. Although 

there are better studied traditional art forms before photography was introduced in 

China, these periodicals are evidence of the distinct aesthetics of early Chinese 

photography. This can be partially related to the intentional editorial choice of mixing 

different art forms together to create a hybrid approach to publishing. 

 
Figure 6: Liang You 良友 [The Young Companion] Annual Photo Issue on fine art photography, 1933-

1934 

 

In these periodicals, photographs of landscape were a reoccurring theme. One 

publication had a selection of photographs of sites like Huangshan (Yellow Mountain), 
which is very well-known for its scenic views and vegetation. Chenfeng晨風 (morning 

breeze) even published a Huangshan special issue. At this time, fine art photography 

was still a new and developing medium trying to find its own way within the arts in 
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China. The majority of Chinese members of the fine art photography circle were 

amateurs. However, they were usually leading intellectuals in other diverse areas, 

such as literature, painting and other academic disciplines. An example of this is the 
art movement of the Southern School of Wenrenhua 文人畫(literati painting). As 

opposed to professional artists, literati painters focus on a more expressive approach. 

I believe this may be the one of the reasons that this particular group of artists felt 

comfortable to focus on their self-expression.    

 

Reading through the periodicals, they contain more than basic technical introductions 

on cameras and the mechanical side of printing, but there is not much writing on the 

theory of art photography and no critical response to work. Any critical writing still relied 

on theory and language used to describe painting. The increasing instability and 

political circumstances from 1937 onward forced the end of further exploration of this 

very distinctive practice in Chinese history of photography.  

 

In these journals and periodicals, they maintained older traditional aesthetics, but they 

used the Western techniques of pictorial photography. I interpret that rather than treat 

photography as a tool of the Westernisation or modernisation of China, the publishers 

instead thought of photography as a syncretic continuation of traditional Chinese 

methods of art (i.e ink wash painting and calligraphy etc.), masquerading beneath a 

complex and individual cadence of Western culture and experience. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 



 57 

 
Landscape as Ways of Seeing 
 

An understanding of landscape studies is best approached by avoiding an obvious 

binary generalisation of aesthetic experience within and outside different cultures. 

Rather, I will explore our knowledge of ourselves not only linked to our various 

individuality, but also to the cultural background which frames us. The word landscape 

itself tells us something important. Its origins can be traced to the Germanic ‘landschaft’ 

(a land region or environment) which signified ‘a unit of human occupation’.80 The word 

‘landskip’ arrived into the English language during the early seventeenth century from 

the imported Dutch idea of landschap painting.81  

 

In the East Asian context, Shanshui, (mountain-water) is the closest term for the 

Western concept of landscape. It usually refers to painting or poetry, making it unique 

from other equivalent notions in other languages and cultures. Based on philosophical 

concerns it is important to note that the differences between Shanshui and its Western 

counterpart – ‘landscape’ - are vast. Although I have repeatedly emphasised that it is 

impossible to find a perfect equivalent within another cultures and languages, it is 

helpful to compare the nuances of each term in order to provide a better understanding 

of both. Unlike the Western term ‘landscape’ Shanshui does not usually imply man-

made features. The two Japanese terms similar to landscape are Fukei (風景) and 

Keikan (景観). Keikan (景観) is mainly preferred in architectural and urban planning 

contexts, so I will focus on the term Fukei (風景) in this thesis. 

 

The concept of Fukei was introduced originally from China during the eighth century 

and arrived alongside Buddhism. It was created from the Chinese word Fengjing 風景  

and the Japanese used the same kanji as in Chinese, although the pronunciation is 

different. Neither meaning of Fukei nor Fengjing include any concepts about land or 

place as in the Western concept of landscape. The neologism ‘Keikan’ was coined 

                                                
80 Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory (London: Harper Perennial, 2004), 10. 
81 Ibid. 
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during the course of modernisation in Japan and was influenced by the German 

concept of landschaft, which was introduced into Japan in the twentieth century.  

 

This complex genealogy is reflective of the sometimes forced merger or outright 

appropriation of terms during modernisation. In the idea of merging different 

experiences of landscape, the creation of words goes beyond the representation of a 

single moment or an idealized landscape. Simon Schama addresses this in 

Landscape and Memory, writing ‘Landscape is the work of the mind. Its scenery is 

built up as much from strata of memory as from layers of rock.’82 The Chinese concept 

of Shanshui is pure memory, while landschaft denotes layers of lifeless cold stone. 

The two combined allow the theater of human experience to play itself out.  

 

In his book Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape, Denis E. Cosgrove writes,  

 

The landscape idea represents a way of seeing-a way in which some 

Europeans have represented to themselves and to others the world 

about them and their relationships with it, and through which they have 

commented on social relations……that has its own techniques of 

expression, but techniques which it shares with other areas of culture 

practice.83 

 

His idea of cultural practice puts landscape at the core of social cohesion and a shared 

narrative and is closely aligned, and a crucial backdrop, to other social interactions.  

 

In another book that Cosgrove and Daniel co-edited, The Iconography of Landscape, 

they defined landscape as,  

 

                                                
82 Ibid, 7. 
83 Denis E Cosgrove, Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape (Madison: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1998), Introduction xiv. 
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A landscape is a cultural image, a pictorial way of representing, 

structuring or symbolizing surroundings.84 

 

The distinctive ways of seeing nature from the Greek principles of personification or 

anthropomorphization, to the Chinese approach of vitalizing the essence of mountains 
and water through the breath of Qi（氣）, both show that an absolute binary approach 

is not possible.85  In both East Asian and Western European culture, a more distinct 

understanding of certain types of landscapes or places took place in the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries. I think that British Romanticism is an excellent example of the 

uneven application of this dichotomy in describing landscape.   

 

 
Figure 7: Maker Unknown, blackened mirror glass, given by the Rev. R. Lewis, British Galleries, V&A, 

1775-1780 
 

In British Romanticism, the aesthetic experience of the ‘sublime’ articulated the 

philosophy of the separation of human and nature. In relation to this concept it is 

helpful to introduce the well-known artistic device, the Claude glass. This type of mirror 

contributed greatly to the picturesque approach of Romanticism. Reflecting the 

landscape through a tinted lens, the Claude glass gives the effect of reducing and 

simplifying the colour and tonal range of the actual environment. The resulting subtle 

                                                
84 Denis Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels(ed), The Iconography of Landscape: Essays on the symbolic 
representation, design and use of past environments (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,1989), 
1-2. 
85 Qi or Chi, literal translation as ‘air’ or ‘breath’ which is a pseudoscientific concept that considered as 
a vital life force or energy in Chinese medicine as well as philosophy.		
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gradation of the reduced image is not an accurate replication of the landscape, 

although it shares a slight similarity with the tonal range of Chinese landscape painting. 

This method of representation uses a very particular type of filtered perspective and 

does not allow the artist to see the whole view of a mountain in one moment.  

 

This is distinct from the acts of looking involved Chinese landscape painting. The 

multiple viewpoints of Shanshui reminded the artist of their own viewing experience, 

as their ultimate depiction of the landscape is an aggregate of all the sketches they 

made during the trip. Compared to traditional European linear perspective, the multiple 

vanishing points and oblique projection produced the unique viewing experience of 

Chinese Shanshui painting. 

 

 
Figure 8: Wanghui王翬, Taihang shangse tu太行山色圖 [The Colours of Mount Taihang], handscroll, 

1669 

 

Looking through a cultural framework, there are obviously some fundamental 

differences in the ways of seeing and these are historically ‘distinct’. Although these 

ways of seeing are based on very different religious or cultural systems, there are 

points of intersection across the East and West. One of these areas, Shanshui painting, 

is unique in the perception it provides when viewing landscape. Chinese Shanshui 

painting presents the landscape of the mind and is against simply documenting the 

particular scenery or moment in time. It requires a series of meticulous viewings, 

similar to the tradition of European landscape painting.  
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Chris Fitter’s idea of four primary matrices of perception helps frame this analysis and 

is included in its entirety below.  

 

Four primary drive, or matrices of perception, we have identified as 

perennial are the ecological (the eye to subsistence and security), the 

cosmographic (apprehending a conceived world-order, its operative 

agency and structure), the analogical (perceiving structures of similarity 

and symbolicity), and the technoptic (identifying in visual experience 

those codes of appearance it has learned in art.) 86  

 

He continues to refine the definition along an axis of cultural and scientific principles.  

 

Cosmographic perception and description respond to what in landscape 

illustrates religious or philosophic beliefs and instincts about the 

structural order of the universe and the forces or laws governing it.87 

 

The idea of cosmographic perception shares a similarity with Chinese philosophical 

thinking – that the laws of nature are within everything and form a universal order. As 

Ray Jackendoff quotes Rene Magritte in his The Problem of Reality on linguistics and 

mental presentation; 

 

we see [the world] as being outside ourselves, although it is only a 

mental representation of what we experience inside ourselves…Time 

and space thus lose that unrefined meaning which is the only one 

everyday experience takes into account. (Rene Margritte, in Scutenaire 

1947:83) 88 

 

                                                
86 Chris Fitter, Poetry, Space, Landscape: Toward a New Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008). 
87 Ibid, 15. 
88 Ray Jackendoff, Language of the Mind: Essays on Mental Representation. (Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press, 1995), 157. 
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Figure 9: Jacob Philipp Hachert , The Grand Cascade at Tivoli, Oil on Canvas, 120 x 170 cm, 1783 

 

As Jonathan Bordo suggests, ‘the deliberate and systematic absenting of human 

presence has no consistent precedent in the European landscape tradition’ while other 

scholars suggested that the obliteration of human presence reflects the Taoist ideas 

around the fundamental unification between the cosmos and human.89 The idea of 

cosmographic perception shares the similarity with Chinese philosophical thinking of 

law of natures are within everything and form a universal order.  

 

The differences in approach to framing the image is also an interesting perspective to 

investigate. In the West, besides physical support, the frame also functions partially 

as a decorative object. This includes indulgences like corner ornaments and carvings. 

Apart from practical framing techniques, such as gilding surfaces to produce an 

illumination effect around the artwork, the framing material is usually very visible. 

Undoubtedly the frame itself creates different viewing experiences for the observer. 

This is particularly apparent when it comes to landscape painting; the materiality of 

the physical frame delineates a clear separation of the picture from an overall context. 

This can be seen as a visual aid for the viewer to focus on the subject of the image, 

by containing the landscape within the framing device. In traditional Chinese painting 

                                                
89 Jonathan Bordo, "Jack Pine—Wilderness sublime or the erasure of the Aboriginal presence from the 
landscape," Journal of Canadian Studies 27.4 (1993): 98-128. 
 



 63 

the most common hanging system is to mount a work on scrolls. There is usually no 

physical frame. The border and margin on the paper become essential for 

emphasizing empty space and allowing potential reflective responses from the viewer. 

The subtleness of using borders within the work itself, rather than a physical frame, 

provides a completely different viewing experience. These works are separated 

landscapes, but are also part of a continuum of the original subject.  

 

In the next section I will take a brief detour to look at some examples of Western art 

works referencing, or are self-aware of, Chinese artistic practice. The iconographies 

and the interpretation of symbolic imagery within these layers of landscape painting 

refer to Panofsky’s notions of iconography and iconology and Aby Warburg’s later 

development of the terms. John Ruskin’s ideas on the European tradition of landscape 

art and Kenneth Clark and Gregory Bateson’s concern about the neglect of the natural 

world under the guise of aesthetic sensibilities are also useful. There is a sophisticated 

relationship between linguistic and visual metaphors that are encoded in the paintings 

- the visual representation of mountains, water, woods, from which it is possible to 

decipher some of the underlying meaning.  

 

It is worth mentioning the tonal range of monochrome drawing and painting in 

European landscape paintings and its relationship to Chinese brush painting. My 

question is whether there is any collective aesthetic sensibility which is shared across 

these different cultures. British artist John Sell Cotman’s monochrome watercolours 

as well as Alexander Cozen’s blot drawing methods are good examples of painting 

using a limited tonal range. As Cozens described his blot technique, ‘in nature, forms 

are not distinguished by lines, but by shade and colour.’ 90 This idea is very similar to 

the essence of Chinese brush painting. English art historian Paul Oppé’s critical 

writings on Cozen are a useful source to look into this subject.91 However, it is beyond 

                                                
90 Anne Lyles and Robin Hamlyn, British Watercolours from the Oppe Collection: With a Selection of: 
With a Selection of Drawings and Oil Sketches (London: Tate Publishing,1977).	
91 Alexander Cozens, “A New Method of Assisting the Invention in Drawing Original Compositions of 
Landscape,” reprinted in A.P.Oppe, Alexander and John Robert Cozens( London: Adam and Charles 
Black, 1952). 
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the current scope of my research and I will plan to look into these issues in my 

continuing research.   

 

 
Figure 10: John Sell Cotman, A Waterfall in Wales, Drawing, 32.9 x 22.2 cm, c.1800 

 
Figure 11: Alexander Cozens, Plate 11 for A New Method of Assisting the Invention in Drawing Original 

Compositions of Landscape, Aquatint on paper, 240x 316 mm, c.1785 
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Spatiality, Emotion and Atmosphere  
 
 

In the past, people distinguished between the language of landscape 

(jingyu) and the language of emotion (qingyu) when they discussed 

poetry and song lyrics. Actually, all language of landscape is no more 

than the language of emotion.  (Wang Guowei) 92 

 

 

In the earlier chapter on the lyrical tradition within Chinese literature and the history of 

thought, I made my arguments drawing on the relationship between emotion and 

space. Due to the scope of my research I have not attempted to introduce the 

genealogies of the spatiality of emotion and their differences in China and the West. 

However, I think it is relevant to re-address some of the ideas related to emotion and 

spatiality expressed in early modern Chinese thinking. 

 

The discourse on the relationship between emotion and space, qing jing jiao rong, is 

a key concept, a term which represents a position opposing a division between human 

mind and the external world. It also is a rejection of the subject-object separation.  

 

In his work The Spatiality of Emotion in Early Modern China, Ling Hon Ham stated, 

‘rather than a state of mind being imprinted by, overflowing onto, or mingling with 

things in external space, emotion per se is spatial.’93 As he suggested, emotion is not 

‘stirred by’ or ‘responsive to’ external reality, instead it is structured within space on an 

ontological level. Looking into this spatial perspective of emotion is indeed a very 

interesting way of contributing to the subject area.  

 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s idea on perception, as opposed to the Cartesian dualism of 

mind-body relationship, provided a potential link to the ideas of East Asian philosophy. 

                                                
92	Wang Guowei, Renjian cihua huibian huijiao huiping 人間辭話彙編彙校彙評[Treatise on Song Lyrics 
of the Human Realm], ed. Zhou Xishan 周錫山(Taiyuan: Beiyue wenyi chubanshe, 2004), 165, 201.  	
93	Ling Hon Lam, The Spatiality of Emotion in Early Modern China: From Dreamscapes to theatricality 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2018).	



 66 

Based on the theory of phenomenology a group of twentieth-century architects 

developed a concept of the body in space.  

 

Atmosphere, as Gernot Bohme put it,  

 

Atmosphere is what relates objective factors and constellations of the 

environments with my bodily feeling in that environment. This means: 

atmosphere is what is in between, what mediates the two sides.94 

 

This statement reminded me of Nishida’s notion of Basho (place), which I introduced 

earlier. It is a form of rejection of the dichotomy in Western epistemology.95 Basho is 

a place where subject and object meet and where reality and experience intertwine. 

Nishida’s philosophical idea of in-betweeness is a challenge to bifurcation and is the 

direct result of the intersection of Eastern and Western philosophy.  

 

Bohme’s newer approach of considering atmosphere as an aesthetic concept certainly 

is unique within the Western audience, as it provides some re-evaluation and re-

examination of an existing paradigm. According to his theory, atmosphere ‘does not 

simply mean focusing on human emotions’, it “also implies a certain affective quality 

of (lived and non-geometrical) space.” The ambiguous state of atmosphere is 

something in between subject and object, which echoes Japanese Philosopher Ichiro 

Yamaguchi’s idea of Ki. Ki in Japanese literally means air, however when it is in 

combination with other syllables it can contain various nuances and has a linguistic 

versatility. In the context of this research I particularly look into its association with 

energy and atmosphere. Ki is the Japanese equivalent to Qi/Chi in Chinese. Ichiro 

considered Ki’s activity in ‘three fields’, “before the split between subject and object”, 

“in the split” and “in the body-soul unity achieved after this division”.96 As it has been 

discussed earlier in this thesis, qi is a vital concept within Chinese philosophy and 

cosmology, it has also been found in many other Asian belief systems. Although I am 

                                                
94Gernot Bohme, The Aesthetics of Atmosphere (New York: Routledge, 2017), 24.  
95	See page 41 on Basho.  
96	Tonino Griffero and Marco Tedeschini (ed), Atmosphere and Aesthetics: A Plural Perspective (Cham: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2019) ,114.	



 67 

well aware of the primacy of its association with traditional Chinese medicine, my 

interest lies in its connectedness within everything, as well as its link with surroundings. 
97 

 

Returning to Bohme’s aesthetic concept of atmosphere, I argue this tradition has long 

existed in East Asian intellectual history. Comparative studies on the subject would be 

very useful for further future research. In his book, Bohme briefly introduces several 

other theories inspired his research. Bohme’s theory is based on a bodily or present 

experience and an aesthetic concept; he mainly focused on case studies including 

architectural experiences, theatre design and musical performance. Similarly, Ling 

Hon Ham’s research is predominately engaged with Chinese theatrical practice. It is 

very clear why such studies have been conducted involving theories on atmosphere 

as in both theatre and architectural experiences, the bodily presence of the audience 

can be regarded as a necessary component of theatrical artistic work. Considering 

this feature of theatrical experience, I suggest it is also possible to transpose these 

studies of architectural/theatrical/musical atmosphere to be applied to investigate the 

atmospheric space within the image. I believe this ‘atmospheric’ effect can be felt and 

created in two-dimensional space. Engaging with a three dimensional space within a 

two dimensional image, means that actual bodies present in the physical space are 

no longer required. The atmosphere itself ‘travels’ through the transformation via the 

media.  

 

Another factor that contributes to a type of atmospheric effect is aerial perspective. It 

is also called atmospheric perspective, and therefore its inherent characteristics are 

already exposed in this term. This approach to painting decreases the contrast 

between the object and its background and creates illusion of distance.  The difference 

is that in Western painting it generally manifests as the changing saturation and 

density of the colour. It is a well-accepted and effective tool for indicating depth and 

                                                
97	The argument around whether the idea of ‘qi’ is a pseudoscientific concept has existed for a number 
of years. However, it is a very essential idea in traditional Chinese medicine and is practiced by official 
health care providers in China (e.g. acupuncture and cupping). The different systematic structure of 
traditional Chinese medicine vis a vis Western medicine leads to huge misconception of its theory and 
practice. I argue that the re-definition of ‘science’ should be taking into consideration.			
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distance in Western landscape painting. This artistic development is closely 

associated with the advancement of linear perspective. Similar techniques can also 

be found in Chinese inkbrush painting, one example being ‘misty landscape’.98 Using 

different layers of gradation within these paintings indicate the illusion of the depth and 

also create an atmospheric effect of ‘qi’ - a free-flowing space. The monochromatic 

tone of Chinese painting gives potential for an exploration of different shades of 

grayness.  

 

The light created by each brushstroke can be compared with pixels of grayscale 

images. The fuzziness of the contoured shapes within the paintings indirectly suggests 

distance. With Chinese artists rejecting chiaroscuro techniques, these works do not 

contain a strong sense of depth and their flatness is reinforced.99 Eliminating the use 

of colour also contributes to the reduction of concreteness and thus moving away from 

representation.  

 

I am also concerned with another question here: what about the identity of the place 

within the frame of landscape? As cultural geographer Edward Relph established with 

the idea of ‘placeness,’ which means the places lack of ‘sense of place’, these places 

do not possess distinctive characteristic that can form a feeling of human attachment 

and belonging. Marc Auge argues that he moves Relph’s concept forward in his theory 

on ‘non-place’, which are types of space that do not hold any significance to human 

relations.100 In both cases, the idea around the lack of identification is completely 

different from the idea of non-site-specific. In my research and practice, my interests 

lie in the fluidity of place. By obscuring the specific location or site, the focus of a work 

is on the detailed characteristics of the particular landscape. This enables me to place 

                                                
98	A landscape painting style developed by Chinese painter, poet, calligrapher and theorist Mi Fu米芾 
(1051-1107), the style is known for ink dots created onto wet paper or silk. This method resulted in an 
undefined outline, which emphasized the atmospheric effect of landscape with mountains that are 
surrounded by clouds and fog.   
99	Chiaroscuro (Italian: light-dark) is a technique of light and shade which developed in Renaissance 
painting by Leonardo da Vinci, Caravaggio and Rembrandt. It presented a strong contrast between light 
and dark, which was used to create the illusionary effect of three-dimensional volume within a two- 
dimensional flat surface.  
100	Marc Augé, Non-places: Introduction to an anthropology of supermodernity (New ed.) (London: 
Verso Books,2009).	
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a certain emphasis or concentration on unified depiction of all natural landscapes.  

This also echoes the rejection of time-space specificity in Chinese painting.  
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Bonsai Tree, Waterfall and Other Things 
-on my studio practice  
 

Overview 
 

The relation of art to feeling is evidently something subtler than sheer 

catharsis orincitement. In fact, the most expert critics tend to discount 

both these subjective elements, and treat the emotive aspect of a work 

of art as something integral to it, something as objective as the physical 

form, color, sound pattern of verbal text itself.101 

 

Susanne K. Langer pointed out ‘art is the creation of ‘form symbolic of human feeling’ 

in her book Feeling and Form.102 As a ‘significant form’ of feelings or emotion, art 

making is a transitional process in this sense. 

 

From my point of view, artistic practice should be seen as a receptacle of experiences. 

During the process of making I’m trying to use different forms of expression to evoke 

emotions. Pathos works with techniques like fragmentation, choice of imagery, 

description of experience/emotions, juxtaposition and arranging the composition in 

such a way as to conjure the emotion of the viewer. 

 

My main practice includes photographic prints, written texts, artists’ books, moving 

images, cast objects, installations and sound recordings. By using my own observation 

to address the notion of memory, and in expressing my own experience of emotion, 

the objects in my photographs become vessels for my emotions. Through using a 

gentle approach to evoke a subtle emotional resonance, sentiments are embodied in 

the body, the voices, and the gestures referenced in the images.  

 

Collecting and using found images and objects is a fundamental method of my practice. 

Through de-contextualizing an image or object from its original setting, a liberation of 

                                                
101 Susanne K. Langer, Feeling and Form: A Theory of Art, (New York: Charles Scribner’s Son, 1953), 
18. 
102 Ibid, 40.	
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its initial meaning takes place.  In my studio practice I primarily produce photographic 

images with analogue cameras. Taking the photograph using an analogue camera, I 

then make both digital and analogue prints depending on the needs of the individual 

work. I often explore different printing methods and surfaces. These include silver 

gelatin print on photographic paper, inkjet print on handmade Japanese paper, UV 

direct printing on various materials, digital printing on fabric, photo-etching and 

risograph printing.  

 

One thing that has struck me in the Western perspective towards East Asia is the 

difficulty of explaining what I experience to be alienating cultural differences of the 

more complex types of interactions, such as humor, sarcasm or aesthetics. In the 

Chinese artistic tradition, it is the eons of time, or the paths leading to and from an 

object, that are implied rather than the object itself. I use objects or landscape not as 

totally representational or as distinct symbolic forms, but to depict the surrounding 

nature and self as wholly unified. Everything becomes a part of everything else. There 

is no need to draw a clear boundary between the subject and object, self and the world. 

When we see the surroundings of an object we also sometimes see our own state of 

mind. The poetic implication may always obscure, but in my view this does not need 

to be clarified.  

 

What are we looking at in the work of art? Sometimes the meaning we are searching 

for in a work is outside the frame, occurring in the off-screen spaces. My own work 

begins a conversation from this perspective but as the audience interacts with a work, 

meaning can become clearer and interesting questions or viewpoints can be revealed. 

This is often outside my intent as the artist but is valuable as a way for me to 

understand how different points of origin and cultural differences can change meaning 

in my work. 

 

The majority of the works I will discuss in this chapter are listed chronologically across 

the past four years of my PhD. Looking back within the framework of the progression 

of the research itself, I think the works have also been restructured and shaped by the 

theoretical findings I have developed. The dilemma of conducting practice-based 
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research is the ostensible separation of theory and practice, which I believe has no 

singular answer or solution. In the meantime, my works are neither demonstrations 

nor illustrations of any pre-existing frameworks.  

 

From the very early stage of my PhD making process I was very interested in the idea 

of an autobiographical approach. In the sound recording work from the text Some 

Examples of Confessions (2016), I recorded a written text about my childhood in both 

Chinese and English. These two separate soundtracks need to be played at the same 

time to create an ambiguous and a confusing outcome. The flat Pathos of the 

monologue accompanies the rebellion of the overwhelming emotion arising from the 

drifts in memory. In this piece the liminal spaces of language translation and confusion 

led me to become more curious about what lay in between. Through writing and 

reading the same childhood stories in my native Chinese and my second language of 

English, I found my two different voices. The untranslatable or unarticulated was 

embodied as emotion within the language and voice themselves. 

 

 

 
Figure 12: Feiyi Wen, video still from Clear Vision, single-channel video, 5 minutes, dimensions variable, 

2016 
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Clear Vision (2016) 

 

Coming from a similar perspective of the sound work above, I also engaged in intense 

reading of autobiographical literature during my first year.103 Clear Vision (2016) is a 

video work where I investigate an embodied sensation and emotion that accompanies 

the eye exercise which is a compulsory activity at school in China. The work is 

revealing of my own identity and memory, and is also an example of the absurdity of 

certain activities within everyday life. In this video, I sit in front of the camera 

performing this ‘eye exercise’. By removing the original music that is usually played 

with the exercises, I tried not only to think outside the immediate context of the 

exercises, but instead focus more on the action and movement of my gestures 

themselves. The actions of my body can trigger an atmospheric effect emanating from 

past memories.  

 

 

Unfinished Sentences (2016) 

This was the first time I returned to monochrome photography after years of practicing 

colour photography. The resulting images are a mixture of photographs taken in China 

and works produced during a residency in Cumbria around the Lake District. During 

the process of making this group of images, the process led me to a series of questions 

about the different views on how place and colour can relate to one another in the 

absence of a specific narrative.  

 

                                                
103 Apart from Yu Dafu’s writing, other examples include: Naoya Shiga, Anye xinglu 暗夜行路(A Dark 
Night’s Passing), trans.Li Yongzhi (in Chinese)(Taipei: Shangzhou Publishing, 2015); Nathalie 
Sarraute, Childhood, trans. Barbara Wright (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 
2013); Renata Adler, Speedboat (New York: New York Review Books, 2013). 
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Figure 13: Feiyi Wen, Winter Lake from Unfinished Sentences, silver gelatin print, dimensions variable, 

2016 

 

 

 
Figure 14: Feiyi Wen, My parents’ Living Room from Unfinished Sentences, silver gelatin print, 

dimensions variable, 2016 
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Figure 15: Feiyi Wen, Bright, Bright Day from Unfinished Sentences, silver gelatin print, dimensions 

variable, 2016 

 

I navigate the space between traditional Chinese aesthetics and Western thinking on 

emotion. By depicting the surrounding objects or landscapes, I aim to reflect my 

understanding of universal order within a Chinese philosophical framework. Wang 

Yangming’s Neo-Confucian metaphysical view of ‘one body (with all things)’ 
(wanwuyiti 萬物一體 ) is based on the fundamental forces of Yin and Yang. This 

encompasses Daoism, ‘wind, rain, dew, thunder, sun and moon, stars, animals and 

plants, mountains and rivers, earth and stones are essentially of one body with man’.  
104  

 

                                                
104	Warren G Frisina, The Unity of Knowledge and Action: Toward a Nonrepresentational Theory of 
Knowledge (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002), 85.	



 76 

 
Figure 16: Feiyi Wen, video still from The day before, looped single-channel video, 1 min 3 sec, 

dimensions variable, 2016 

In The day before (2016), I filmed a scene of gleaming reflection on a river; the 

movement of water, grass and the atmospheric effect of the motion of the water and 

clouds. I encountered this fleeting moment on a sunny afternoon. The sunlight 

reflecting off the water and appearing as a green dot in the lens, a flare in the video, 

stood in as a marker of my presence filming the water on that particular afternoon.   

The compositions present in ink painting influenced my perceptions; the horizontal 

format of the video resembled a scroll painting, and the ambiguousness of the 

reflected image of the sky and water became an inseparable unity like the sky and the 

paper merge in ink painting. The work hints at the transience of nature, and by 

stretching this particular moment using the technique of looping the film, I emphasise 

the notion of the impermanence of time.  

 

 

My work considers the essence of the relationship between individuals and nature. In 

my photographic practice, I am not using objects or natural landscapes as a 

representational form to address any particular situation, things or phenomena. From 

a quarry in Cumbria to a winter lake in Beijing, the specificities or identity of the site is 

not important. This rejection of a demarcated time-space reference in relation to a site 

is specifically sourced from traditional Chinese painting, which I feel allows me to unify 

certain experiences of landscapes. Instead of focusing on the information of location 

itself the focus shifts onto the idea of wholeness within nature. The occurrence of 

particular Pathos for a viewer is not restricted to the viewer’s familiarity or unfamiliarity 
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with the place in the photograph. By capturing fleeting moments, I am addressing the 

ultimate unity of non-separable oneness, of ‘one body with all things’. The impetus of 

a work starts with my individual emotional response but purposely seeks to deliver an 

aesthetic experience to the viewer which provides some understanding of emotion.  

 

In this series, I began to explore and establish some methods and techniques that I 

developed further in later works. An example of this technique is Winter Lake, when I 

intentionally decided to keep the dust on the original scanning file, hinting at blended 

time with a soft-focus approach giving rise to a blurred image. In Bright, Bright Day I 

overexposed the photograph and the image appeared to be melting in the hot summer 

day. The soft outline of the mountainscape blurs into the surrounding sky.   

 

 
Figure 17: Photographer Unknown, Found Postcard 

 

I have been very lucky to have had the time to discuss with artists and friends the 

themes of Above the Still Lake. One recurrent topic in these discussions has been 

people’s experience of natural landscape. The cultural reading of the landscape is 

rooted deeply in unconscious thought. Westerners seem to frame individual 

experience of scenery and encounter an image of nature as a romantic, sublime or as 

an experience to be viewed, but not to become a participant in the emotionality of the 

work. 
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In contrast people from other backgrounds, in particular East-Asian, would consider 

an image of nature inwardly, and thus engage with the image in a more self-immersive 

way. Any image or photograph of nature can also be seen as a self-portrait of the 

maker, and importantly as well as a portrait of the viewer themselves. Alongside the 

discussions with my peers, I also drew on my collection of found photographs and 

postcards. Through the years I have collected paper ephemera of landscape images 

from Europe and East Asia (China and Japan). I observed that these images fit into 

two categories: the human occupied diorama and a reliquary for the spirit of the place. 

These provide two very different approaches of the human presence in nature and 

landscape.   

 

 

Under the Yuzu Tree (2016) 

 

Under the Yuzu Tree consists of a mixture of monochrome photographs, video 

installations and a publication.  This is a group of works, which explores the notions of 

landscape, memory and the poetic experience between nature and human emotion. I 

am particularly investigating how we experience the landscape and how fragmentation 

works through photographic practice. The natural landscape and the objects of my 

surroundings constantly inspired me in my practice. Through this research and the 

processes of making, I am rethinking my practice: nature, which was the essence of 

traditional Chinese culture and art, has been fading for a long time and struggles to 

continue in the contemporary era due to social and political changes. However, with 

the recent renewed interest in Chinese traditional practices and cultural artefacts, I 

proposed to look into ink art not as a medium but as a methodology and an aesthetic 

approach to image-making more generally.  

 

Using photographic media as a method, I aim to adapt my approach towards 

observation by offering different perspectives. In the video work from this series, the 

exploration of landscapes is created through juxtaposing moving images using a two-

channel video. Nature is both culturally and personally important to my approach 

towards artistic practice. Using Yi jing and Qing jing jiao rong as a basis for 
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methodology, I create a space which embraces a sense of passing time. By 

encouraging a viewer’s immersion into nature that is central to the work, it can lead to 

transience emotions. This work also offers a space of contemplation, where I create 

and actively push the fusion of natural scenery and emotion.  

 

 

 
Figure 18: Feiyi Wen, video still from Under the Yuzu Tree, looped two-channel video, 4 min 53 sec, 

dimensions variable, 2016 

 

 
Figure 19: Feiyi Wen, Untitled from Under the Yuzu Tree, Inkjet on kozo paper, 51.5 x 42 cm, 2017 
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Figure 20: P. Depannemaeker, Pummelo or Pamplemousse (Citrus maxima (Burm.) Merr.): flowering 
and fruiting branch with numbered fruit segment and flower section, Chromolithograph, c. 1885. 
 

The title of this work, Under the Yuzu Tree, can be understood directly as a very simple 

naming and appreciation of nature (as Yuzu fruit have appeared in one of my 

photographs from this series), but here there is also a hidden perspective embedded 

in the title, requiring further contextualizing.   

 

Yuzu (Japaneseユズ  or ゆず), or Citrus junos, is a type of citrus fruit with a thick peel 

which belong to the Rutaceae family. In Japanese, Yuzu originally came from the 

Chinese word yòuzi  (柚子). However, in Chinese yòuzi （柚子 is translated as pomelo 

(written as文旦 /ぶんたん in Japanese ). Yuzu is called xiāngchéng (香橙) in Chinese, 

a name literally closer to orange.   

 

The title Under the Yuzu Tree served as a playful tool to question this concept and 

variations in meaning between different languages. Even when two languages share 

vast similarities, like Chinese and Japanese, they sometimes have a meaning that can 

be lost in translation if we do not pay close and cautious attention. This does not only 

apply to the linguistic terminology; it also applies to the nuances and shifts of concepts 

from same original root. The title itself subtly hints at this ambiguity.  
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Wood, Water, Rock (2018-present) 

 

Wood, Water, Rock is the second chapter of Under the Yuzu Tree. This work is a 

continuing exploration of interpretations of landscapes from different cultural 

perspectives, with an emphasis on questioning ideas of allegory, metaphor and 

imagery of specific elements found within nature. Combining found image, text, 

objects and my own photographic work, in this series I am trying to explore the 

possibilities of a cosmic relationship between human, landscape and emotional 

resonance. There is the potential of reading into the images multi-cultural references. 

In this work I do not privilege one way of reading through the use of direct metaphor 

or by making a symbolic connection. I am suggesting that there are multiple layers 

that blend in my works. The resulting image implies an openness for the interpretation 

by the viewer, and I often keep my intentions to myself. Looking into the fragments I 

take from my surroundings, I see myself as part of my environment. In this sense, I 

view the image of the wood, water, and rock as a reflection of myself and as a self-

portrait.  

 

The practice of making such work is itself an exploration of photographic language. 

Similarly, East Asian literature poetic language is usually utilised as a vehicle for the 

expression of emotion rather than concrete ideas. By rethinking whether natural 

surroundings can be seen in a different light, rather than as represented objects, I am 

attempting to experiment with the complexity of landscape traditions within a multi-

cultural context. In offering an alternative way of looking I aim to elaborate on these 

seamless connections between the parallel imagery embedded in the works. As in 

poetry, the ‘sphere’ of Jing is an opening for contemplation taking place for the viewer. 

I am creating a Chu-jung 105 with various imagery, in which the viewer may search for 

their own poetic engagement within the photographic space.  

 

                                                
105	See page 36 on the definition of Chu-jung, it is closely related to the notion of  Qing jing jiao rong情
景交融 (fusion of scene and emotion) and Basho場所	(place). 
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By manipulating the photographic images with different methods such as printing, re-

photographing, re-scanning, collaging, etc., the resulting works go through a process 

of fading, layering and re-appearing. At each stage there is a transition taking place, 

and in doing so, I am implying that there is a non-dualist, co-existing ephemerality and 

endurance of nature.  
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The Interior of Landscape106  
 

In my work, I refer to some examples of material culture in early China and Japan, 

including decorative objects and artefacts such as compressed miniature forms of 

landscape. Through my artworks, I consider the historicised emotions embedded 

within these objects by investigating the history of the motifs and visual imagery 

employed in these objects, and their aestheticization as ornaments.  

 

 
Figure 21: Yamaoka Sentaro, Suiseki from Kenshun’en Bonsai Picture Album, 1918 

 

Gongshi or Scholars’ rocks are unusual shape stones collected and appreciated by 

Chinese literati or scholars. This practice of studying and meditating upon rocks 

developed as Suseiki (水石) in Japan as well as Suseok (수석) in Korea. Gongshi can 

be loosely divided into two general categories: the abstract and the representational. 

The abstract type can be considered to be vessels inviting a play of the viewer’s 

imagination. The representational Gongshi usually has a particular shape that 

references the known world, which gives them some sort of anthropomorphic quality. 

I think this loosely conveyed definition is close to the difference between symbolism 

                                                
106 Jonathan Hay, Sensuous Surfaces: The Decorative Object in Early Modern China (London: Reaktion 
Books, 2010). 
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and the non-representational in Chinese art. I attempt to deliver a similar effect in my 

own work, not restricting the form itself, but also opening up dialogues on what we 

actually see in the images. I embrace and facilitate processes of contemplation taking 

place in the image.  

 
Figure 22: Feiyi Wen, Untitled from Wood, Water, Rock, Inkjet on kozo paper, dimensions variable, 

2018 

 

As I discussed in the section on traditional Japanese aesthetics, I brought up the 

notion of Kire (cut). It is worthwhile to address it again here in the manner of how I 

view this concept in my practice. I see this as the discontinuity-continuity which is 

inevitably possessed by the photographic image. I have used a framing device to slice 

off this particular image, leaving the image to expand into the off-screen space. This 

space cannot be seen but its absence has a strong presence in the structure of the 

image. In this way, the frame of the image never ends, hinting at the view beyond.  

 

The carefully cropped image, untied from its original context, loses a sense of scale 

and proportion due to the absence of surrounding physical references. The specificity 

of the space of the object is irrelevant and is flattened. Because of this, the images 

‘grow’ into each other; this is where the juxtaposition comes into play.  
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Figure 23:Feiyi Wen, Untitled from Wood, Water, Rock, Inkjet on kozo paper, 43 x 33 cm, 2018 

 

Through my own photographic practice, my motivation is to try and move away from 

representational meaning in my images. Due to this central concern of my practice, 

shifting to black and white photography was a very conscious choice. Eliminating 

colour itself, as I discussed in the section on Chinese painting (on page 68), is a 

method that reduces the concreteness of representation. I am not trying to direct the 

viewer away from reading any symbolic meaning in a work. Instead, I would like to 

invite the viewer to relax their emphasis upon a fixed meaning from a singular cultural 

context and set free some of the referential links in the work. Perhaps we will see a 

different image if we attempt to step outside our own cultural symbolism.  
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Figure 24: Feiyi Wen, Installation shoot of Untitled from Wood, Water, Rock, Inkjet on kozo paper and 

handmade frame, Slade School of Fine Art Graduate and PhD Degree Show, 56 x 28cm, 2019 

 

Every image can be seen as a single example of imagery. In order for poetry to operate 

within the work, the couplets constitute several parallel imageries. The juxtaposition 

assists in finding the connection between the imagery, the connection of shapes, 

compositions, tone and connotations. The image does not stand on its own. It has to 

be seen as the unity of this poetic device.  

 

 
Figure 25: Feiyi Wen, Untitled from Under the Yuzu Tree, silver gelatin print, dimensions variable, 2016 

The folding screen was the most common partitioning device in ancient China interiors. 

The original meaning for Ping Feng is literally ‘blocking the wind’. Besides this purpose, 
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one of a screen’s functions is to act as a very important device to create interior 

landscapes within architecture structures. The screen has a diverse role; as an object, 

an art medium, and a pictorial motif, in agreement with the historical meaning of Ping 

Feng and considering interior decoration as landscape. 107  Jonathan Hay coined the 

neologism ‘objectscape’ to combine these two things together.108 

 

Adopting a similar principle of ‘borrowed view’ or ‘borrowed scenery’ and incorporating 

natural landscape into garden design, screen or lattice partitions can be also seen as 

framing devices. They create shadows and silhouettes within the ‘wrapped space’ of 

a garden, and most importantly, they provide an alluring glimpse of what is beyond the 

partition. What the visitor to the garden cannot see creates a new type of scene or 

view, and the restrictions to the visitor’s viewpoint imply deeper detail to be discovered 

further into the garden landscape.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
107 Wu Hung, The double screen: Medium and representation in Chinese painting (London: Reaktion 
Books,1996), 9. 
108 Jonathan Hay, Sensuous Surfaces: The Decorative Object in Early Modern China (London:Reaktion 
Books,2010), 309. 
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The layering  
 

 
Figure 26: Feiyi Wen, Untitled from Wood, Water, Rock, risograph on rice paper, dimensions variable, 

2019 

 

Apart from printing my works using more traditional methods onto photographic paper, 

I have intensively experimented with the materiality of various printing techniques. An 

example of the resulting work is the image above. The original image is taken from a 

cropped scan of a postcard I had previously collected. After the separation and 

adjustment of colour channels in the Adobe Photoshop programme, I printed the 

image as a risograph using Japanese painting rice paper. Rice paper is not designed 

to be printed through digital printing, it is more commonly used in Chinese painting 

and calligraphy. It is very thin, and after went through the printer, it left creases and 

folds across the image. I intentionally kept these pleated lines and then re-scanned 

the image again. After these steps of manipulation, the mountain outline became 

increasing ambiguous and I feel this work starts to blur the distinction between painting 

and photography.  
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Figure 27: Feiyi Wen, Untitled from Wood, Water, Rock, risograph on Munken and Takeo cougar natural 

paper, dimensions variable, 2019 

 

By layering an image with different printing surfaces, composition techniques, and 

orientations, I explore the nuances of doubling the single photograph and distancing 

it from the its original representation of natural landscape. The variation of the doubling 

also includes the usage of sequences of images or clips from a duration of time. Slicing 

these moments, I stretch the sense of time and space in the image by utilising this 

repetitive gesture. The repetition reinforces the contemplative potential.   

 

 
 
Figure 28: Feiyi Wen, Untitled from Wood, Water, Rock, Inkjet on kozo paper, 31 x 31 cm, 2018 
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Figure 29: Feiyi Wen, The Fountain(s) from Under the Yuzu Tree, silver gelatin print, dimensions 

variable, 2016 
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A Cast 
 

 

 

 
Figure 30: Feiyi Wen, Untitled from Wood, Water, Rock, brass tray, plaster, acrylic case, 53 x 34 x 34 

cm, 2019 

 

A cast is a positive facsimile from a mold; while the mold is a negative imprint of an 

actual object. Like a photographic print produced in the darkroom, the reproduction is 

never true to the original. Reproduction is never a purpose within my practice, because 

each stage of the transformation process directly points to a liberation in its own right. 

What we see in these walnuts is an imprint of my memory from my grandparent’s 

house. They are not ordinary walnuts. We called them wenwan walnut, which means 

play-thing. In China, people collect them and play with them in their hands. They are 

polished by my grandparent’s hands. They are walnuts, nevertheless they are not just 

walnuts to me. I cast them into plaster and gave them a shade of greyness. By 

removing the original colour of the walnuts, I attempt to give them a quality of flatness 

usually associated with two-dimensional forms.  
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A Flattened Space  
 

 

 
Figure 31: Feiyi Wen, Untitled from Wood, Water, Rock, silver gelatin print, dimensions variable, 2018 

 

 

 
Figure 32: Feiyi Wen, Untitled from Wood, Water, Rock, silver gelatin print, dimensions variable, 2018 

 

The space is flattened; the space is flattened by the light. As opposed to chiaroscuro, 

I use the light in its most delicate range of gradation. This method aligns with my choice 

of exposure. The use of under or over-exposing a photograph establishes that the 

resulting image is neither a record nor a documentation of a moment. The light should 

not be taken for granted in photographic media. I see the light as an expressive 

material to invoke emotional sensitivity and my palette of narrow tonality acts as a 

device of lyric persuasion.  
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In my photographic images, I treat light in a similar way as the atmospheric effect of 

gradation in Chinese painting. Through reducing the contrast of the image, the narrow 

tonal range alters the spatiality of the photograph. Chinese traditional painting and 
calligraphy also shared similarities in spatiality as ‘Shu hua tong yuan’書畫同源 

(calligraphy and painting arise from the same source). Therefore, painting can be seen 

as another form of calligraphy, which means the shapes depicted are defined by lines 

rather than shading. This directly contributes to the reduction of the depth in an image. 

I apply this approach in my own photographic works, although it is not possible to 

completely remove light and shadow contrast in photography, given the nature of the 

specifics of the technology. The flattening of the space is achieved by using flat light 

or decreasing the tonal range.  
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Case Studies 
 

 

Chantal Akerman 
 

 
Figure 33: Chantal Akerman, film still from Jeanne Dielamn, 23, quai du Commerce 1080 Bruxell, 16 

mm film, 1975 

 

Jeanne Dielman, 23, quai du Commerce 1080 Bruxell is a radical and poetic piece by 

Belgian filmmaker Chantal Akerman (1950-2015). The film is about a housewife’s daily 

routine, which unfolds through the tedium of household chores and her work as a 

prostitute over three days. Using primarily long takes from a repeated single 

perspective with a fixed camera, Akerman creates an atmosphere of alienation, 

estrangement and repression throughout this three-hour film. She articulates the 

aesthetics of stasis and monotony through extremely meticulous framing. It creates a 

space of anxiety and unease, where nondramatic shots make the viewer feel both the 

weight of time pressing outward and the foreshadowing of a banal act of violence. I 

also position my own work in a similar manner to how Akerman uses stillness within 

the moving image. The sense of continuity penetrates through the frame, which is the 

opposite of ‘snapshots’.  
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My interests in Chantal Akerman’s practice are her use of long takes and the theatrical 

quality of her settings.  In my own works, for example [see figure 23], I use the curtains 

to create a sense of concealing, indicating with curiosity what is behind the interior 

landscape that we are looking at. Unlike Akerman, most of my photographs often taken 

place within natural landscapes, the background trees and field become the source of 

tension that lead the viewers to look into the watermelon, which has echoes of a more 

theatrical form.  

 

 
Figure 34: Feiyi Wen, Untitled from Wood, Water, Rock, Inkjet on kozo paper, dimensions variable, 

2016 

This kind of characteristic is found in ‘slow cinema’: an observational film style, with 

little narrative. Ira Jaffe is the author of Slow Movies: Countering the Cinema of Action 

and in his article Slow Cinema: resistance to motion and emotion he argues that the 

stillness and immobility of slow cinema demonstrates a lack of emotion. 109 I would 

argue that the emotion in slow cinema has neither been removed nor muted, rather it 

is the resistance to oblique emotion, or the suppression of emotion that makes works 

made in this style even stronger.  As Robert Bresson said, ‘production of emotion (is) 

determined by a resistance to emotion.’110 In Akerman’s film the emotional tone is 

ambiguous, and she uses the portraits of objects in the domestic space to create a 

bland feeling of everyday life. These objects are self-portraits of the heroine in the film.  

                                                
109  Ira Jaffe, Slow Movies: Countering the Cinema of Action (New York: Columbia University 
Press,2014). 
110 Robert Bresson, Notes on Cinematography ,trans. Jonathan Griffin (New York: Urizen Books,1977). 
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This approach resonates with my own interest in this ‘resistance to emotion’, as I 

particularly choose to portray the empty landscape without the persistence of human 

figures. By doing so, the atmospheric effect is activated by the absence of human 

presence.  

 

The non-linear and fragmented way of structuring Akerman’s film through repetition is 

also to be found in Marguerite Duras’ film-scripts and novels, such as L’Amant (The 

Lover) and Hiroshima mon amour (Hiroshima My Love). Her emphasis on description 

of dwellings and domestic spaces is used as a tool to evoke the Pathos of things and 

human emotion. 111 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

                                                
111	See my use of domestic objects on page 90 [figure.30] and page 85[figure.24] from this thesis.  
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Laura Letinsky 
 

 

 
Figure 35: Laura Letinsky, Untitled #5 from To Say It Isn’t So, archival ink print, 49 x 63.5 cm, 2006 

 

The still life photographs of Laura Letinsky (b.1962) investigate the subtitles of human 

presence, perception, domestic spaces, melancholy and absence. These interests are 

overtly articulated in the title of her works, such as Mourning and Melancholia (c.1997-

2001), and I Did Not Remember I Had Forgotten (2002-2004). Her titling can be 

viewed as an example of how she takes literary references and plays with metaphor 

in her work. I would argue that she is exploring representation and intimacy in 

domesticity, and how both are often overlooked in art practices and yet conversely can 

be very extraordinary. This complex array of conflicting definitions demonstrates to the 

viewer how Letinsky uses different perceptions within her images to tell a story about 

how we perceive and understand the world. She questions the viewer; beneath the 

surface, what are the meanings still lingering or persisting? Through both double-

meanings and skillful illusion used in the photographs, she induces and provokes 

many different sensibilities. 

 

In her series, The Dog and the Wolf, she took the French term L’heure entre chien et 

loup, which literally means ‘The hour between dog and wolf’ as an origin for the work. 

This phrase is about a specific time of the day, twilight or dusk. This time of day is the 
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so-called bewitching hour, when people question their lived reality and the hint of 

danger of the other seeps into the space in between day and night. It is a time of 

ambiguity, when it is difficult to distinguish between dogs and wolves, friends and foes. 

 

I have attachments to the things I photograph, although I don’t expect 

anyone else to share in this. For example, my interest in photographing 

splitting objects, things in pairs, is about coupledom in some loose 

associative way, but I don’t know if they convey that sense to anyone 

else. I do try to load the photographs, though, so this sense of 

togetherness and division is palpable. The things that I photographed 

from my home I certainly have attachments to, either because of the way 

they look or sentimentality. Again, I try to make my thoughts or feelings 

manifest through the form of the picture.112 

 

 

Interestingly, in this part of the interview, Letinsky uses the phrase ‘thoughts of 

feelings’, which hints at her attitude towards the dichotomy between thinking and 

feeling.  Letinsky sees her photographs as a manifestation of emotion. The sentimental 

is the forsaken in-between scenes of flatness, objects and the passing of time. 

Likewise, in ‘Vanitas’ still life paintings, the composition of symbolic objects, indicates 

the transience of life and also the sense of universal Pathos. Artists may use 

representational objects to indicate the nature of life and death. This metaphorical 

expression is also a very important characteristic in Laura’s work.  

                                                
112  Ashely McNelis, ‘Hungry or Full.’ Bomb Magazine. (November 20, 2012), 
http://bombmagazine.org/article/6899/hungry-or-full 
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Figure 36: Feiyi Wen, Untiled from Hair and Bones, c-print, dimensions variable, 2014 

 

Akerman and Letinsky’s influence can be traced back to some early works that I made 

a few years ago, as well as in later works which I made during my PhD. Undoubtedly, 

there have been major shifts within my practice, the most prominent being the specific 

use of colour and monochrome. My curiosity towards a certain quality that objects 

evoke and possess has always been an important thread of my artistic thought.  

 

 
Figure 37: Feiyi Wen, Untitled from Wood, Water, Rock, silver gelatin print, dimensions variable, 2019 
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Figure 38: Feiyi Wen, Untitled from Under the Yuzu Tree, Inkjet on kozo paper, dimensions variable, 

2017 
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Dirk Braeckman  
 

 

 
Figure 39: Dirk Braekman, Z.Z-T.T.-17#5, silver gelatin print, 180 x 120 cm, 2017 

 

The experience and the action of viewing is the very essence of Dirk Braekman’s 

(b.1958) work. He assembles layers of greyness in his photographs, enigmatically 

piling them up on each other, expanding in all directions, and occupying the space 

even beyond where the frame ends. His early training as a painter at the Academy of 

Fine Art in Ghent contributed to his continuously experimental exploration of both the 

surfaces of film negatives and photographic paper.  

 

In the image depicted above (Figure.39), dust lays across over the negative, thus 

forming intentional marks onto the paper. The dust is part of another cycle of 

transformation, that becomes the granular splattering upon the dark sea or bedspread 

in the hotel room. Through re-photographing the existing images Dirk Braekman 

pushes the materiality of his photographs to the degree that the dust becomes objects 

sitting on top the two-dimensional space. By re-photographing the images he also 

reduces the contrast level of the resulting photograph. The intentional fogging quality 
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of his photographic works parallels a similar atmospheric effect in Chinese misty 

landscape painting. Several prints are often made from the same negatives, but with 

Braekman using a different manipulation of light for each image, the resulting images 

contain subtle and nuanced differences. The punctum of his work resides in the crease 

of the curtains and the glare of shimmering water.  

 

 
Figure 40: Feiyi Wen, Untitled from Under the Yuzu Tree, silver gelatin print, dimensions variable, 2017 

 

Underneath this subtle quietness of the image something is fermenting. The majority 

of Braekman works are taken from his daily visit to ‘non-places’, such as hotel 

rooms.113 There is no specific identity to the space depicted and no precise time period 

is communicated to the viewer. This type of non-specificity and interchangeability is 

what interests Braekmen. However, this is a very different approach to the non-

specificity and the absence of locatability in my works.114 There is a dream-like quality 

of being caught between folded realms - a manifestation of his intention to stretch out 

time. The title of the work (Fig.34) consists of only letters and numbers and this could 

be seen as a suggestion of the ambiguous ‘state of things’ where ‘no place’ needs to 

be located. 

 

Braekman noted, “Every image is a unified whole” and that the continuity of the work 

across a series or a space is essential. “When you hang two works alongside each 

                                                
113 Marc Augé, Non-places: Introduction to an anthropology of supermodernity (New ed.) (London: 
Verso Books,2009). 
114 My interests do not lie in finding places to photograph that lack unique characteristics. On the 
contrary, through my choice of lens, and approach towards the different places or locations, I have 
developed a consistent aesthetic quality, which through my methodology rejects specificity. By reducing 
the information and details within the captured image, I intend to create a space for contemplation.		
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other, dialogue can suddenly turn into anecdote”.  He continued, “That’s something I 

strictly wanted to avoid. I don’t object to dialogue between my works, but it should be 

emotional rather than anecdotal.”115 It is very clear his works do not contain specific  

narratives as such, but rather release an emotional resonance created by his use of 

parallel imagery. This is very similar to an idea in Chinese classical poetry as 

discussed above. There is no evidence found that Braekman himself is either aware 

or interested in this Chinese tradition, however his method calls out to be discussed 

alongside these classical Chinese philosophical ideas. 116 

 

In an interview with a Chinese collector Wanwan Lei from M WOODS Museum in 

Beijing, Braekman talked about eliminating colour in his photographs to achieve a 

certain effect, in contrast to making the image monochrome. 117 The soft contrast of 

grisaille-like tonality evolves into an illusion of spatial depth. The tangible materially of 

the objects in his photographs echo the very sound of lyrical moments.  118 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
115  Erik Eelbode, Dirk Braeckman in conversation with Erik Eelbode, z.Z(t).(Ghent:1998), 
https://dirkbraeckman.be/texts/conversation-with-dirk-braeckman 
116	See my discussion on ‘parallelism’ in Chinese poetry and my application to my photographic practice, 
page 44-48 and page 84. 
117 “Dirk Braeckman in the collection of M Woods,” interviewed by Wanwan Lei, video, 2:50, 2017, 
https://www.facebook.com/160180167423730/videos/dirk-braeckman-in-the-collection-of-m-
woods/1398412230267178/ 
118	See page 68 and 83 from this report, discussion on the effect of eliminating colour in Chinese painting 
in relation to my own photographs.	
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Awoiska van der Molen 
 

 
Figure 41: Awoiska van der Molen, #212-7, silver gelatin print, dimensions variable, 2011 

 

Similar to Dirk Braekman’s approach to titling, Awoiska van der Molen( 1972)’s works 

have no actual titles. She categorises her photographs with only a number code in 

order to eliminate any distractions or reference to places that may distract the viewer 

from opening up possibilities to interpret based on what they have seen. Her early 

practice was mostly focused on urban landscape, but she switched her interests to 

photographing nature in 2010. Van der Molen’s work began gaining exposure and 

recognition after the nomination of her first monograph Sequester for Paris Photo-

Aperture First Book Prize in 2014.  

 

She admired and took inspiration from Dutch cultural anthropologist, Ton Lemaire. His 

book Met open zinnen: natuur, landschap, aarde (With Open Senses: Nature, 

landscape, earth) still is yet to be translated into English, although interestingly, it was 

translated into Chinese in 2009.119   

 

It is still clearer that nature is neither actively imitated nor made visually 

objective, and this takes place among those artists who directly allow 

                                                
119 Ton Lemaire, Met open zinnen: Natuur, landschap, aarde. (Amsterdam: Ambo, 2002). 
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nature to have an effect on their works of art, or who make art with 

nature.120 

 

Van der Molen travels to remote landscapes and allows herself time to not take 

photographs, but to experience the environment. Although in the resulting photograph 

the specific identity of the location remains irrelevant to the overall meaning of the 

work. This is also an approach I have personally used in my own practice. The physical 

location of where the image taken place has always been a frequent question for 

viewer to address, which is understandable. Nevertheless, what is behind such 

urgency to know is also interesting. What would be the effect of knowing the location 

of these specific sites? Would there be a fundamental change in how the viewer would 

perceive and experience the landscape in the photographic realm? 121 

 

When setting up the shutter speed and the duration of exposure time she breathes in 

while nature breathes in. In Van der Molen photographs of landscape, it is neither the 

exact moment nor location that she is trying to convey. Her careful use of low exposure 

recreates the very atmosphere of what she felt of her own experience within nature. 

 

The images appear at first to be calming observations of nature, and the visual 

language she chooses is full of lyrical qualities. Speaking of her early experience of 

working within nature while she was visiting sites, she was ‘feeling really outside the 

landscape’. She felt the need to find ‘somewhere beyond the kind of perspective we 

have learned from landscape painting’ and ‘somewhere personal’.122 Eventually she 

developed her own way of immersing herself into the landscapes.   

 

This boundary between self and landscape is blurred, as Scottish modernist writer 

Nan Shepherd wrote, 

 

                                                
120	Gernot Bohme, The Aesthetics of Atmosphere (New York: Routledge, 2017), 347.	
121	See page 23, 68,75,83 and 101 on non-specificity of location and the fluidity of place in my works 
from this writing report. 
122  Jack French, Blanco: Silent Landscape, https://www.lensculture.com/articles/awoiska-van-der-
molen-blanco-silent-landscapes 
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It is a journey into Being: for as I penetrate more deeply into the 

mountain’s life, I penetrate also into my own. For an hour I am beyond 

desire ... I am not out of myself, but in myself. I am. To know Being, that 

is the final grace accorded from the mountain.123 

 

The material presence of van de Molen’s photographs are such an important part of 

the work but viewing images on a computer screen stops us from looking clearly at 

their materiality. The prints need to be seen for their full autonomy. The matte surface 

of the paper she chooses, the narrow tonal range of greyness, indicates there is no 

arbitrary decision made without a specific purpose. The mist, the shadows, the trees, 

the sea, the light, the darkness, the mountain, and the rock, they are all present in van 

der Molen’s choice of themes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
123 Nan Shepherd, The living mountain: a celebration of the Cairngorm mountains of Scotland 
(Edinburgh: Canongate Books, 2008). 
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Fei Mu 

 
Figure 42: Fei Mu費穆, film still from Xiaocheng zhi chun小城之春[Spring in a Small Town], 98 min, 

1948 

 

Fei Mu (1906-1951), was a major Chinese film director of the pre-communist era. 
Xiaocheng zhi chun 小城之春 (Spring in a Small Town) is often considered as the 

greatest Chinese film. The aesthetics of subtle emotional drama are based on Chinese 

classical poems and song lyrics, and traditional landscape ink-and–wash painting.  Fei 

Mu’s practice is a transformation from the Chinese poetic tradition to cinematic vision.   

 

The story in the film referenced in the still above (Figure. 42), took place one year after 

the Sino-Japanese war. Heroine Zhou Yuwen takes care of her invalid husband Dai 

Liyan, who was from a prominent family. Living in a ruined household, she was trapped 

in loveless relationship. Yuwen felt despair in her hopeless life until an unexpected 

visit from her husband’s childhood friend, Zhang Zhicheng. Zhang turned out to be her 

long-lost lover from the period before she met her husband. The love triangle causes 

tension between the three of them, and produces a conflict between moral judgement, 

responsibilities of the three individuals and the persuasion of true romantic love.  

 

In her article ‘The Aesthetics and Moral Politics of Fei Mu’s Spring in a Small Town’, 

Susan Daruvala compares the characteristics of traditional Chinese boudoir poetry 
(Gui-yuan shi閨怨詩) with Fei’s film:124  

                                                
124 Susan Daruvala, “The Aesthetics and Moral Politics of Fei Mu’s Spring in a Small Town,” Journal of 
Chinese Cinema 1.3(2007), 169-185.   
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Frequent transposition between reality (actual experience) and the 

illusory experience of dream and reverie, vision and flashback is a 

pronounced feature of these love poems. As the development, or 

movement, of the poem is primarily guided by memory, emotional 

association, and sense perception, rather than apparent logic, time 

sequence is often disrupted and spatial viewpoint shifted without any 

clear demarcation: the poem moves backwards and forwards between 

reminiscence and description, between past and present.125 

 

Gui-yuan shi (Boudoir poetry) is a very particular form of practice in Chinese classical 

poetry, dating back to the Han Dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE) and was usually written by 

women poets or from a pseudo-female persona. An example of gui yuan shi from late 
Tang lyricist 溫庭荺Wen Tingyun, 

 
畫羅金翡翠， 

金燭銷成淚。 

花羅子規啼， 

綠窗殘夢迷。 

 

On patterned silk, golden kingfishers; 

Fragrant candles melt into tears. 

Flowers fall; the cuckoo cries; 

At the green window, the remnant of a dream dim.126 

                                                                                               

The melancholic tone and vivid imagery of Gui-yuan shi is also found in Spring in a 

Small Town. Using the technique of traditional boudoir sentiment, the poems of the 

Gui-yuan shi were guided by memory of an emotional experience, sensing through 

perception rather than logic. They engage the viewer’s emotion by creating a certain 

resonance through the cinematography and mise-en-scène. Fei Mu creates a subtle 
                                                
125 Grace S. Fong, Wu Wenying and the Art of Southern Song Ci Poetry (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press,1987),176. 
126 Xiaorong Li, Women’s Poetry of Late Imperial China: Transforming the Inner Chamber (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press), 34.	



 109 

emotional atmosphere by framing those tropes of poetry: moonlight, orchid, and 

candles. 

 

 
Figure 43: Fei Mu費穆, film still from Xiaocheng zhi chun小城之春[Spring in a Small Town], 98 min, 

1948 
 

 

Figure 44: Fei Mu費穆, film still from Xiaocheng zhi chun小城之春[Spring in a Small Town], 98 min, 

1948 
 

The theatrical setting and long takes in Spring in a Small Town give the film an 

atmosphere like that of a Chinese painting. Fei wrote about it in an article where he 

stated:  

 

Chinese painting is a kind of painting of the intent: it is a kind of “un- 

likely associations and fantastic epiphany, its meaning to be found only 
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outside language and image.” Chinese painting is never mimetic art, but 

the impression it conveys is realistic. It fuses a subjective view into 

objective entities, creating a multitude of changes as if under a divine 

power. Sometimes permeated with clouds and fog, sometimes showing 

only a few slight touches, Chinese painting can convey the landscape 

and flowers and birds at their most fantastic, but it never worries about 

mimetic accuracy. That is Chinese painting.127 

 

Like the film movement of ‘Poetic Realism’128 the overall tone of Spring in a Small 

Town is one of bitterness and melancholia. Yu Wen, the modern landlord wife is also 

cast in the role of the narrator. The story is about her suffering and struggle between 

what she loves and a stifling morality. The traditional Confucius philosophical tenets 
play an important role here, ‘fa hu qing 發於情，zhi hu li 止於禮’, which can be 

translated as ‘begin with inner emotions’ (qing情) and ‘the sense of propriety’ (li禮). 

As a married woman, her own emotional pain and longing reawaken when a former 

lover returns. Her marital vows take precedence despite a chance to escape her 

circumstances. 

 

In the opening scene the narration starts, ‘He came from the train station. He walked 

through the city wall.’ The use of voiceover on and off the screen expressing inner 

thoughts and emotions is an interesting representation of emotions and gives the 

effect of the viewer being told a fable. Through using this voice-over method, the 

narrative-psychological description throughout the film explores the liminal spaces 

between the memory and reality of the characters. It serves a crucial function for the 

narrative structure of the work and is even more important as this was the very first 

time that Chinese cinema experimented with flashback. Time in the film becomes 

ambiguous and fluid. By integrating moving images and speaking words in a new and 

                                                
127 Fei Mu,『Zhongguo jiuju de dianying wenti中國舊劇的電影化問題』(The Problem of cinematizing 
old Chinese opera), Shiren Daoyan-Fei Mu 詩人導演－費穆 [Poet Director-Fei Mu] , ed. Huang Ailing, 
( Hong kong: Hong Kong Film Critics Society, 1998),81-84. 
128 A film movement that emerged in France during 1930s featured major themes like disappointment, 
bitterness and nostalgia within the social circumstances and personal love lives of the characters. 
Poetic realism influenced Italian neorealism and also the French New Wave.  
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contemporary way, Fei created a new artistic space which allowed the interplay of 

poetic tradition and cinematic vision.   

 

Through the lights and shadows of interior and exterior, Fei creates transcendence by 

controlling the use of illumination to articulate his choice of poetic and lyrical imagery, 

while simultaneously playing with the concept of ‘fusion of scene and emotion’. From 

landscape to mindscape, from material to psychological, from objective to subjective, 

Fei invites a traditional poetic technique into play. By filming the shadowy orchid under 

the moonlight and the lovers’ silhouette in the shade of trees, the psychological and 

emotional responses are indicated with deft subtlety. This psychological and emotional 

response are not purely subjective but also cultural. Fei Mu sets up different 

contradictions in his story and also focuses on those interplay of in-between spaces; 

between the traditional and the modern, between memory and reality, between past 

and present.  

 

Fei Mu’s staging of still-life objects conveys the narrative’s foreshadowing. Neither the 

bonsai tree nor lamp in the blurred foreground are simply an aesthetic display. By 

using low-contrast flat light, this measured control of illumination builds up a similar 

atmosphere of ‘air’, which Fei wrote about in his article.129 The sites, objects, even the 

luminosity of the scene, are seen as vehicles of lyrical expression.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
129 See Fei Mu’s essays 『Luetan ‘kongqi’略談’空氣’ 』(A brief discussion on ‘atmosphere’)in Shiren 

Daoyan-Fei Mu 詩人導演—費穆 [Poet Director-Fei Mu], edited by Huang Ailing, 27-28. Hong kong: 

Hong Kong Film Critics Society, 1998. 
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Lang Jingshan  
 

 
Figure 45: Lang Jingshan郎靜山, Yuese月色[Moonlight], silver gelatin print, 39 x 52cm, 1958 

 

Lang Jingshan (1892-1995), considered as one of the first Chinese photojournalists, 

is an important figure in the early history of Chinese fine art photography. His work 
had been published widely in Liangyou 良友 (Young Companion), which was the 

significant magazine on art and photography during his lifetime in China. When 

photography was first introduced into China from the West, this technique was used 

mostly in commercial studios for portrait or landscape photography, with the aim of 

reflecting reality. ‘Capturing the shadow image’ in the Chinese translation of 

photography shows the poetic engagement of Lang’s work. This manifested in his 

choice of landscape, of main subject matter, his unique darkroom technique of photo-

collage, etc.  

 

The younger generation, including Lang, discovered a new category of photography: 

fine art photography. In the late 1920s, by engaging with traditional concepts like Yi 

jing from classic poetry and ink painting, photographers incorporated the ideas of 
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traditional Chinese aesthetics and formed their own style. This was a fusion of the 

reality of a scene and the artists’ own experience of their feelings with the aim of 

creating an emotional resonance with the viewer.   

 

 
Figure 46: Ma Hezhi馬和之, Shijing xiaoya hongyan zhi shiliupian tujuan詩經小雅鴻雁之什六篇圖卷

[Courtly Odes, Beginning with “Wild Geese”], Handscroll, Ink and colour on silk, painting, 32.4 × 1304.9 

cm,12th Century, Metropolitan Museum of Art 

 

Lang’s signature style was defined by combining the ideas of traditional Chinese ink 

paintings with photography, superimposing different negatives together and creating 

a photomontage. By using these kinds of darkroom and printing methods, Lang 

advocated ‘composite photography’ to create his subjective impression of a dreamy 

Shanshui landscape. Although from a technical standpoint, this printing approach 

does possess different qualities from photo-collage, like photo-collage it does promote 

greater openness of perspective to traditional photography processes. The grouping 

of assembled images contributes greatly towards a work’s poetic engagement with its 

viewer. As I have stated in the last chapter on my own practice, by arranging or 

juxtaposing images within one work, I give potential for flow and conversations 

between images.  

 

Lang’s photographs were also often accompanied with poems and inscriptions, just 

like the traditional paintings he borrowed these ideas from. This fusion of style, taking 

the Western artistic technique of montage and using it to create a syncretic expression 

with the traditional Chinese artistic style, was highly original. 
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Ozu Yasujiro  
 

 
Figure 47: Ozu Yasujiro小津安二郎, film still from Banshun晩春 [Late Spring], film, 108 mins,1949 

 

 

In Late Spring (1949), Japanese filmmaker Ozu Yasujiro (1903-1963) created a family 

portrait focused on the subtle beauty of everyday life and a profound empathy with the 

inevitable passage of time. The use of ‘empty shots’ or ‘pillow shots’ are one of the 

main cinematographic techniques of Ozu. The focus of such shots are usually objects, 

landscapes or interior spaces. At the opening, or during transitional scenes, his 

cinematic shots are often devoid of human figures. These non-narrative elements in 

his film play a very important role stimulating the audiences’ imagination and evoking 

their emotional response. Unlike ‘Vanitas’ painting, the still life depicted by Ozu does 

not serve a symbolic or metaphoric function, instead it suggests something 

unspeakable. I interpret these shots as perhaps something to do with the transient 

nature of life. Therefore, these still life scenes become the containers of emotions in 

the film.  

 

In his book on Ozu, Paul Schrader states: 

 

The vase is stasis, a form which can accept deep contradictory emotion 

and transform it into an expression of something unified, permanent, 
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transcendent…The transcendental style, like the vase, is a form which 

expresses something deeper than itself, the inner unity of all things. 130 

 

Through his slightly conservative way of storytelling, the narrative is almost a backdrop 

for Ozu’s observations and response to everyday life.131 The ambiguity and obscure 

nature of everyday objects indicates the aesthetics of connotation and demonstrates 

what could be described as a ‘quality of restraint’.132 

 
Figure 48: Ozu Yasujiro小津安二郎, film still from Banshun晩春 [Late Spring], film, 108 mins,1949 

 

 
Figure 49: Ozu Yasujiro小津安二郎, film still from Banshun晩春 [Late Spring], film, 108 mins,1949 

 

                                                
130 Paul Schrader, Transcendental Style in Film: Ozu (Bresson: Dreyer,1972). 
131	See page 32 and 42 on Natsume Soseki and Yu Dafu’s non-plot-driven approach to narration in their 
novel writing.  
132 Donald Richie, Ozu (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974,), xii. 
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In terms of his editing processes, besides the narration of the plot, I consider Ozu’s 

signature use of editing methods as an essential contribution to his poetic visual 

language. He uses hard cuts in his edit rather than fading, which is interesting to see 

in relation to the aesthetic of kire (cut). This approach allowed for expansion and 

continuity in the off-screen space, which inspired the way I approach the framing 

device in my photographic practice.  Instead of dissolves or fading, he uses ‘pillow 

shots’ of landscapes or interiors as transitions. Not completely juxtapositions, but with 

a series of sequences cutting between narrative scenes and landscapes, which create 

parallel emotions. Ozu’s way of cutting also implie continuity into the off-screen unseen 

space implying the lingering sensitivity of Mono no aware. The scene of the rock 

garden in Ryoanji is a very good example of Ozu’s engagement with this approach. 

From a compositional perspective it is interesting to see the human figures in relation 

to the rock gardens, as their conversation continues their family life. This form of 

parallel editing links the notion of impermanence with the rock garden, reinforcing the 

cycle of the transience of life and the concept of emptiness in Buddhist doctrine.  
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Shinzo Fukuhara and Japanese Pictorialism   
 

In order to understand the works from Shinzo Fukuhara (1883-1948) and his peers, a 

brief overview of the pictorialism movement in Japan is necessary. As it would be 

beyond the scope of this report to conduct detailed research on the history of 

Japanese photography, I will instead concentrate on those elements of Japanese 

pictorialism which relate to my subject area. The importance of introducing Japanese 

pictorialism in this report is to acknowledge the difference in approach as compared 

with the Western counterpart. One key aspect is the emphasis on natural scenery 

(subject matter); the other is the narrow tonal range (an aspect of technique and also 

aesthetic preference). These two characteristics were also reflected in my own 

practices before I was able to identify what had influenced my decisions within my 

studio practice. This became evident at a further stage of my doctoral research. 

 

Before the Japanese term Shashin 寫真 (“a copy of truth”) was widely accepted as the 

terminology for photography, photography was originally called ‘Ruieikyou’  留影鏡 

(lens or mirror that records the shadows) or ‘In eikyou’ 印影鏡 (mirror that prints the 

shadows). As has been suggested, in name these two concepts shared very similar 

elements with their Chinese equivalent of Sheying (capture the shadows). Interestingly 

Shashin was not a neologism but an already pre-existing concept within the long 

tradition of painting before this word’s adoption by photography. The direct translation 

of photograph in Japanese is Koga光画  (light picture), but it did not become widely 

used. Nevertheless Koga was used in 1930s’ photography periodicals. 
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Figure 50: Peter Henry Emerson, The Misty River from the Marsh Leaves series, photogravure, 

dimensions variable, 1895  

 

British architect William Burton worked at a Tokyo university as well as secretary at 

the Japan Photographic Society. In 1893, the Exhibition of Foreign Photography in 

Tokyo, organised by Japan Photographic Society, exhibited British pictorialist works 

(such as those by Roger Fenton, Henry Peach Robinson and Peter Henry Emerson) 

which marked an important step in the introduction of European pictorialism to Japan. 

The then emerging movement of Japanese pictorialism was based on the imported 

Western convention of pictorial photography intertwined with the Japanese pre-

existing aesthetics of sumi-e (ink wash painting). It is important to note here that there 

is even a term, ‘Shashi-ga’写真画 (literally, photographic painting), to convey how 

close the relationship was between painting and photography. Unlike their Western 

counterparts, who addressed a diversified practice (various subjects, portraits, still life, 

etc.), Japanese practitioners focused mostly on natural landscapes. Additionally, 

flattened space became an increasingly distinctive aesthetic associated with 

Japanese pictorialism, which is also rooted within their pre-existing cultural traditions. 
133 

 

Suizan Kurokawa (1882-1944) is often considered as one of the earliest Japanese 

pictorial photographers. His interpretation of traditional painting and his fusion of this 

                                                
133	See my own use of photographic space, ‘A Flattened Space’ on page 91 from this writing report.	
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with photography exerted a great deal of influence on many subsequent Japanese 

pictorialists. However, through my research there are virtually no non-Japanese 

sources about his works, which brings particular difficulties to this research. 134 

 

 
Figure 51: Kurokawa Suizan, Mt. Fuji and Lake AShino, vintage silver gelatin postcard, c.1920s. 

 

 
Figure 52: Roger Fenton, Distant View of Ullswater from Gabarrow Park, photography, The Royal 

Photographic Society Collection, 1860s 

                                                
134	I would like to expand my research of his works in the near future while advancing my Japanese 
skills.	
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Figure 53: Henry Peach Robinson, Seascape at Night, photography, The Royal Photographic Society 

Collection,1872 

 

 
Figure 54: Alvin Langdon Coburn, The Cloud, gum-bichromate over platinum print, dimensions 

variable,1906 

 

In his book ‘Shashingaron’ (On the Photographic Image: The Marriage of Photography 

and Painting) Japanese art historian Kinoshita Naoyuki discussed in depth the 

relationship between photography and painting. Unfortunately, the book has never 

been translated into other languages.135 

 

                                                
135 Naoyuki Kinoshita, Shashingaron: shashin to kaiga no kekkon.写真画論: 写真と絵画の結婚. 
[Essays on Photography and Painting](Tokyo,岩波書店 Iwanami Shoten,1996). 
 



 121 

 
Figure 55: Fukuhara Shinzo, Water 3 from Light with Its Harmony, silver gelation print, 8.5x 13cm, 

courtesy of Shiseido Corporate Museum, 1924 

 

Among many Japanese pictorialists, Shinzo Fukuhara is the most well-known 

photographer; he was the inheritor of the Shiseido company. His contribution to both 

artistic and theoretical developments in fine art photography cannot be denied. He 

established the Shiseido Gallery, which became a very important platform for bringing 

pioneering photographic artists’ work to a new audience.  

 

Shiseido Gallery exhibited works from the Royal Photographic Society and American 

artist Alvin Langdon Coburn in 1923 and 1924136. Shinzo was influenced by the 

aesthetics of Coburn and interestingly, Coburn himself was strongly interested in 

Japanese art, especially the concept of ‘Notan’. 

 

Separating from the physical connection that would simply photograph 

the thing as it is, and moving towards the birth of a spiritual connection 

that would hold the spirit or the meaning held by nature-this is the second 

element of importance…We can also think of this as the revelation of the 

spirit of nature as seen in the photography through the spirit of man, or 

the revelation of man through nature…137 

                                                
136 Tomiyama Hideo,ed., Shiseidō gyararī 75 nenshi: 1919-1994 (75 Year History of Shiseido Gallery: 
1919-1994) (Tokyo: Shiseidō and Hatsubaiyūrūdō,1995).  

 
137 Takao Kaizaki(ed), The World of Shinzo Fukuhara-Poetics of Light. (Tokyo: Shiseido,1994), 120-
121. 
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In his writing on the aesthetics of photography and nature Shinzo suggested that 

instead of focusing on imitating painting, photography should focus on framing an 

internal landscape. This is based on his deep understanding of Japanese 

philosophical and cultural practice, which encourages introspective thinking. He also 

introduced the notion of Seishin (spirit, mind) as the emotional response to nature 

resulting in expressive photographic images. The interlink between haiku, nature and 

photography is a recurring theme in his published articles. 

 

Grasping the harmonious instant through impression, the calm of each 

separate ray of light, that affect each and every sheet, this feels like the 

consecutive reading of short poems. It is as if you can read a haiku in 

the photograph.138 

 

The tones of light and dark that are produced by gradations of light-are 

of primary significance in the photograph as a means of expression.139 

 

As Shinzo suggests, the most distinctive and fundamental characteristic of 

photography is the use of light. A narrowing of tonality created a flattened space 

which is the opposite of how chiaroscuro lighting brings the sense of volume 

and a sculptural effect.  

 
Figure 56: Feiyi Wen, Untitled from Wood, Water, Rock, silver gelatin print, dimensions variable, 2019 

                                                
138	Ibid. 
139  Shinzo Fukuhara, Hikari to sono kaicho (Light with Its Harmony), (Tokyo: Shashin 
Geijutsusha,1923). 
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Masao Yamamoto 
 

Contemporary photographer Masao Yamamoto (1957)’s work usually comprises 

groups of monochrome small-scale prints, often displayed across a wall or sometimes 

displayed in a small box. He is clearly attracted to natural phenomena and attempts to 

capture the timelessness of beauty found in everyday life and objects found in nature. 

He represents the tension between time and timelessness.  

 

 
Figure 57: Yamamoto Masao, KAWA # 1533, silver gelatin print, 17 x 22.9 cm, date unknown 

 

The photography installation’s title can be seen both as a whole collective entity or 

alternatively as a singular piece. This way of looking at Masao Yamamoto’s work also 

presents possible relationships between self and the outside world. He experiments 

with printing onto different surfaces; dyeing and, or, toning prints with tea; sometimes 

tearing the photographs and modifying the photographs as if they have been marked 

by time. The colour toned prints with frayed edges encapsulate his notions of the 

constant and ephemeral context of time. The prints are usually small-scale and are 

arranged carefully in groups of images. The constellation he creates in each 

photographic grouping creates an undisturbed self-contained world. By looking at 

these photographs as a whole collection that is unified, the images are subtle and yet 

also powerful, and come to resemble nature itself.  His editing process made the 

depicted imagery more loosely connected, giving space for poetry and thought to 
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generate organically between the images.140Looking at his works through the concept 

of Kire, the individual images appear separated from each other by the empty space 

in-between. Through the careful arrangement of these photographs Masao Yamamoto 

achieved this sphere of continuity. His exploration of photographic language embraces 

the very essence of Japanese cultural practice. 

 

Masao Yamamoto offers a glimpse of a world that is visible but not always perceived 

by everyone. The shape and form are as simple as they are beautiful, however the 

connotations of his work run much deeper.  

 

Masao Yamamoto’s works have often been referenced by viewers when they first 

encounter my work and it is crucial to acknowledge this and highlight some differences. 

I have applied similar printing methods in my own work but instead of toning the 

photographic paper I choose to use warm-tone paper to achieve the sepia look. I 

believe tha in Yamamoto’s work this printing technique has become his consistent 

aesthetic preference. My choice of method depends on the context of the work. A 

printing methodology serves as a way of making evident a distinction between found 

image and my own photographs. In my working method all different printing techniques 

are equal and all contribute to the whole. 141  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
140  The theoretical framework was addressed earlier on the chapter of Japanese aesthetics, the 
principles of Mono no aware and Kira/Kiere between 32 – 35.  
141	See the discussion on the importance of diversified printing methods of my works from page 70-92 
from this thesis.	
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Contemporary Chinese Landscape  
 
One important reason for me to conduct this practice-based research is that the long 

tradition of the Chinese lyric has been overlooked and lost within visual art practices 

and cannot be traced in contemporary Chinese photographic practice. However, I 

have managed to find a few examples, which I believe possess similar sensibilities. 

Though rare, they exist and demonstrate evidence for the above. Interestingly both 

Shao Wenhuan and Taca Sui studied aboard. From my perspective, this might be an 

irresistible factor to investigate, as I am intrigued to research if this experience of 

studying abroad is something that made them to look inwardly as well as giving them 

particular tools and language for their practices. Their interests in exploring the link 

between Chinese painting, textual research, language, and their application in 

contemporary photography has been of great benefit to my practice; it has enhanced 

my capacity to reflect on my own works in relation to their translations of various 

research ideas into visual forms.  

 

 

Shao Wenhuan  
 

From a background of studying painting at the Chinese Academy of Art, Shao 

Wenhuan’s (1971) practice also shows the entanglement of photography and painting. 

His works involve the reconstruction of space within a frame, by applying mixed media 

directly onto the surface of the photographic prints. While taking photographs 

Wenhuan said there is a ‘inexpressible sense of belonging’ which I believe is one of 

the qualities of punctum. The traditional values of classical Chinese techniques 

manifested organically within his work through the manipulation of his images. The 

paint and other material layering upon the photographic surface created a gap and a 

separation from the image’s representational and figurative reality. This approach 

transforms these images into poetry, as Wenhuan claims, and is a more intuitive 

approach than ‘to express what I have seen and let the viewer feel what I feel’.142  

 

                                                
142 Shao Wenhuan, ‘statement from Moss series’, http://works.ccsph.com/detail_5347.html 
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If we consider pictorialism as the product of a struggle to establish photography as an 

art form, then thinking about Shao Wenhuan’s practice in the contemporary context 

should mean the particulars of certain media should not be a problem anymore. This 

return of painting has nothing to do with insecurity of the photographic medium but 

demonstrates the renewed aesthetic values of both media.      

 

 
Figure 58: Shao Wenhuan邵文歡, Luanniao zhiyi鸞鳥之翼[Wings of a Phoenix Bird No.2 Two Pieces], 

Mixed Media (photography, silver gelatin emulsion painting, aluminum slices, oil painting on linen), 160 

x 142 cm, courtesy of Three Shadows +3 Gallery, 2016-2018 

 
In Shao’s recent series Fuyu 浮玉 (Floating Jade), the media appear to shift. Instead 

of manipulating the physical surface of the photographic print, he created a digital 

image using a 3D modeling technique. His inspiration is still taken from traditional 

sources, in this case a landscape painting by Dong Yuan (c.932-962). Through the 

image-making process using 3D rendering software, this further enhanced Shao’s 

practice of blurring an established boundary between photography and painting. In 

fact, the fluidity of the digitally generated images allows a further possibility for blurring 

these lines. 
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Figure 59： Shao Wenhuan邵文歡, Fuyu浮玉[Floating Jade] No.2- laizi’xiangjiang tujing’ de xiesheng

來自「瀟湘圖景」的寫生 [Drawn from ‘The Rivers Xiao and Xiang’], 3d rendering with integrated 

techniques, silver gelatin on satin, 2015-2017 

 

 
Figure 60： Dong Yuan董源, Xiaoxiangtu瀟湘圖[Xiao and Xiang Rivers], part of a handscroll, ink and 

colour on silk, 50 x 141.4 cm, The Palace Museum, Beijing, date unknown  

 
He explores materiality and the language of the photograph to indicate the renewed 

treatment of ink, not only as medium but as an aesthetic.   
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Taca Sui  
 

 
Figure 61： Taca Sui塔可, 衛風[In the River from Ablum 3 Odes of Wei] from Shishihekao詩山河考

[Odes] series, 9.8x 9.8cm, silver gelatin print, 2014 

 

 
Figure 62: Taca Sui塔可, 翻經台[Podium for Scripture Viewing], archival pigment print on baryta paper, 

80 x 52.7cm, 2015 
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Taca Sui (1984) took references from Chinese poetry for his first published project 詩

山河考 Odes, inspired from Shi Jing 詩經(Book of Songs).143 He spent a large amount 

of time examining the original text and researching the actual geographical locations 

of sites referenced in the poems. There was an inevitable difficulty in trying to locate 

the sites due to the passing of so much time since the works were written. With help 

from researchers at various archeology institutes, he traced various villages across 

several countries. His working method reminds me of the ‘New topographics’ 

approach, which may be traced back to his early experiences of studying photography 

at Rochester Institute of Technology.  

 

He visited the various sites following intensive research of the text, and although his 

research is strictly scientific, when he encountered the landscape itself he 

spontaneously responded to it using personal interpretations of the text. During the 

editing process he divided his photographs into chapters according to The Book of 

Odes. Each work is paired up with one verse. Taca Sui’s work is clearly neither an 

illustration of the text nor a pure documentation of the site and his approach to the text 

or landscape itself is particularly personal. This complexity is most apparent in the 

merger of his precise research and the projection of own experience into the 

landscape.  

 

I cannot totally agree on other critics’ view that Taca’s work fits within ‘traditional literati 

modes of expression’.144 Although his liberation of the imagined past cannot be denied, 

the materiality of his work is not like that of traditional literati painting; in his works there 

is a sense of restraint. 145I read this as Taca’s intention to remove the trace of his 

presence in the work, so the viewers can immerse themselves into his created world 

more freely.  

 

                                                
143	Translated variously as the Classic of Poetry, Book of Songs, Book of Odes, Odes, Poetry, etc. 	
144	Daniel Greenberg, The Invisible, Ever-present Past: Taca Sui’s Steles/ Huang Yi Project, Yishu 
Journal of Contemporary Chinese Art Vol 17, May/June 2018.		
145	See page 50 from this report, on literati painting. 
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Figure 63: Huang Yi黃易, Daiyue fangbeiji岱岳訪碑記[visiting setles in the Mount Tai Area], ink on 

paper, album, 17.4 x 50.8 cm, The Palace Musuem, Beijing, China, 1797 

 

 
Figure 64: Taca Sui 塔可 , Beilu-Huangyijihua 碑錄—黃易計劃 [Steles-Huang Yi Project], archival 

pigment print on baryta paper, 53 x 80 cm, 2015 

 

In his later work titled Steles-Huang Yi Project, Taca applied a similar method of 

research as that of amateur painter and seal carver Huang Yi’s (1744-1801) epigraphic 

studies on the rubbing of steles. Taca followed Huang Yi’s steps and revisited these 

sites where the steles are located. Considering both rubbing and photography as a 

reproductive device, there is also a trace of a negative-positive process, which is 

another layer of meaning to Taca’s work.  

 

Both time and space are compacted in Taca’s images due to the fact that most of 

these ancient stone inscriptions have already faded or been completely demolished; 

this work is also in search of lost time. He uses composition and perspective to 
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condense the landscape from its actual scaled proportion, and additionally, using the 

process of low contrast developer, he is able to achieve the look of a liminal space 

between two and three-dimensions. The quiet images of Taca Sui, are a form of 

rebellion against the constant need for art to be a reflection of current society. They 

are lyrical rhymes of contemporary China connecting with its distant past.  
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CONCLUSION 

 
One of the first questions I considered when I began my research was whether it is 

possible to translate precisely into another language without cultural bias. The 

translation process takes place within the parameters of pre-existing knowledge of 

one’s own limitations. I am not only referring to translation in its linguistic context but 

the process of translating across different cultures. It’s easy to find broadly equivalent 

words or concepts but the nuances which are left over or left out of a translation are 

the parts of the process I find most intriguing. 

 

There are concepts which exist in one culture quite vividly that also do not contain a 

single trace in other cultures’ etymology. I examine these very subtle sensibilities 

within the aesthetics of emotion. Inevitably, the challenge is to pin down the 

unspeakable, unlocatable and untranslatable in some material form. This is where it 

all began for me. The purpose of this report is to use the western concept of Pathos 

as an entry point to explore its counterpart in Chinese lyrical tradition and Japanese 

aesthetic principles. This framework is then applied to a specific visual art context. My 

primary research into the practice of photography is influenced by a close reading of 

the existing canon of literature in the Greek tradition of Pathos along with those of the 

classical Chinese tradition. I acknowledge the difficulties of defining and clarifying this 

subject area.  

 

The notion of Pathos is sometimes mistakenly mixed up with other concepts regarding 

emotion. It is not within the bounds of this work to unearth the whole genealogy of why 

this so, but I have made a connection between Pathos and Roland Barthes’s theory 

of the punctum. I see the continuity of this rhetorical device into the realm of 

contemporary photography today. The Pathos of an image is activated by the 

unlocatable punctum but because of the enigmatic nature of these sensitivities the 

danger is that the punctum is misunderstood to be nostalgia. This revelation led me to 

think about the possibilities of my research: to understand how we experience looking 

at photographic images and how we connect ourselves to unfamiliar landscapes, 
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unfamiliar objects and in the process misread an emotional response as nostalgic 

memory.  

 

In this thesis I present a largely chronological overview of essential concepts and 

terms from Western and East Asian philosophy and theory, in particular the 

development of the lyrical tradition in Chinese culture as reflected in its etymology. 

This section begins with the distinctive elements of Tian Ren He Yi (the unity of nature 

and humanity as the core philosophical view manifested in different aspects). The 

literary theory of Wugan (reactions to nature, things and object), Yijing (the realm of 

meaning) and Qing Jing Jiao Rong (fusion of scene and emotion) are then presented 

as a continuous development from Tian Ren He Yi theory. The appearance of Chinese 

Ganshang literature (as if written in water) did not survive through the socio-political 

circumstances in China. My analysis of Yu Dafu’s work as well as twentieth century 

Chinese aesthetics articulates the importance of understanding these literary and 

aesthetic concepts when engaging with continuing Chinese photography practices. I 

conclude that there are real differences and distinctions from its Western counterparts 

on matters of poetic engagement with audiences and viewers.  

 

The thesis then explores the Japanese concept of mono no aware, which is not an 

unfamiliar word in contemporary Western writing about culture. Through its 

association with cherry blossom and the Wabi-sabi design trend, it is a popular term 

in the West and often used as a loan word to access this particular Japanese 

concept.146  I have pointed out the necessity of understanding its complexity and its 

link with other aesthetic theories within Japanese culture and literature. It should be 

seen more completely within this particular framework.  

 

Using Aristotle’s definition of metaphor, I argue that there is a confusion caused by 

cross cultural translation. This is based on my own personal experience and what I 

                                                
146 Wabi-sabi侘寂 is a traditional Japanese aesthetics term with essentially a world view based on the 
appreciation of the beauty of impermanence and imperfection. Although the concept itself is 
fundamental to understanding Japanese cultural practices, its frequent appearance in a Western 
context need to be questioned. This Western viewpoint reinforces the superficial simplification of this 
term and its associated aesthetic value.  
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have heard and read from artists who are also from East Asian backgrounds. The use 

of metaphor can fall apart because of a failure in cultural translation. I started this 

research writing about metaphor in my own artworks, until my research led me into an 

investigation of the concept of parallelism.  This term parallelism describes the prime 

literary device used widely in Chinese classical poetry. In addition to reading traditional 

secondary textual sources, I also engaged in archival research in China, Japan, and 

the Netherlands with a focus on Chinese photographic periodicals in the Republican 

era. I address the interesting comparison between Chinese fine art photography 

practices with Western pictorialism, as well as important influences from literature and 

Chinese ink painting. The combination of all these factors resulted in a distinct lyrical 

photographic movement during this period.  

 

I introduced a number of crucial terms including concepts of landscape in English, 

Chinese and Japanese thought and language. Through identifying how these cultural 

and philosophical traditions affect various viewers, I distinguish different ways of 

looking and experiencing landscape. In addition, looking at the techniques of Chinese 

ink painting I was also able to draw comparison with particular Western landscape 

painters. This led to my suggestion of the possible benefits of a shared collective 

aesthetic across cultures. I have engaged with this subject as relevant to my doctoral 

research and have laid the groundwork to pursue further research.  

 

In the final two chapters I elaborate by writing about my own artworks as well as other 

artists working in the same framework of cultural translation. Some of the works 

possess a culturally specific character. This character along with their materiality and 

technicality, pushed me further to understand how my relationship towards the 

photographic image shifted during my research.  

 

My understanding is that although I am neither denying the impact of globalization on 

art, nor am I making a categorical statement of how we should perceive art works in a 

culturally specific way, I am attempting to contextualise what might have been 

overlooked.  We are so eager to communicate and understand each other that we 

have simplified and sacrificed the meaning of many emotive words and ideas. The 
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concepts I have examined in this thesis correspond to each other but need to be 

treated carefully. They are separate concepts within different cultural traditions. By 

conducting this research I have examined the possibility of closer equivalents, perhaps 

close enough to be a better bridge for communication, however, these concepts are 

not interchangeable. Most importantly as a practitioner contextualising concepts 

based on lyrical tradition, I have become more aware of the language I use, both 

visually and verbally. This has shaped and continues to influence my practice in many 

ways. How do we try to translate the untranslatable? 
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APPENDIX 

 
List of Exhibitions, Awards, Residencies and Presentations  

 

Residencies and Awards  

 

2020 

Libraryman Award 2020, Shortlist 

 

2019 

Betty Malcolm Scholarship, Slade School of Fine Art, UCL, London, UK  

HKBU Artist-in-Residence, Centre for Research and Development in Visual Arts, 

Academy of Visual Art, HKBU Kaitak Campus, Hong Kong 

 

2018 

Lensculture B+W Photography Awards 2018, Finalist and Jurors’ Picks 

Hariban Award 2018, Finalist 

Brighton Photo Fringe OPEN 18 SOLO, Shortlist  

Three Shadows Photography Award 2018, Finalist 

 

2017 

Hariban Award 2017, Shortlist  

 

2016 

Jean Spencer and Malcolm Hughes Research travel bursary, Slade School of Fine Art, 

UCL, London, UK 

Air 3331, 3331 Arts Chiyoda, Tokyo, Japan 

Magnum Graduate Photographer Award, Photo London, Somerset House, London, 

UK 

 

2015 

NOA Prize Winner, Big Sky Studio Young Photographer Award 
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FotoFilmic’ 15 Travelling Exhibition Winner 

Magenta Flash Forward, Honorable  

Athens Photo Festival, Shortlist 

Leica Oskar Barnack Newcomer Award, Finalist  

 

 

Exhibitions 

 

2019 

Heal’s x Slade, Mansard Gallery, LDF19, London,UK 

The Reservoir, AVA Studio 202, Academy of Visual Arts, Kowloon, Hong Kong 

 Beyond Boundaries, LensCulture Discoveries in Contemporary Photography, 

Aperture Gallery, New York, The United States 

 

2018 

Interlink, The 10th Three Shadows Photography Award Exhibition, Three Shadows 

Xiamen Photography Art Centre, Xiamen, China 

Family of No Man, Cosmos Arles Book, Arles 2018, Arles, France 

Interlink, The 10th Three Shadows Photography Award Exhibition, Three Shadows 

Photography Art Centre, Beijing, China 

 

2017 

In Between Gallery, Fabrica, Brighton, UK 

Open Call: Conceal/Reveal, Photo Oxford 2017, OVADA, Oxford, UK 

 

THE INTERCONTINENTAL, Roaming ROOM, London, UK 

 

2016  

VICE Magazine 2016 Photo Show, Industira Superstudios, Brooklny, Newyork, The 

United States 

Curated Projections, Chennai Photo Biennale, India 
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FotoFilmic’ 15 3rd International Travelling Exhibition of Contemporary Photography, 

SPACE 22 Gallery, Seoul, Korea  

 

2015 

FotoFilmic’ 15 3rd International Travelling Exhibition of Contemporary Photography, 

Burrard Arts Foundation, Vancouver, Canada  

National Open Art Winner’s Exhibition, Pallant House Gallery, Chichester, UK 

Against Delivery Research Event, European Artistic Research Network(Earn) and 

the London Arts and Humanities Partnership(LAHP), Slade Research Centre 

Woburn Square, UCL, London, UK 

Unfamiliar: The Second Beijing Photo Biennial Photobook Exhibition, Main Hall in 

CAFA Library, Beijing, China 

National Open Art 2015 Exhibition, Royal College of Art, London,UK  

Photo Shanghai, LEAP Pavilion: The Coming Image, Shanghai, China 

2015 Asian Women Photographers' Showcase, Curated By Yumi Goto (of 

Reminders Project and Photography Stronghold), OBJECTIFS, Singapore  

The Adventure of Image and Paper: Contemporary Chinese Photobooks, Curated by 

Yining He, Gucang Contemporary Photo Gallery, Lanzhou, China 

FotoFilmic’ 15 3rd International Travelling Exhibition of Contemporary Photography, 

Sous Les Etoiles Gallery, New York, USA 

 

Talk and Conference  

 

2019 

First Monday Artist Talk, Brighton Fringe, Phoenix Brighton, Brighton, UK 

Fastforward 2: Women in Photography, a Series of International Network Research 

Workshops  
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2017 

The LUCAS 2017 Graduate Conference Landscape: Interpretations, Relations, and 

Representations, Leiden University, Leiden, Netherlands  

 

2016 

Unveil’d Forum , Unveil’d Photography Festival,  Exeter Phoenix, Exeter, UK  

 

In a Manner of Speaking photo book review( with Yumi Goto), Reminders Project & 

Reminders Photography Stronghold, Tokyo, Japan 


