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Frlier rhis season, reviewing Sze Tsung Leong's photographs of
roday's China, Ispeculated that rhe ririe of his recent series "Histor y
Im ges." 2002-2005, refer red to the old academ ic genre of history
painring. | was making the poi nr rhar Leong's ap parently documen-
raq' records are deeply informed in aesthetic terms, bur the argu ment
cou ld as easily have run rhe other way: The title could equally imply
rhat ambitious arr should ad dress far-reaching events, whether past
or present— and Leong's concern is clearl
y with the present. Modern art has an
ambiva- lenr, of f-again-on-again rela
tionship  with the world's actualities. and
has a long tradi- tion of claims ro rhe right
to ignore them. But what is happening in
China is overpow- ering, and art ists lik e
Leong, and now Yun- Fei ji , evidentl y feel
compelled ro rake account of ir.

ji's recent show "Water Tha t Floats the
Boar Can Also Sink Ir" rakes as irs subject
the building of the Th ree Gorges Dam on
rhe Yangtze, or, rat her, nor the dam itself-
no images glorify rhe constr uction-butirs
effects:Some two million people will in
timbe displaced as the waters rise and
tlood the towns, villages, and countryside
around the river.ji's large-scale drawings,
based on library research and on rhe artist's
travd in the area, describe this migration in
terms borh physical and psychiC, emphasizing the loss in depa rture,
rhe literal haunting of rht: travelers by wha't they leave behind. Inter-
estingly, if Leong chose to justtfy his descript ive approach through
verbal allusion w a premodmt body of arr, ji roo looks back, though
his reference is more intr insic to hts work:The visual sryle of his pic-
tures is based on the lung tradition of Chi m:se landsca pe painr ing,
notably of rhe Sung dynasty, roughly berween seven hundred and one
thousa nd years ago. Even his media and ground-ink and mineral
pigments on mulberry paper--<:onspire ro give the drawings an aged
look. In facr, parr of rheir impacr devolvs from their deliberate anach -
ronisms, the glimpses of modern buildings and technologies in an
orherwise anciem scene.

In an interview wirh John Yau,Ji spoke of the hierarchic order of
Sung painting, irs symbolic retlenion of rhe imperial government of
the time. To rhe Wesrern eye, though,Ji's images are striking exacrl y
for rheir 1 ck of hierarch y— for rheir levt:ling rr atment of figltre
and ground. People and land are of equal sigmficance, just part of an
over- all picrure. In Last Days Before the Flood, 2006, for exa mple, r
rees, hills, and roads form a rhythmic patchwork in which-
especially given rhar rhe drawing isover six feer rail-we:: havw look
to find the family with their bicycle way low in rhe view, and then the
scartermg of orhers who hegin ro emerge arou nd rhem: a loadd
handcart, a man with his belongings in a pannier on hts back (he
could have been drawn cenrnries ago),a couple of trucks,all jusras
he::avily burdened. Everyone is leaving, and whar they are leaving is a
rich landscape of
woods and ridges, buildings old and new, terracd fidds and sttep
scarps, the rraces of ages of being lived in. A predomi nant purple cast
to rhe landscape ipart of irs sense of misry distance, but ptrscrival
recession here is in fact quire com pressed; Ji's way of structuring his
picrmes bows as much roward ahsrracrion,and awarenesof the flat-
ness of the picture plane, as the illusion of deprh . And this sense rhat a
landscape follows a parrerned allover com position conrribu rs LU its
seducti ve bcaury, and also to the feeling thar its dest ruction is tragic.

-David Frankel
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