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F.r lier rhis season, reviewing  Sze Ts ung  Leong's  photographs of 
rod ay's China, I specu lated tha t r he ririe of his recent series "H istor y 
l m ges," 2002-2005, refer red to t he old academ ic genre of history 
pain ring. I was making the poi nr rhar Leong's ap parently documen- 
raq' records a re deepl y in formed in aesthetic terms, bur the argu ment 
cou ld as easily have run rhe other  way: The title cou ld equally  i m pl y 
rha t ambitious a rr should ad d ress far-reaching events, whether  past 

or present-  and Leong's concern  is clea rl 
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 r he right  
to ignore  them.  But w hat is happening in 
China is overpow-  ering, a nd art ists lik e 
Leong, and now Yun- Fe i ji , evi de ntl y  feel  
compel led ro  rake  account of i r. 

ji's recent show  "Wa ter Tha t Floats the 
Boar Can  Also Sink l r" rakes as irs subject 
the building of  the Th ree Gorges Da m on 
r he Yangtze, or, rat her, nor the dam itself- 
no images glor ify r he constr uction-but i rs 
effects: Some  two  mill ion  people wi ll in 
ti mbe displaced as t he waters r ise and 
tlood the towns, villages, a nd cou n tryside 
around t he ri ver. ji's la r ge-scale drawings, 
based on library  research and on rhe a rt ist's 
travd  in the area, descri be this migra t ion in 

terms borh physical and  psychiC, emphasizi ng the loss i n depa rture, 
rhe li teral haunting of rht: travelers  by wha t they leave behind. Inter- 
est ingly, if Leong chose to justtfy his descript i ve approach th rough 
verbal allusion w a premodmt body of a rr, ji roo looks back, though 
his reference is more intr insic to h ts work:The visual sryle of his pic- 
tures is based on the lu ng tradition o f Chi m:se landsca pe painr ing, 
notably of rhe Sung dynasty, rou ghl y berween seven hu ndred a nd one 
thousa nd years ago. Even his media a nd ground-i nk a nd minera l 
pigments on mulberry paper--<:onspire  ro give the drawings an aged 
look. I n facr, parr of rheir impacr dcvolvs f rom their deliberate anach· 
r onisms, the glim pses of modern  buildings and  technologies i n an 
orher wise anciem scene. 

I n an in terview wi rh Joh n Yau, Ji spoke of the h ier archic order of 
Sung pa i nti ng, irs sym bolic retlenion of rhe imper ial government of 
the time. To rhe Wesrern eye, though, Ji's images are strik i ng exacrl y 
for rheir l ck of hierarch y-   for r hci r levt:ling rr atment of figLt re 
and ground. People a nd land a re of equal sigmfica nce, just part of an 
over- all picru re. In Last Days Before the  Flood, 2006, for exa mple, r 
rees, hills, and  roads form a rh yt hmic pa tch work  in w h ich-
especia ll y given rha r rhe drawing is over six feer rail-we:: ha vw look 
to fi nd the fa mily with thei r bicycle way low i n rhe view, a nd then the 
scartermg of orhers who hegin ro emerge arou nd rhem: a loadd 
handcart, a man wi t h h is belongings in a pa nn ier on  h ts  back (he 
could  have been drawn cenrnries ago), a couple of t rucks, all jusr as 
hc::avily bu rdened.  Ever yone is leaving, and whar they a re leaving is a 
rich landscape of 
woods a n d r i dges, buildings  old a nd new, terracd fidds and sttep 
sca rps, the rraces of ages of being lived in. A predomi na nt pu rple cast 
to rhe landscape ipa rt of irs sense of misry dista nce, but ptrscri val 
recession  her e is in fact quire com pressed; J i's way of st ructuring his 
picrmes bows as much roward a hsrracrion, a nd awarenesof the flat- 
ness of the picture plane, as the ill usion of deprh . And this sense rhat a 
la n dscape follows a pa rrerned allover com position conrribu rs LU its 
seducti ve bcaury, a nd also to the feeli ng thar its dest ruct ion is tr agic. 

-David  Frankel 
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