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What makes a work of art Chinese? Does it depend on the subject matter, methodology,
or artists’ background? And how does traditional Chinese art find its place in the modern world? 1
The questions confront the traditional definition of Chinese art and become the backdrop of the
exhibition, Ink Affinities 墨缘: The Collaborative Works of Arnold Chang and Michael Cherney.2
This exhibition was curated by Fu Qiumeng Fine Art gallery from March 18th to May 7th, 2022.
There were a total of 25 most recent works that the artists collaborated on. Arnold Chang, a
Chinese American ink painter who lives in New Jersey collaborates with a Jewish-American
photographer who lives in Beijing. This collaboration has been proceeding for more than 13
years. In the ongoing collaboration, the artists who are both not fully identified as Chinese, pay
tribute to the artistry of the old masters of Chinese classical paintings but also challenge the
classical aesthetics of Chinese landscape art. Both artists come into the frame with intersectional
identities to have a cross-cultural and cross-medium dialogue. As two “foreigners” who pose as
“outsiders” of Chinese culture, they reinterpret the meaning of contemporary shuimo (ink)
paintings by creating self-referential works. The result of the collaborative works is exquisite,
scholarly, and philosophical. However, beyond the facade of tranquil landscapes of mountain
tops and rocky islands, is the climb for the two artists to a journey of rediscovery and
reproduction of fragmented identities and diaspora.
Michael Cherney is a Jewish American photographer. He began to study the language and
culture of China during his college years and decided to advance his study in China. He has long
lived in Beijing, China for the majority of his life. As a “laowai,” a foreigner to the Chinese
locals, he has completely assimilated himself into his Chinese environment as he speaks, writes,
eats, and dresses just like a local Beijinger. The diaspora identity has given Cherney a new life
besides the one he lived in America. As a photographer, Cherney has been fascinated by
traditional Chinese landscape paintings and often goes on quests to find landscapes in modern
China that are, or resemble the landscapes once captured by Chinese old masters on shuimo art
from centuries ago.3 Although the development of photography would have allowed Cherney to
take high-definition photos, Cherney prefers to use his film camera. He likes the way films have
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a grainy effect that mimics ink spots. The similarity between the grains and ink spots allows him
to feel like he is using a traditional technique. Additionally, blurring the image allows for more
abstraction and interpretation of the photograph.
The creative process of the ink affinity collaboration involves two ways each artist
engages with traditional Chinese shuimo paintings. Cherney initiates the process through a
subtractive approach. He travels throughout China with his 35mm monochrome film camera
searching for “immortal landscapes,” landscapes that mimic the scenery depicted by old masters
of shuimo paintings from centuries in the past.4 In his Beijing studio, he begins the process he
coined “secondary memory,” a detail-oriented procedure in which Cherney examines the film
negatives closely for small details that he may not have realized when he pressed the shutter
button. He then crops the detail from his photo that he believes is very interesting and has the
potential to become something more under the brush of Chang. He prints the excerpt on xuan
(rice) paper with pigment ink and ships the work to Chang, his creative partner who lives all the
way on the other side of the world.
Arnold Chang was born in the United States to a Chinese father and a mother who is half
Chinese and half Scottish mother.5 Growing up in an immigrant family on the Upper East Side in
New York City, the idea of assimilation was more important than the idea of grappling to their
Chinese backgrounds so Chang did not speak nor read Chinese. He is what people would
intimately refer to as “ABC,” short for “American born Chinese.” He finally found interest to
learn the language after he began to learn to paint with ink and brush before college. With many
years of experience studying traditional Chinese art, and learning with teachers who painted
orthodox ink painting and modern ink painting, he embodies a hybrid of traditional and modern
ink ideologies through his interdisciplinary trainings. This embodiment of rich learnings are
casted back into his visual works.
When Chang receives the work in his New Jersey studio, he takes the baton to finish the
rest of the piece. The rest of the image is a work of Chang’s imagination of the landscape. He
reproduce a new landscape by piecing together memories of fragmented landscapes from many
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of the paintings of his predecessors that he has seen in the past. The new landscape is both
familiar and new. As opposed to Cherney who chops away most of the landscape through his
lens, and crops the rest of his photo, Chang’s process is additive. He begins to expand from what
was given to him on the xuan paper using his brush and ink. Sometimes he paints inside
Cherney’s photograph, entering his space and then spawls out of the edges of the excerpt to the
rest of the xuan paper. Chang skillfully applies traditional shuimo painting techniques, especially
the cunfa, a brushwork technique to create lines and shades that form the hard and edgy textures
on natural materials like rocks and tree trucks. The work is finished when Chang feels like he has
created a complete composition that has allowed for his ink addition to merge harmoniously with
the photograph taken and printed by Cherney.
As both artists have multiple dimensions to their identities, their affinity with ink has
given their works myriad interpretations in the concepts of identity and diaspora. The Latin root
for the word “identity” is identitas and it can be defined by two concepts: absolute sameness, and
the presumption of lasting distinctiveness.6 So people can be identified by the same shared
characteristics such as cultural code but identified as for anything that make individuals different
from the rest. Therefore, the identity of a person comprises both sharing sameness with others
and being different from others. As defined by Stuart Hall, the cultural theorist, cultural identity
can be conceptualized in two ways, one is the essentialist identity. The essentialist identity
explains that the individual has a “true self,” the self that shares a common cultural code and
ancestry. And within the “true self” is the “authentic selves,” the selves that are “beneath the
shifting divisions and vicissitudes of [their] actual history”7 When Chang became interested in
Chinese paintings in his teenage years, he learned to write Chinese calligraphy and speak
Chinese alongside his practice of Chinese paintings. As a diaspora who has lost the connection to
the culture of China due to his family’s migration to America, Chang has rediscovered his “true”
self which he has not experienced because he has lived only in his “authentic” selves. Similarly,
Cherney rediscovers another “true self” when he actively participates in his imagined
community, a community that is not defined by geographical boarders nor ancestry lineage, but
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of commonalities.8 For the artists, shuimo painting is a process of rediscovery of their true
identities, it is “an act of imaginary reunification” because the reunification is the rediscovery of
a self that they were both unfamiliar with, and had to learn to accept those identities as selves.9
As explained by Xie, “… [Stuart] Hall still argued that, cultural identity was a matter of
‘becoming’ as well as ‘being’. Instead of being fixed in the memory of the past, identities comes
from transformation… it reminds us that what we share is precisely the experience of a profound
discontinuity. Difference, therefore, persists in and alongside continuity…”10 According to Xie,
cultural identity is a process of being and becoming, and can be interpreted as time, sameness,
and differences are intersecting dimensions that move together. Furthermore, cultural identity
carries identities of the past which are located in the memory and continuously transforms into
another identity through time, which has actually disassociated the identity of the past. The idea
that identity is a process of being and becoming is also apparent in both artists. Both Cherney
and Chang have become a part of the Chinese history in the participation of their artistic practice.
For Cherney, it is the journeys he trekks and the landscapes he sees that are seen by the others
before him. For Chang, it is the ink and brushes he traces on xuan paper, which are the
techniques invented and developed by the ink masters before him. And as they have become a
part of that shared history in the culture, their practices continue for the next generations. For
Cherney and Chang, this affinity with ink paved a path for their process of “being” and
“becoming.”11
The works by the two artists are contemporary art, in the sense that they were produced
within the present time. But the ink affinity works, like identity and diaspora, are not stationary
in time. In a remark regarding the inheritance of mastery in ink painting skills from predecessors,
Chang writes, “even the traditional notation for dates… combines a series of ten ‘stem’ with
twelve ‘branch’ characters in an endless sequence of sixty-year cycles… progress is not seen
merely as a march into the future but as an ongoing continuum in which past, present and future
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co-exist in harmony.”12 Arguably, the works are also thousands of years old. Cherney has trekked
many thousand-year-old mountain paths, the paths walked by generations of Chinese people
before him.13 His photos of those mountain landscapes capture not only the view in present time,
but also the same view seen by all those before him. Therefore, he is time-traveling, leaping into
the past in frames of memories. Cherney rediscovers landscapes once immortalized in the
shuimo paintings of old masters, forgotten in the seams of the developing cities of China. It can
be said that Chang has a similar experience. His shuimo techniques are passed down from
generations of practice from masters and students. To rediscover the ink painting techniques is to
relive the poetic and philosophical moments of his predecessors during the painting process. For
both artists, their artistic practices are process of rediscovery and inheritance of legacy.
Of the 25 works in the exhibition, one of which is Salt Lattice (Fig. 1, 2018). Salt Lattice
is special from other works Cherney and Chang have created. In this work, Cherney’s
photographic excerpt is not in the center as per usual, but woven within Chang’s ink work. The
interchanging format from photograph to ink to photograph to ink and so on, gives the two
medium a more equal dispersion of space. The choice to remove the photographic excerpt from
the center is a reflection of the modern life style which is in part about the resistance to
traditional order. In a historical lens, modernity marks the transition from the traditional.14 It also
marks deterritorialization and the dismantlization of the central power. As society becomes more
modernized, the power dynamic shifts as well. Before modernization, people were mostly
farmers and would have more than a couple of children to ensure higher probability that more
children that can survive until adulthood. During this time, individual identity was not of concern
at all. A person was identified politically such as the nation-state of origin during times of
frequent wars. Then a person was identified socially, classified through the relationship between
others in the social circle. This pattern of identification mirrors the power dynamic before
modernization. The nation-state controls the power, and as the government become less visible in
the daily life, the power was within society and community, followed by family. It is when
urbanization became a social phenomenon and nation-states continued to globalize and
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deterritorialize, that in post-modernity, a person is not just identified politically by his/her
nationality, nor socially by their culture nor family. In post-modernity, the identity encompasses
all of such within the individual.
From afar, Salt Lattice resembles a world map, the way large masses are connected on a
plane. These masses are like the unification of the ruptures and discontinued parts which make
up an identity.15 Chang’s cunfa is an expression of the ideas of ruptures and discontinuities. His
strokes dances across the paper, sometimes in light dapples, sometimes in sharp turns. His brush
sometimes move continuously, sometimes in midair, creating pauses to the lines. The unification
of the fragments is an “imaginary coherence,” that sometimes experiences contradictions and
interruptions, but the selves must put together the dispersal of fragmented experiences to which
constructs the identity.16
Another notion of diaspora which can be interpreted from this work is hybridization, the
intersection of multiple cultures. The ink affinity works are a product of old and new identities.17
Both artists experience the hybrid lifestyle of living simultaneously as American and Chinese.
Their works are also hybrids in many ways. In medium, it is a fusion of photography and ink, a
modern tool, and a traditional material. Additionally, the photography has been applied through
machinery, a printer which is able to transfer the desired image onto the xuan paper
mechanically. On the other hand, ink was applied manually by Chang for each stroke. However
they both share a sense of uncontrolled possibility of errors. When printing a photography,
Cherney loses control in the printing process. He can anticipate the grainy effects but may not be
able to predict mishaps of ink blotches because the printer is doing the job of transferring that
image onto xuan paper. Chang, although have had years of ink painting experience, is a human
after all and may make mistakes in brushstrokes or ink hues. But mistakes, ruptures,
discontinuities are part of the process and the completion of the work. Like life, there are no
undo’s, we must work with what we have.
The works themselves are not just the product of diaspora artists, but are diasporas in of
themselves due to their physical dislocation of their Beijing origin and relocation in New Jersey.
This interpretation can be supported by the reference of “travelling cultures” coined by James
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Clifford.18 In between the concept of hybridity and diaspora, the travelling cultures is “dwelling
in a nation-state in a physical sense, but travelling in an astral or spiritual sense that falls outside
the nation-state’s space/time zone.” Chang, who has resided in the East Coast of United States
for his whole life, is able to have the cultural identity as a Chinese because he has transcended
across the geographical boarders and time through his brush works, in which is the same
technique that has been used and passed down by generations of Chinese shuimo masters. In
painting, Chang travels outside United States in imagination and places himself in historical
landscapes that Cherney has traveled. He then reproduces that landscape on to the xuan paper,
bring the landscape to America, where then the landscape is situated in the contemporary time
zone. Salt Lattice has allowed for various interpretations that are explored beyond physical
geographic boarders and present time zones. It is a perfect example of interpreting the global
scale of understanding identity and diaspora.
Another exhibited work is the Scholartree (Fig 2. 2019), a work that mirrors the
complexity and intricacies of understanding identity and diaspora through Cherney and Chang’s
ink affinity. As opposed to reading Cherney’s circular excerpt at the center as a contradicting
idea of decentralization in the previous work, this focal point can be understood as people’s
identities. The identity of an individual is the anchor of a person.19 It is the reason for everything
else the person does, therefore identity becomes an emitting force which directs one’s actions
and speech, creating the perception of the person. The idea of emitting force is demonstrated by
the branches that can be read as expanding from the focal point in various directions. This central
point is a place to depart from. And vice-versa, different life experiences in an individual’s
environment come together and mold the identity of a person continuously. In a sense, the focal
point simultaneously absorbs experiences the way roots absorb the nutrients in the soil to make
the self stronger. Therefore, this central point is also a place to come to.
In the discussion of diaspora, scholars Guattari and Deleuze have developed a similar
metaphor to which they called “rhizome.” This metaphor accurately describes the way forming
an identity is a growth which happens in all directions, spreading from different nodes.20 This
process, like the life of a person, if full of twists and turns of events. Such system of molding
identities is similar for everyone, yet imperfect, just like the center of the Scholartree is not a
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perfectly round circle. The center holds the core values of a person, and is an important place
that a person has to refer back to because the past, present and future selves all coexist in this
anchoring center.
The concept of hybridity is the synthesis of cultures. The collaboration of Cherney and
Chang, is the synthesis of an unlikely pairing. Although the two grew up with very different
childhood experiences and worked with different materials, creating the work becomes the
lineage they share together. The collaboration is the unification of the two mediums,
photography and painting, but also the intertwining of their lives. Chang, who paints both inside
and outside the boarder of Cherney’s photographic excerpt, is symbolic of the way Chang has
become a part of Cherney’s life experiences.
The affinity of ink reflects the complexity of the artists shuimo works. The interpretations
are as big as on a global scale, and as small as self references. Arnold Chang comments on his
collaboration with Michael Cherney, “...the thing we have most in common with photography
and with ink painting is grayness. Nothing is black and white. It’s all just a range of subtle
nuances of gray, just like life.”21 Demonstrated by Salt Lattice and Scholartree, the black and
white are actually a mix of both which create the darkest and lightest grays. The intensity of
colors is affected by the interaction of the combination of other shades. Modernity has globalized
many aspects of society, we become global citizens and everyone is made of some of the darkest
grays and the palest grays. In our travelling identities, many of us have experienced a
discontinuity from our original place but the dislocation is only a continuation of our identities.
While boarders are crossed, lines are blurred, and it is more possible to transcend into different
spaces and times. The intersections of boundaries make our personalities and identities more and
more undefinable but ultimately, it is not a matter of defining each of ourselves, but a matter of
embracing all of ourselves.
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