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When I first encountered Michael Cherney’s art I felt both surprise and pride. What
surprised me was that Michael, an artist who has grown up in the United States, could
penetrate to the essence of traditional Chinese art to the point where he has been able
to blend its spirit and materials with new ideas and sentiments to create a new artistic
form that is both at variance and in harmony with Chinese tradition. My feelings of pride
stemmed from the vitality of Chinese art, which possesses such an extraordinary ability to
adapt and regenerate over countless generations; the key is to have artists who understand
the value of this vitality, and who both dare to and have the talent to utilize it. Michael is
steeped in the Chinese artistic tradition, yet he is not constrained by set rules. His acute
sense of discernment enables him to choose elements from traditional Chinese art that are
suitable for his ideas and combine various media and methods to form bold experiments
that express his impressions of life. Michael’s art is a fusion of both traditional and modern,
Eastern and Western; nonetheless, the work is in essence a manifestation of traditional
Chinese art. He is a truly imaginative and creative artist; these skills should serve him well
during future exploration.

Michaels achievements thus far are impressive; we wish him even greater success down

the road.

Shao Dazhen
Professor, Central Academy of Art; Director, Chinese Artist Association Theory Committee
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Foreword

by Britta Erickson

e live in an age of short attention spans and rushed days. Sound bites replace

news; fast food replaces leisurely meals; e-mail replaces letter-writing and

telephone conversations. Frenetic activity seems an end in itself, ironically
resulting in less time and patience for the new, unless it be sensational or bombastic or
readily accessible. The artist Michael Cherney has turned away from this mind-set. He
examines minutiae for meaning, and expresses that meaning in labor-intensive works of
art that require the audience to stop, look, and think.

In searching for meaning in minutiae, Cherney is following a practice described by the
British poet and artist William Blake (1757-1827):

To see a world in a grain of sand

And a heaven in a wild flower,

Hold infinity in the palm of your hand
And eternity in an hour.

While Blake drew a sense of the vast universe from an examination of nature’s smallest
components, Cherney looks at cultural fragments to extrapolate larger cultural meaning.
For his Passages of Bronze and Stone, Cherney pored over rubbings of inscriptions on Shang
and Zhou period vessels and stelae to extract details expressive of an aesthetic wholeness.
He then translated these details into seals, to be reproduced as a book of seal imprints, so
that others can readily appreciate the form and beauty of the selected details. In a way,
we can think of the selected details as an unorthodox kind of objet trouvé — while not a
physical object, nevertheless a found form to be employed in a work of art.

A second work by Cherney, Shadows of Ancient Peng, shows the extreme to which an
appreciation of detail can be taken, featuring very small details of rubbings of ancient
carvings enlarged to the point of abstraction. The resulting images are reminiscent of
splashed ink landscape paintings, and also call to mind the eleventh century master Guo
Xi’s “shadow walls.” Guo Xij is said to have based landscape paintings on the irregular
convexities and concavities of a roughly plastered wall:> there is a history in Chinese art
of basing a work of art on chance-created forms. Shadows of Ancient Peng belongs to this
tradition, as does Passages of Bronze and Stone, albeit in a less obvious fashion.

All the works in this exhibition involve fresh visions of the familiar. While some look to
detail for meaning, others create meaning from a novel vantage: works in the Bounded
by Mountains series each are based on a narrow slice of a photograph. The Northern
Song Spirit Road, from this series, depicts a set of statues lining a road from two distinct
perspectives.

The kinds of words we can use to describe the mechanisms of meaning in Cherney’s
works remind of us of the close ties between seeing, thinking, and connecting to the
larger world; and they relate also to the processes of photography: The focus of the work,
a fresh vision of the world, the perception of a grand aesthetic, and so on. Through his
camera, Michael Cherney shares with us an alternative window on the world, hinting at
the rewards resulting from close and thoughtful scrutiny of the visual realm.

1 “Auguries of Innocence.”
> Deng Qun, Huaji [“Painting” Continued], Book g (ca. 1167), in Early Chinese Texts on
Painting, Susan Bush and Hsio-yen Shih (Cambridge, Mass.. Harvard University Press,

1985), p. 122.
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Replicas of Replicas, Games about Games

by Yin Jinan

ichael Cherney’s work serves as a kind of art specimen: an integration of the
external mounting form of a traditional Chinese book or calligraphy and painting
album with an internal language of art that lies between the concrete and the
abstract. Actually, breathing within the work is also a kind of subjective art approach that
flows between clarity and elusiveness; this is what I consider to be of greater importance.

Michael’s approach to art is a bit complicated, situated in a conceptual tension. I do not
want to merely state whether or not he respects or betrays Chinese cultural tradition; this
type of discussion sidesteps the core issue. His affinity for and appreciation of Chinese
traditional mounting form is as exquisite as his affinity for and appreciation of China’s classic
steles, historic sites, sacred mountains, painting and calligraphy; both are quite obvious.
To imitate, to portray, to make rubbings of traditional classic images and relics, are all
means of showing respect; even today these actions are still considered very traditional.
However, this is only one tendency in Michaels approach to art.

Whether past or present, paintings, rubbings or photographs, in contrast to nature, are not
“genuine items.” They are in a sense only “replicas;” the truth they portray is the spirit of
the artist. To continuously enlarge or abstract the so-called replica leads to the emergence
of a “replica of a replica.” In the process, “losing the original,” as opposed to “imitating
the original,” is effectively utilized and emphasized. Highlighting the artist’s individual
subjectivity and creativity through the process of “losing the original” is referred to as “free
copy” (vi lin &E&) in Ming and Qing dynasty literati painting; a playful approach (literati
ink-play) that is given free reign to reach its full potential via the artist’s unrestrained
actions.

Michael’s specific characteristics lie in his taking the playful approach of the traditional
Chinese literati and the rules of these games that they play, along with classic images and
relics, and entering into a new round of games with them. I call this “games about games
of classic culture,” within which elements of pastiche and deconstruction can be found.
This clearly is no longer the traditional model of “I make commentary on the six classics
in search of their true meaning, I use the six classics as commentary on my own views;”
rather, it is the contemporary model of “the classics play with me and I play with the
classics.”

Therefore, Michael Cherney’s works of art are replicas of replicas of Chinese classic culture,
and games about games.

Yin Jinan (1958-), Professor of Art History, Dean of the Department of Art History, and
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Dean of the College of Humanities at China’s Central Academy of Fine Art. Professor of
graduate studies in Authentication of Calligraphy and Painting, China State Cultural Relics
Bureau. Regular columnist for Dushu magazine. Scholar of Chinese classical art history,
authentication of calligraphy and painting, and critical studies of contemporary art. Major
publications: Duzi koumen — jinguan zhongguo dangdai zhuliu yishu [Knocking on the
Door Alone — a Close Look at Chinese Contemporary Mainstream Art] (Beijing: Sanlian,
1993); Houniang zhuyi — jinguan zhongguo dangdai wenhua he meishu [Post-Motherism /
Stepmotherism — a Close Look at Contemporary Chinese Culture and Art] (Beijing: Sanlian,
2002).
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Thin Slices: Michael Cherney’s Images of China

by Hui-shu Lee

“... the truth is ... thin slicing often delivers a better answer than more
deliberate and exhaustive ways of thinking ...”

“When our unconscious engages in thin-slicing, what we are doing is an
automated, accelerated unconscious version of ...”

author Malcolm Gladwell are excerpts from his book Blink: the Power of Thinking

without Thinking, which explores the human mind through modern science and
social psychology. Gladwell’s explication of “the theory of thin slices” precisely describes
the essence of Michael Cherney’s creation, the Bounded by Mountains series; it also reflects
the Chinese aesthetics of “seeing the grand within the small.”’

T he above quotations on “the theory of thin slices” by New York Times best-selling

Memories of my first meeting with Michael Cherney are still quite vivid. It was as if he
were a reflection of the subject matter in his long, narrow Bounded by Mountains album
that he first shared with me: the footsteps and outline of a solitary walker, seen from
behind, opening up into our chance encounter (album V7).

It was an autumn afternoon in sunny Los Angeles several years ago. I had only recently
begun my teaching work at UCLA when this young man made an appointment to visit
me in my office and share his work. My first suspicion was that this would be yet another
distraction coming through the door of a professor of art history at a renowned university.
I grudgingly prepared to receive the guest, to give a cursory glance. 'Who would have
imagined that the fascination that began on that day continues still.

Just like the solitary walker captured in his V7 album, Michael also carried a green, Chinese
canvas bag. From within it this slender and gentle man carefully removed a traditional
Chinese accordion-fold album, and calmly began page by page to reveal the contents
before me. My eyes lit up with the rhythm of the unfolding imagery and I thought:
“This Westerner has got something here.” I made a call to invite my colleague in ancient
Chinese art and archaeology, Professor Lothar van Falkenhausen, to come over to look at
his work together. Immediately upon seeing the work Lothar began to praise it profusely,
describing it as “extraordinary.”

I recall that the initial reason for Michael’s visit was to ask my advice on whether or not
and how he might incorporate calligraphy in his work. He delighted in talking about
his studies in calligraphy and seal carving. At that time the album he showed was not
yet in the final form it would take in the Bounded by Mountains series, but one could
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already see its fundamental potential; I therefore advised that although it was certainly
helpful to learn calligraphy and seal carving, it was not necessary to add calligraphy to the
work, let alone to add seals. Given that the work already possessed tremendous evoking
richness, calligraphy or seals would be superfluous. More importantly, the work possessed
a modern sense of abstraction and elusiveness which should not be violated. At the time
I was not sure if he took these frank suggestions to heart. However in visits to follow,
Michael’s surprisingly quick progress earned my newfound respect; his work evolved piece
by piece, each living up to the promise offered by the first “blink.”

Album V7 still remains fresh in my memory for a couple of reasons. First is the
autobiographical nature of the subject matter, deeply reflecting the artist’s heart and mind.
In particular is his experience of “rebirth,” having overcome a life-threatening struggle
with cancer at a young age. The solitary young man striding confidently forward is perhaps
an unintentional metaphor, yet one that is uncontrived and valid nonetheless. Second is
the creative format of Michaels work and the aesthetic experience that it evokes. As an
example, allow me to return to my first experience with album V7. When the work
was revealed page by page before me, my eyes immediately focused on the long, narrow
composition; as the image rhythmically emerged like an animated picture, my pupils
drifted about, zooming in and out of focus. At first it seemed hard to find a focal point;
grayness and mottled imagery dominated my vision. Then objects began to take shape;
upon discerning the walking feet I understood the gray to be the ground. I then made
out a package, a canvas bag, a back and a head, eventually revealing the entire rear view
of a figure and buildings in the mid-ground, with the scene fading out in to the high trees
and electric lines above, gradually disappearing in to the endless void behind the branches.
These sequentially superimposed images give the viewer an extraordinary three- and four-
dimensional viewing experience. There is both expectation and surprise. One cannot
help but linger over the enchanting and thought-provoking imagery.

The subject matter for album V7 as well as for all of the other albums that make up
Michael’s Bounded by Mountains series is drawn from the photographs he has taken during
his travelsin China. However, what separates them from other, more common photographic
work is that each album contains only one thin slice of one single photograph. After
digital conversion, extreme enlargement and compositional slicing, the images are printed
page by page on to xuan paper and mounted to form a traditional Chinese accordion
style album. Michael clearly describes this in his own introduction to the Bounded by
Mountains series:

Each album describes one enlarged slice of a single 33mm frame of film. The
individual pages bring distinctiveness to various aspects of the panorama.
When traveling among the mountain pages, one can get lost in detail. Rising
above the peaks hints at something larger:.

These methods of production and mounting remind me of the Book from the Sky and its
creator, Xu Bing’ Michael is an acquaintance of Xu Bing, and admires him greatly; thus

Michaels use of an arcane album form to “make new wine using an old method” might
have been inspired in part by Xu Bing’s work. Both artists also share a common trait: the
meticulousness and deliberation that they apply to the creative process and to the overall
presentation of their work can be likened to the concentrated rigor of the ascetic monk.
Xu Bing's Book from the Sky was meticulously carved and printed block by block; Michael
Cherney’s Bounded by Mountains collection was edited strip by strip and printed page
by page with painstaking effort. Although this kind of creation and workmanship show
the inventiveness of the artist, the actual theory and process are not all that complicated.
The key is having that special eye for composing and editing those strips of images which,
whether vertical or horizontal, will look simple and spontaneous yet also alluring. I think
this trait might be attributed in part to the deep influence of his family, inherited from
Michael’s renowned grandfather whose creative spirit made an impact on the history
of photography. More importantly are the experiences that have come about through
Michaels years as a “son-in-law of China,” receptively immersed in Chinese sensibilities,
surroundings and culture!*

Michael’s works travel horizontally and vertically through Chinese time and space, from
the rivers, monks and nomads of the Tibetan plateau (H2, H4, Hs, and H8) to a woodcutter
crossing a rope bridge in Sichuan (Vg) to the grandeur of Mt. Hua in Shaanxi (T1 through
Ts); from the “Buried Crane Inscription” of ancient times (Y1) to the tender Buddha faces
of the medieval grottoes of Dazu (H3) to the solemn Northern Song Spirit Road (S1 and
S2) to the ephemeral images of a transforming contemporary China. He is like a pilgrim,
paying homage time and again, absorbing, extracting, and creating sporadic blinks and
fragmentary truths in the kaleidoscopic space-time of China.

For a Chinese art historian, both the distinctive “sliced imagery” and format of Michael
Cherney’s art are classical and modern at the same time. The imagery (or segments, or
excerpts) resulting from the enlargement of slices shifts between the abstract and the
concrete. The work thus possesses breathtaking charm, and offers limitless imaginary
space for the viewer. Especially the field of vision, alternately expanding and congealing as
if seen through lenses of shifting focal lengths, becomes at once micro- and macrocosmic.
This is what I refer to as the aesthetic experience derived from “the power of thin slicing,”
as well as the essence of “seeing grandeur within the small” in traditional Chinese aesthetics.
The only difference is that whereas traditionally in China “seeing the grand within the
small” was associated with landscape painting, the subject matter of Michael Cherney’s
work is all encompassing, including figures and objects as well as scenery. Furthermore,
the presentation of the work either horizontally or vertically via an accordion-fold evokes
a sense of combination and integration of the three basic forms of presentation and
appreciation in traditional Chinese art: the horizontal hanging scroll, the vertical hanging
scroll and the album. A particular work, the Buried Crane Inscription, is presented as a
pair of vertical albums, and is thus a wonderful variation on the traditional calligraphy
couplet. The three albums V4, V5, and V6 can be considered as three distinct albums or
as a series: the long braid, the devotion in prayer, the burning red sticks of incense — each
stirring on their own, yet which together form an exquisite triptych. Upon opening the
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horizontal Spirit Road and Mt. Hua albums, one realizes that the temporal and spatial structure as well as
the aesthetic experience derived from the work is similar to that which one encounters with the classical
landscape scroll. Yet Michaels ingenious editing skills allow the interplay of the varying levels of imagery
— from extreme detail to full frame to full panorama — to shift between tangibility and elusiveness, and
thus bring in a modern sensibility. Let us consider album S2, the imperial tomb statuary of the Northern
Song Spirit Road of Gong county in Henan province, as an example. Stone figures and animals standing

ancient watch over a wild field share alternating distances with the surrounding trees and landscape.
While scanning through this album one’s eyes must constantly adjust their focus, sometimes drawn in
close to individual stone statues, sometimes fading out to the fields and distant wood, intersecting and
elusive, ebbing and flowing from page to page — the epitome of montage in film and surrealism in painting.
In complete tranquility and harmony, all of the elements play together in a symphony of silent poetry.
It rises here and falls there: melodious sound and meaning. Suddenly, near the end of the album, a
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modern motorcyclist bursts on to the scene, breaking the silence, and bringing a dynamic
crescendo to the piece. In this flash of a moment, a dialogue occurs between tradition and
modernity in which they clash, overlap and integrate in front of the eyes of the viewer.

Lastly, let us turn to the captivating images of contemporary China that pass through
Michael’s lens. Perhapsitis because he is a foreign voyager that he naturally poses a detached
and unique aesthetic sense towards China. Or maybe, like the phoenix of Chinese lore
reborn from the ashes with the heavenly eye of enlightenment, Michaels bout with cancer
and confrontation with his own mortality has led to a keen sense of observation which
allows him to not only roam freely in the Chinese landscape and in the time and space of
history, but also to excel at capturing fascinating images of present-day China. From an
old bicycle rider surrounded by vibrant wild flowers in the countryside (H6) to innocent
village boys in a grassy field (H1), from smiling Bodhisattvas (H3), carefree, red-robed
monks (Hy4), a long-braided peasant woman'’s pious offering of incense (V4, Vs, V6), to
the striking wide-angle line of Tibetan faces inside a tent (HS8); in the interplay of shadow
and light there is a sense of loss as well as a sense of worldliness. In the flash of a moment
each slice of imagery is a vivid portrait of China’s boundless diversity. And this colorful
range of humanity, along with the actual mountains and rivers that flow within his lens,
compose the movements of Bounded by Mountains.

And where does the true essence of Bounded by Mountains lie? It can be summed up by
the words of Montaigne that led Michael to the title of Bounded by Mountains:

What of a truth that is bounded by these mountains and is falsehood to the
world that lives beyond?
Michel Eyquem de Montaigne, Essays 2-12

As T write these words I am awakened to the meaning of the poetic lines of Jia Dao
(793-865), who describes the whereabouts of the Daoist master picking herbs: “He is
in these mountains, but the clouds are so thick, who knows where?” Reaching that
moment where words must come to an end, Wang Wei (701-761)’s equally famous lines
flash through my mind:

The river flows out beyond Heaven and Earth,
The color of the mountains, half there, half not there.®

Hui-shu Lee is an art historian specializing in classical Chinese painting with a side interest
in modern and contemporary visual culture. Trained at National Taiwan University and
Yale University, she has worked in the National Palace Museum, Taipei, and taught at the
Hong Kong University of Science and Technology as well as Stanford University before joining
the Art History Department of UCLA in 2000.

1 Malcolm Gladwell, Blink: The Power of Thinking Without Thinking (New York: Little,
Brown & Company, 2005) p. 23, p. 34. See Chapter 1 (pp. 18-47), “The Theory of Thin
Slices.” For the explication of the theory of “seeing the grand within the small,” see Susan
Bush, The Chinese Literati on Painting: Su Shih (1037-1101) to Tung Ch’i-ch’ang (1555-1636)
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1971).

2 See Michael Cherney’s web site: http://www.qiumai.net/scj/indexe.html

3 For Xu Bing’s Book from the Sky, see Britta Erickson, Words Without Meaning, Meaning
Without Words: The Art of Xu Bing (Washington, D.C. and Seattle: A. M. Sackler Gallery
and University of Washington Press, 2001).

4 Michael Cherney’s grandfather, Charles Hoff, was a renowned photographer for the New
York Daily News newspaper. Hoff’s legacy is comprised primarily of sports photography,
the most striking of which are his photographs of boxers. The invention of stroboscopic
and flash lighting by Hoff and his colleagues allowed Hoff to transform portraits of athletes
into radical figure studies. Hoff’s most famous photograph was of the explosion of the
zeppelin Hindenburg at Lakehurst, New Jersey in 1937. Michael Cherney majored in East
Asian studies at university, and over the years has continued intensive study of Chinese
language and culture; his marriage to Chinese-born Dong Huang Cherney makes him a
true son-in-law of China.

5 Jia Dao (793-865), “Searching for, and Not Finding, the Hermit.” See Yu Ding Quan
Tang Shi, Volume 574, p. 22. (Full poem: Beneath the pines I asked the boy, the master’s
gone in search of medicine, he is in these mountains, but the clouds are so thick, who
knows where?)

6 Wang Wei (701-761), “Upon Sailing the Han River.” See Stephen Owen, Traditional
Chinese Poetry and Poetics: Omen of the World (Madison, Wisconsin: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1985s), p. 75.
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Double Aperture: Reframing and Returning

by Leo C. Chen

y first encounter with Michael Cherney’s Bounded by Mountains evokes a sense

of déja-vu about a bygone era. Although I have never seen Cherney’s artwork

before, it is like waking to a recurring dream; a feeling akin to familiar lovers
reuniting after a long separation. I am carried away by the unfolding images, peripatetically,
leaf by leaf, across the xuan paper photographs; scenes so distant yet so close, figures at once
clear and indistinguishable. Folded layers of Mount Hua’s peaks clad in emerald shades
both conceal and reflect each other. The desolate, Song dynasty spirit road to another
world, interspersed with a series of bending visions and unexpectedly arresting revisions.
The scenes change focus seamlessly, like peeking and walking through mountain views;
visions coming into sight, now appearing behind, now reappearing in front, something
else always ready to take hold of your gaze. From within this so very familiar yet still
unacquainted imagery from a categorical visual journey in China, it is as if being drawn
into poetic scenes of an ancient era and ages past: whether populated by ancient paths,
herds of horses standing hunched in the snow, or an eternal sun perched on the river bank,
flanked by the trees of the Yangtze.

Just when one is considering how these lines and blocks of color constitute meaningful
imagery, wandering and wondering between the figural and the abstract, suddenly one
is seized by a feeling of loss, a pang of melancholy. This feeling, although difficult to
articulate or express, can not be relinquished. It is neither nostalgia nor remembering the
past, but rather a resumption of memory after a long absence.

Looking back again, anew: sprouting yellow vegetable flowers bloom across fields, covering
ditches and patches in every direction; pothi books of Sanskrit scripture wrapped by an
intertwining haze of wish-filled incense and rising smoke; a lone woodcutting woman
treads upon the steps of a plank bridge, heading skyward; wide open eyes and smiles
dimple across the ruddy sun-baked faces of Tibetans of the high plateau; traces of wind
blown strings of pitch-dark hair that slowly band into an undulating braid; the archaic
smiles of gargantuan, stone-cliff Bodhisattvas shatter the space with silence; one pilgrim,
two hands in air, three kneelings to earth, four limbs prostrated on the ground; ashes to
ashes, earth to earth, the brilliantly faded thankga slowly swallowed by the flames of faith;
bodies and earth, all shapes disappear into a chaotic blur, yet crystallize memories of what
is to come.

Looking out from behind the viewfinder, a very thin cut into the world, the vision expands
and stretches out exponentially beyond the frame: herds of sheep and cattle line the
horizontal plain under Sky Mountain, with the shepherd standing perpendicularly to his
flock against the wind of the freezing northern grasslands beyond the Great Wall. As the
ancient poem so vividly describes, “The wind lowers the grass thus revealing cow and

sheep.” Does not this album reveal precisely such a scene? Ut pictura poesis, a perfect
match between poetry and picture, even to the lingering fragrance of the xuan paper’s
photographic “hay.”

And lest we forget the legendary Buried Crane Inscription of the Six Dynasties, exuding
magnificence from the lingering strokes of dripping stone ink. So intimately close; such
enchanting beauty. To move oneself along with the calligraphy and within the strokes is to
observe the carvings while held in detail, to travel with those stele into history. Cherney’s
artworks are difficult to put down. His imagery resurfaces over and again, blending his
landscapes within my mindscape. It has been many years since I have experienced such
feelings of losing oneself in a work of art, returning to a “degree zero” of graphing, writing
and emoting. From this void many complex emotions — and riddles — arise; thoughts are
rekindled and reconvene; I have set my first eyes upon Cherney’s Bounded by Mountains,
here and now, an old acquaintance with a new friend.

Buried Crane Singing: from the Representation of Words in the Buried Crane Inscription
to the Entrapment and Limitation of Words and Writing

Lets begin with an initial clarification: Bounded by Mountains is a series of handmade
books of photographs. Each book differs from the others in terms of its graphic images,
size and materiality, as well as the variety of the content it contains. Each book has its own
character, a particularly remarkable treasure in an age of mechanical reproduction defined
by a commercialized culture of rampant copy and multiplication. Of special interest is
the traditional sutra-binding mounting technique. It takes us immediately back to an age
when both the content of scripture and the form of pothi palm leaves in Buddhist texts
were translated from Sanskrit and integrated into Chinese culture.

Yet Bounded by Mountains is also a photo album within the context of modernization,
a formal genre and textual category of cultural imperialism: one of the representative
objects of Western modernization which bears witness to the traumatic, ruinous images
of the Western gaze upon China, and which bears the collective mentality of the Western
hunters’ persistent acts of unquenchable thirst for exotica that was and still is “the Oriental”
(i.e. the photos by British photographer Felix Beato — the only surviving record of the
Yuan Ming Yuan, which was destroyed in 1860 during the second Opium War — and John
Thomson’s travelogue photographs documenting the scenery and landscape as well as the
flora and fauna of pre-modern China).

In an age of disappearing boundaries between nations and cultures, one might argue
that Cherney’s art reworks and subverts Orientalism from both within and without via
a further integration of artistry, aesthetics and above all, instrumentality. Cherney first
photographs the everyday lives of people and nature in China, and then selectively “re-
photographs” his photographs. These selections are then converted from film to digital
form for enlargement; the resulting graphics are then printed via the semi-mechanical
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process of computer printer cooperating with xuan paper. As a final touch, traditional
Chinese chin collé mounting has been added. The end result achieves a sense of harmonious
equilibrium which combines anachronistic traditions and practices in time with differing
medium specificity in space.

One of the possible explanations for the perplexing enchantment of Bounded by Mountains
is the holistic sense of transformation brought about through the work, encompassing
both the past and the present, East and West. For readers immersed in Chinese culture,
Bounded by Mountains strikes a special chord due to its shared aesthetic with the traditional
Chinese art forms of book and landscape painting. Aside from this, the Chinese obsession
with words (a crucial point further discussed below), interest in history, and fetishism
with objects all manifest in Cherney’s “renovative” art as well.

Of the works in the Bounded by Mountains series, the reframing and enlargement of the
Buried Crane Inscription stands out as one of the most captivating. The imagined mimetic
journey in the calligraphic landscape follows the gentle brush lines of soft animal hair as
they carve through coarse rock like oars through water, leaving graphic patterns without
traces, or leaving traces without revealing the process of writing. The enhanced proximity
through this re-envisioning of Chinese writing fulfills an “en-scripting” desire for the
enactment and embodiment of literacy that is enormously satisfying.

The various representations of words, as well as the endless transformation of writing, has
always been a fundamental concern within Chinese culture. As noted by Qian Cunxun
in “Written on Bamboo and Silk,” the history of inscription is an important subject in the
study of the development of Chinese books." Ancient classics were often inscribed onto
objects of metal and stone; the inscriptions were then transcribed and referred to in later
literature and books. The perplexing enchantment of the Buried Crane Inscription can
also be traced back to the philosophical attitude and cosmic conception towards words,
the relationship between human subjectivity and Nature, and the roles played by words
in mediating between the human world with the natural world: words are the keys to
Chinese cosmology. Ever since the Shang dynasty, when inscriptions were made on shell
and bone, words have been designated the role of serving as a channel through which
the Chinese people communicate with the natural world. Later development of the
same attitude can be seen in countless cliff carvings, stele and monuments as a means of
achieving immortality through writing, as well as in the belief that words in the writing
of history have a permanent and supernatural effect not unlike cosmological forces (e.g.
Confucius’ Spring and Autumn Annals “stirring the gods and spirits,” or Li Bais famous
quotation, “Nature provides me with literary expression.”) Not only does Nature provide
inspiration, but the sky, earth, mountains and rivers can all be considered as paper, as a
medium for writing.

The Chinese people’s conception of the use of words as an agent for communicating
with nature (bridging human subjectivity and nature’s subjectivity) is embedded in the
system of thought and philosophy. It is precisely because of the immense power of the

written word that there have been many historical incidents owing to the entrapment
and limitation of words. The imprisonment of writers due to a distorted, exaggerated,
or misdirected interpretation of the written or spoken word is a common phenomenon
throughout Chinese history. At its worst, there has been what might be called the “lust
for words,” expressed through hieroglyph-mania, over-interpretation, farcical writings and
pedantic investment in the abstraction of words. Most common is the misuse of exegesis
to re-interpret historical documents in various disciplines and discourses for assorted
political purposes.

It is by no means a small number of people who are obsessed with words, either admittedly
or subconsciously; those who enjoy a spiritual belonging to the China of old find themselves
easily (and happily) entranced. Starting in the mid-1980s, a generation of contemporary
Chinese artists who had endured the purgatory of words exemplified by the Cultural
Revolution developed a unique sensibility and teratogenic reaction towards the written
word. Adding fuel to the fire, art critics, exhibition curators and art professionals joined
forces to celebrate such a re-treatment of words with almost clinical interest. It has been
quite interesting to observe the “word fever” in which any contemporary Chinese artworks
seem to attract more attention from both Western as well as Chinese art circles as long
as they share a connection with Chinese words or writing. Notable examples include
Xu Bing and Gu Wenda. The invested interest in words from both Eastern and Western
perspectives reconfirmed an accumulated engagement with words stemming from a long
historical tradition. Even the father of deconstruction, Jacque Derrida, showed great
interest in the works of Xu Bing. Their different subversions shared concerns towards
the sovereignty of logocentrism. Their admiration for each other was not only mutual
but also quite contagious, and further indicates the impasse we have reached due to the
obsession with words.?

Bounded By Mountains logically led Cherney to further contemplate the graphic dimension
of words as well as explore the extension of written text into visual art; the result is
Passages of Bronze and Stone. A book which consists of a series of impressions of seals,
Passages of Bronze and Stone evokes the aesthetic pleasure of the culture of yin (seals),
in which the structural graphic connection between words in their various forms and
contextual materiality present a new pattern of visual thinking. In so doing, thought
is revealed through the random combination of style and script among the seals, and
the random assemblage of seal inscriptions and rubbings. However, Cherney’s pursuit of
written forms and the integration or transformation present in his art clearly differs from
many other contemporary Chinese artists.

In terms of the reworking of words, the strong sense of “purposeful meaninglessness”
in Xu Bing’s “unintelligible words” can be taken as a subversion of Chinese words, as a
reflection on the limitation and entrapment of words. Historical contextualization can
relate certain extra-textual information and inner motivation within the art of Xu Bing,
but the most obvious reading reveals Xu Bing’s nonsense words as a challenge to a tradition
of writing and the authoritative culture behind it. Xu Bings work is also a statement of an
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anti-hermeneutic and anti-exegetic nature, against the tyranny of meaning and authority
of interpretation; but Xu Bing’s anti-text appeals predominantly through our intellectual
rather than aesthetic faculties. His subversion of aesthetics not only resonates with Derrida’s
logocentrism, but also reverberates with Kant’s aesthetics of purposeful purposelessness.
While this cross-cultural and diachronically shared aesthetic concept is a pleasant example
of an ironically “meaningful” communication between East and West, it also provoked
a series of bemusements ( i.e. why does Western interest seem to have surpassed local
reaction in China?). More importantly, “word fever” should prompt a reexamination of
the current state of contemporary art practice and criticism, where aesthetics have been
cast aside and “concept” reigns supreme.

In essence, the deconstructive works of contemporary Chinese artists such as Xu Bing
tend to emphasize the eventfulness of performance and the process of art making. The
finished “artworks” are merely traces and remains of a conceptual work. For example, Gu
Wenda’s adding layers to his re-writing of the Big Character Poster served as a return to past
events, and Xu Bing’s “Book from the Sky” served as a deconstructive rearrangement of an
entire writing system. The true spirit of these works resides mainly within the process
of the creation, rather than the staging or display of them. While the disintegration of
artworks and the complete deconstruction of the object were successful activities within
modern and postmodern art practice, the capacity to construct after the deconstruction
of a former generation of art is also essential within the art world. The perplexity of
the language of post-structuralism and post-modernism (along with the rest of the “post”
discourses) and a crisis in art creation and criticism have come about due to a neglect of the
fact that any building or rebuilding of the subject also requires a rather stable and distinct
object. Following the complete deconstruction of the subject throughout most of the last
century, the object was also consequently deconstructed. The complete deconstruction of
the object then led to the inability to reconstruct the subject across time. Hence scholars
and artists are often at a loss.

Cherney’s artwork clearly persists as an object, and in turn the “object-hood” retains its
corresponding subjectivity. Although Cherney’s artworks are still operating within the
framework of contemporary art making, as evidenced by his utilization of repetition and
“chance-created forms,” the materiality and “object-hood” are fore-grounded in his works
and the essentialization of the characteristics of the object is retained. There is a strong sense
of play in Cherney’s works, which helps transform them into objects for connoisseurship.
That, perhaps, is one of the major reasons why his works are so appealing.

Photograph | Subject Agency | Optical Consciousness

One can appreciate Cherney’s inquiry into the various possible visual forms of the Chinese
written word through such works as the Buried Crane Inscription and Passages of Bronze
and Stone, but Bounded by Mountains is first and foremost a series of photographic art
books. The allure of the photographic images in Bounded by Mountains resides in the

particular way in which they are presented visually.

Cherney began his artistic pursuits as a photographer. He is also the US manager of the
Imaginechina photo agency. Photographic sensibilities run deep in his family, passed on
from his renowned grandfather. Yet many years of exposure to Chinese culture have
enriched this artistic aptitude and intuitive sensitivity. Just as all innovative works come
from intuition resulting from accumulated practices and learning, Cherney’s Bounded
by Mountains was born from the accumulation of many years of photographing China
combined with his passion for traditional Chinese art and calligraphy. Cherney’s Bounded
by Mountains is an organic assemblage of both Eastern and Western art forms. Structurally
integrated, Bounded by Mountains not only exudes a sense of nostalgia but also forward-
looking vision. Cherney’s work reverses the conventional conceptions of art which regard
the West as material and the East as spiritual: he uses traditional Chinese materials, such as
xuan paper printed and mounted into pages that form a sutra-bound album; yet his creative
inspiration comes from Western contemporary art. Consider, for example, his technique
of recreating random selections, his utilization of repetition and replication, his emphasis
on detail (seeing the grand within the small, as in synecdoche) and his exploration of the
interface between the human and the machine. Bounded by Mountains resides where
Eastern and Western art concepts become commensurable and appeal to each other.

Cherney’s finely handcrafted viewfinder serves as a window through which he seeks a new
aesthetic experience. Like a “double aperture,” this viewfinder enables Cherney to find new
vistas of stunning beauty. Originating from a thin slice of 33mm film, the enlarged images
capture an aesthetic of fragmentation much akin to our visual mode of remembering:
vague, uneven and residual (this is the case not only with our singular body-memories,
but with collective cultural memories as well). The image first greets us with fragmented
obscurity; hence we need to bestow it with extended imagination. The enlarged images
are blurry and abstract; hence we must engage them with heightened concentration. As
our sensory perception wanders, we seek a reference system of photographic meaning.
Through the process of closely viewing and reviewing, we unconsciously move ourselves
closer towards the images, letting the process of unfolding leaves take us on a search.
Inexplicably, new images emerge and enlighten, causing a synesthesia in which we hear
the sound of our own treading steps. We become faintly aware of ourselves walking along
an ancient path at dusk: hard, blue stone slabs and a soft, yellow mud road between the
carving of calligraphic strokes. Like Alice confronting the looking glass, we must squeeze
our body through that thin slice to truly enter the world of Cherney’s photography.

As Simon Schama eloquently articulates: “landscape is the work of the mind.”* Qing
dramatist Li Yu also concurred: “landscape is the intellectual and emotional expression of
the universe, while intellectual and emotional expression is the landscape of the human

” As if taking an endless variety of lenses from a magic bag, Cherney’s artworks

mind.
guide us to look into an ever-transforming world: the viewfinder transforms into a “self-
finder,” the “ana-scope” (for re-viewing) turns into a “soma-scope” (to view with one’s

body). With the changing of lenses come the changing views of landscape and mindscape.
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The ever-intermittent views continue the narrative of the world. With the change of each new lens
comes a change of the state of the heart.

Dilemmas of Art: Why Does Cherney’s Holistic Art Touch upon Many Core Art Issues?

First, I would like to reiterate the issue of the consideration of photography as a legitimate art form. The
camera is a paradoxical tool: it faithfully records the images caught in the lens, but decisions of image
selection and composition very much depend on the photographer. Recording via mechanization and
capacity for reproduction are characteristics that have hindered photography from entering the “palace of
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art,” and have been a source of much debate among contemporary art critics. Modernism
has been deeply troubled by the possibility that the augmented realism enabled by
photography’s recording mechanism might replace the aesthetics of painting and drawing.
Such worries, manifested in Baudelaire’s anxiety and Benjamin’s melancholy, continue to
the present day.

Cherney’s enlarged, abstract images have relieved photography of the burden of “faithful
recording” Only through liberation from the burden of xingsi (likeness in form) might
abstract thought processes come alive, just as photography’s relieving painting of the
burden of shensi (likeness in spirit) ushered in a new era of diversity and vibrancy in the
history of modern painting. Cherney reendows the medium of photography with a new
territory of conflicting forces. Within the intimate ambiance of Chinese traditional art, we
can accept photography as an art form without hesitation. What is interesting here is that
it is usually the unrealistic forms of representation that are most effective in portraying
and enhancing an ever-changing reality.

Second, I would like to address the issue of the nationalization of Chinese photography.
Cherney’s “Sinified” photography evokes a discussion on whether or not photography
can be nationalized as Chinese. Like all attempts to merge Eastern and Western art
and culture, this topic is a specter from which contemporary China cannot escape. For
example, against the backdrop of the Westernization debate which resulted from China’s
reforms of the 1980s there was a resurgence in the promotion of the “nationalization
of oil painting.” The nationalization of oil painting has already deteriorated into purely
formulaic iconography tailored to a vulgar market economy; but as a failure of a lofty
aspiration, it is not without its interesting aspects. Attempts at the nationalization of oil
painting incorporated cun %% brushstrokes, multiple perspectives, omnidirectional lighting
and other traditional Chinese painting techniques. These were flawed attempts, as the
tools were incompatible with the artistic spirit. The European fascination with China
during the Enlightenment (Chinoiserie) did not fare any better nor led to a successful
integration. This raises the question of whether or not the artistic spirit and practice of
differing cultures can communicate freely, be mutually understood, or merge. Reciprocal
learning between differing national cultures has been a common historical occurrence.
Although the arts of diverse cultures have followed their own paths and thus differ from
each other, through analysis and comparison we can come to a better understanding
of ourselves. It was Lang Jingshan” who led the effort to nationalize photography in
China. The aforementioned ink painting techniques used in the nationalization of oil
painting are visible in the photographs of Lang Jingshan, but with very different results.

The photography of Lang Jingshan takes Chinese traditional landscape painting as a
reference point for emulation. Lang created the so-called jijinshi (combinatory) style
of photography, using the Western method of montage to repeatedly expose and join
multiple film negatives; the final result is a photograph that resembles a Chinese landscape
painting. Lang Jingshan’s works strive to attain the realm of literati painting, the source of
his aesthetic principles. Today, when the credibility of photography has been compromised

by the emergence of digital editing techniques, Lang’s photographic landscape painting still
remains intriguing and rich.

In order to use photographic tools to fully realize the vitality of Chinese traditional painting,
Lang Jingshan applied quite a bit of reprocessing and rearrangement of photographic
images, which prompts one to reconsider whether or not photography can be nationalized
in China by merging with Chinese landscape painting. Lang Jingshan represents the notion
in Chinese art which strives for the homogeneity of various forms of art as well as the
harmonious merging of different art into a single work — a viewpoint very unlike Western
aesthetics, which values the distinctiveness of individual art. In Western art history, most
art criticism of the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries tended to discuss the boundaries
between different art forms, such as a comparison of painting with sculpture and poetry
with literature, as exemplified in Lessing’s Laocoon.” Research in art history began earlier
in China than in the West, with the evaluating of the quality of painting constituting
early art theory.” Later, in Zhang Yanyuan’s ten volume Reports on Famous Historical
Paintings (847AD), the importance of brushstroke technique in painting began to be
emphasized, leading to the inception of shuhua tongyuan: the art theory that argues that
calligraphy and painting come from the same source. The theory of shuhua tongyuan
demonstrated that the material history of the development of tools and the history of
cultural practice and spiritual development were mutually influential and inseparable.
It also stated two important points which indicate the difference between the Chinese
and Western artistic spirit. Firstly, Chinese art is characterized by singular principles that
can be universally applied, as evidenced by the theory of the shared origins of Chinese
painting and calligraphy, and by graphology. Chinese art emphasizes the interiority, the
inner being: the brush reveals what is in the mind. In the West, however, the external and
the outer being is emphasized. Secondly, for centuries Western theories of representation
have valued the imitation of nature (mimesis), while Chinese theories of representation
have valued imitation of tradition.

The issue of the “Sinification” of photography through landscape painting can be more
clearly addressed by comparing the works of Lang Jingshan, Wang Lii and Cherney, and
the great Mount Hua happens to be the perfect place for this examination to occur.

Observing Hua Mountain: a Trio Journeys through Nature

Lang Jingshan strove to imitate traditional landscape painting through his photography,
to the point where he manipulated photography’s nature of “recording” by altering and
combining his photographs so that they would fit his preconceived mindscapes. Many
of his later works emphasize uninhabited mountains and clouds; there is much empty
space in the compositions, emulating the liubai (utilization of blank space) of literati
painting. “Cloud mountain” (1987) is one such example. He admired and was particularly
influenced by the master painter Ni Zan. Lang Jingshan chose to emulate tradition,
betraying photography’s function of documenting the natural world. Lang’s attitude to
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art is opposite to that of Wang Lii, the Ming dynasty painter who in his works chose to
directly imitate the natural world rather than tradition, challenging a history of subjective
mental imagery in literati painting.

Chinese landscape painting is a kind of “image of the mind.” Creating a landscape in the
mind suggests painting according to impressions, memory and interpretation; it is this
imagery of the mind that is projected on to the work to be appreciated. As everything is
held in the mind rather than in nature, it is not so important whether or not the painted
imagery looks like nature. It is no wonder that Wang Lii, who followed nature rather
than tradition, was viewed as an eccentric by the other painters of his era. In his attempt
to break away from the constraining conventions of painting and to set himself free to
follow nature, Wang Lii climbed Mount Hua to have his “eyes learn from Mount Hua,
and his heart learn from his eyes.” Wang Lii painted as he climbed. After returning home
he reflected upon his journey. After years of contemplation he was inspired to paint
Mount Hua again from his notes and memories, leading to the dual theory of form and
intention addressed in his treatise on painting which prefaces his second round of Mount
Hua paintings.

Cherney’s landscape photography draws on Wang Lii's Mount Hua Album for inspiration.’
His photography contains the opposing forces of Lang Jingshan’s yearning for the traditional
versus Wang Lii's finding direct inspiration from nature. On the one hand, Cherney’s
work is not burdened with tradition in the same way as Lang Jingshan’s work; yet he still
orients himself toward the ancient artistic ideas of landscape painting. On the other hand,
Cherney’s photographic lens realistically reproduces the natural world; thus he does not
need to break with convention (as was required by Wang Lii) to be rid of the artificiality
of literati painting, yet he can still explore new photographic frontiers to replace old
perspectives with new ones.

It is indeed a challenge to integrate the mechanical photographic apparatus (which lacks
human agency) with ink painting (which is executed entirely by human agency). Equally
challenging is the task of merging landscape photography (with its relatively low level
of subjectivity) with literati landscape painting (which is a manifestation of subjectivity
itself). According to the theory of the shared origins of Chinese painting and calligraphy,
the concerns of Chinese art and art criticism are more oriented towards subjectivity and
inner human nature. The Western apparatus of photography distinguishes the human
subjectivity of the photographer from the material objectivity of the photographed, and
the concerns of Western art and art criticism are more oriented towards the material world.
The process employed by Cherney in photographing Mount Hua is similar to that of Wang
Lii in his painting of Mount Hua. Cherney photographed as he walked, pondered over the
images after retuning home, then once again “photographed” his previous photographs of
Mount Hua. This is a process of multiple image formation. The fact that Cherney used
a hand-made frame to select images highlights Cherney’s innovative strategy to use the
photographic apparatus to create and crystallize his mindscapes. There is no optical lens
in Cherney’s viewfinder; his camera is not mechanical.

Cherney’s Mount Hua Album seems particularly interesting when compared to Lang
Jingshan’s landscape photographs. Instrumentality and lack of human subjectivity can
at times make photography a “lesser” art form. The artistic elements in Lang Jingshan’s
photos are his rearrangement of the photographed images and the craftsmanship in
producing mindscapes that emulate traditional paintings. The craftsmanship and labor
Lang employs clearly indicates human agency and subjectivity, thus qualifying his work
as art. Cherney’s Mount Hua Album displays obvious abstractions, the artistic quality of
which is expressed through his use of multi-layered reframing and through the working
concepts he employs. As an artist who “takes photos of photos,” Cherney’s multilayered
photography can be likened to the “landscape of memory” in traditional Chinese painting
theory. Furthermore, the spirit of Cherney’s work reveals a likeness to that of Wang Lii.
The artistic endeavors of Lang Jingshan, Wang Lii and Cherney contain a certain degree
of departure from nature in its raw form; this is what brings them closer to the spirit of
traditional Chinese literati painting.

The sense of distance from nature in its raw form in Chinese art has evolved as a result
of humanism. For a long time, the interest of the Chinese people in Chinese painting has
focused on visual tradition rather than on nature in its raw form. Hence, self-referentiality
was developed to the utmost degree, which led to the formation of an enclosed system
of artistic practice, and thus to the potential for implosion of form in Chinese painting
and art. Yet let us reconsider the phenomenon of the omnipresent cliff carvings scattered
throughout the Chinese landscape: do not the self-referential marks carved on to nature
in its raw form (either as commentary, or as an attempt to “tame” nature) become nature
themselves? Have not sculptures that have rested on mountainsides or stood among
fields for a millennium become part of the natural landscape? Any journey away from
nature in its raw form is a detour for an inevitable return, and the farther one travels, the
more intimate the return. In the end, the nature returned to is one that is no longer in
opposition to the human spirit; it is a humanized nature, arrived at by way of art.

“Object-hood” and a Sense of Epiphany: an Arsenal of Skills

The concept of “object-hood” in Western material culture has always been at the core
of modernism; in China, however, it can be considered as just one weapon in an arsenal.
In traditional China, in order to become a master of one discipline one had to be a jack
of all trades as well. For example, an expert of literature would also be required to be
familiar with Chinese philosophy and history; a great painter was also usually a master of
the three principal arts of calligraphy, painting and poetry. Hence the comparison to an
arsenal: like a Renaissance man equipped with a variety of skills and knowledge. To create
holistic art, Cherney uses photography to run the gamut of China’s traditional arts. Using
photographs as a point of departure, Cherney’s artworks combine digital printing on xuan
paper, chin collé mounting and sutra-fold album binding. The whole process is like an
apprenticeship for (re)learning and (re)establishing connections with each weapon in the
arsenal of traditional art. Everything must be attended to, but the rewards are plentiful.
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In the process of combining art forms, Cherney gives new significance and new life to each. The essence 1) Paper: on Seeing Tactility

and potentiality of the materials have been elevated to a higher degree, such that they exalt each other. 1

will now use an “arsenal” to illustrate three key points of “object-hood” (paper, instrument and book) and Firstly, Cherney'’s photographs are printed on xuan paper rather than the more commonly used

each corresponding “epiphany” in Cherney’s artworks. glossy or matte photographic paper. The use of distinctive paper heightens and calls attention
to the texture and tactility of the print, a very important component of the viewing experience.
Sometimes the tactility of the paper can affect a deeper reaction in our viewing of photographs
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than the actual object depicted. The “object-hood” of the photograph evokes a
heightened sense of separation from reality, which in turn facilitates a transference
of emotion on to the people or objects in the photo. Like Wittgenstein’s language-
game, our looking at a photograph and reception therewith has been internalized,
not unlike our interaction with paintings on display.

The charm of old photos can be found in the ephemeral materiality and fragility
shared by all paper objects. With the passage of time they turn yellow, are lost
or are copied. When collected in albums, or printed in newspapers and books,
photographs have the power to arrest our vision, to enchant and to enlighten. The
fascination with old photographs is not limited to the “punctum,” as Roland Barthes
put it; it also exudes beyond the photographed objects, to olfactory bewilderment,
a sense of loss in fading color, a mottled stain. In this digital age, where projections
of images are omnipresent, photographic utensils of all kinds are prolific and digital
screens can reproduce any object at any time, the fragile nature of xuan paper
photographs seems more precious. Most significant, however, is the uniquely
trans-modal visual experience that Cherney’s art evokes, in which we transcend
boundaries between various media and materials. As we ponder how the images
of cliff-top trees and temple-cauldron rice grains might return and join with the
bark fiber and rice husks within the xuan paper, we have already transcended the
yellowed and outdated concepts of photography.

2) Instrumentality: Forma Formans and the Serene Beauty of Things Small

Be it an animal bone or tortoise shell, or the bamboo slips or silk pages from
which the earliest books took form, these materials are vehicles and instruments of
thought. In the present day they are categorized as tools of expression; in ancient
times they were known as gi: “instruments” or “ware.” Words are ware that can
contain thoughts. Paper and brushes are instruments with which to convey words.
Printers are instruments that can convey paper. The camera is ware that can contain
the intuitive engagement between the photographer and his objects. Cherney
crosses freely between these various instruments, yet is not limited by them. In
so doing he has achieved the Confucian ideal of the accomplished scholar who
uses instruments but is not confined by them, echoing the Platonic metaphysical
concept of forma formans: forms in continuous becoming.

The instrumentality and utilitarian aspects of photography have hindered it
from joining the pantheon of pure art, as dictated by Kants aesthetic principle of
distinguishing art from instrument — a principle which has dominated Western
thought for centuries. Among the instruments utilized by Cherney, photography is
the one most often deemed to be purely a tool; this makes Cherney’s art photography
even more distinctive. In recent years, most domestic and international Chinese
photographic exhibitions have focused on documenting social change. Photography

is, for the most part, only categorized or discussed as either commercial or
documentary (or both). There is very little art for art’s sake in photography. The
painter turned photographer Wang Qingsong has also expressed that that he can not
imagine a state of art that does not reflect social phenomena. The transparency and
the directness of photography continue to lead to criticism that photography is not
art. However, in traditional China, the distinction between utilitarian instruments
and the objects of art was not so clearly defined. Facing this dilemma, we must be
content with photography’s designation as a small and semi-instrument until the
day when it is finally accepted unanimously in to the pantheon of art.

Interestingly, amidst the inundation of spectacle in contemporary art, where self-
referential works reign pompously, Cherney’s works have the serene composure
and quiet beauty of a small object — a small instrument — unassumingly beholding
the world, content and enlightened. Contained and suggested within Cherney’s
long-slice views is a desire to extend (and reconnect with) the world. The waving
treetops of Mount Hua seen through Cherney’s slices echo Walter Benjamin’s
indefatigable search for that aura among the tree branches on the mountain afar, as
well as Ni Zan’s shivering boughs leaning against the wind along the river bank™.

“The legendary jade of Mount Kun appeals less to people than their own little
gems.”" The vast world can be seen with small eyes, and grand lessons can be
learned through small objects. Cherney goes against the penchant for spectacle in
contemporary art. The forward-looking vision of Cherney’s works resides in his
self-limitation, which in turn suggests transcendence: self-correction which garners
self-knowledge for further embarkation. Immersed in detail, Cherney fuses large
with small; his works are the embodiment of chicun gianli: the art of inscribing
the world in small measures and views, or the art of viewing the entire world in a
grain of sand.

3) Book: the Aura of Books Unbound

The singularity of Cherney’s photographic book art structurally resists the impulse
for reproduction in a mechanical age. As a handmade photographic book, Cherney’s
work also echoes postmodernism’s criticism against the assumed separation between
subject and object propagated by the rapid development of the printing industry.
His works leap across a myriad cultural and artistic borders, refusing to endorse
any single format or power of interpretation. They are a textual enactment of the
process of accelerating the transcendence of cultural and political borders. With
ever accelerating capitalist globalization, the rapid growth of the world wide web
and the digitization of books and library information systems, a day will soon come
of “infinite books without borders” or, as many may hurry to claim, the day of
the “demise of libraries.” When and if that day does come, the aura of Cherney’s
photographic art books will serve as an inspiration for re-comprehending the world
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through photography and non-virtual materiality.

Journeys Afar and Eternal Return

Photography is a means of understanding the world, but the truth of the world can
by no means be embodied within a singular photographic image; rather, it can only be
experienced through day to day life. Before the world can be realized through augenblick
— in the blink of an eye — it must first revolve in la durée — the flowing stream of time.
A fundamental understanding of the world requires the dimension of time. Cherney’s
photographic bookwork affords such a process of transformation: the sutra-bound album
that integrates a variety of traditional crafts undoubtedly incorporates the dimension of
time. Bounded by Mountains unfolds in the flowing stream of time, inviting viewers to
plunge into a world that is not merely representational, but also a world that is increasingly
knowable through the narration of time. This process of seriality is just the opposite of
the one through which we learn to understand the world, because a clear understanding of
the world usually begins by denying a full acceptance of the representations of the world.
Cherney’s photographic book art does not deny representation entirely; rather, it uses
representation to draw us from a two dimensional surface into the depths of time.

Cherney’s images of the spirit road of the Yongtai tomb of the Northern Song dynasty are
“time images.” Inspired by the dimensions of time and space implied in the binary imagery
carved on to Han and Wei dynasty outer coffins, Cherney’s arrangement of the relics of
the spirit road consists of a dualistically opposed visual display. Every gaze that follows
the gaze of the stone figures towards the distant horizon is drawn back by the peripheral
sight of a corresponding gaze. Thus a flat surface of stone figures begets the depth of time.
The relics of the spirit road become the intersection of the horizontal axis of space and
the vertical depth of time. Yet, the relic itself has always been an image of time, an image
that records the passage of time. Time has carved itself on to the spirit road inch by inch,
deeper and deeper into the landscape of the earth, and the road has merged with nature.
Thus, just like the circling vision of the ruins of the spirit road, those who venture on
distant journeys will inexorably return. Are not those stone generals who have been sent
off by their loved ones still longing for a return?

Cherney’s own continuous journeying and returning is not only geographic but also
spiritual and cultural. His conceptual works express the combined experiences of his
cultural voyages; he is grounded in principles, yet free to wander between art forms.
Both calligraphy and photography enhance Cherney’s quest to define humanity through his
engagement with art. Immersed over the years in the realms of both Eastern and Western
thinking, Cherney’s renewed interpretation of China’s inherited traditions is perhaps more
distinctive than that of many Chinese artists who are “somewhere in the mountain, lost in
the clouds.”” His experiential understanding of life is perhaps also more direct. When all
the sound and fury quiets down, everything returns to the realm of aesthetic appreciation.
It is the moment of epiphany through observation, the moment of “reciprocal gaze between
the mountain and self,”” echoing Nietzsche’s aphorism that “if you gaze long into the abyss,
" From his journeys afar Cherney returns to a China not
only of the arts, but also of a nature harmoniously integrated with human subjectivity. It
is an eternal return to art via Nature; it is also an eternal return to Nature via the art of
reframing.

the abyss gazes back at you.
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Honoring the Culture, Extending the Tradition

by Judith Hoffberg

n opening the books that Michael Cherney creates, one opens a world: a world of
I images, of nostalgia, as well as of new vistas into bookmaking and into bridging cultures.

Immersed in Chinese history, culture and traditional forms, Michael Cherney has
evolved into a consummate artist whose medium is the book — the artist book — which
honors the Chinese culture yet goes beyond it, building a bridge between millennia by
allowing the twenty-first century to creep in to this linear tradition and reveal a new way
of bookmaking. Michael bows to tradition by using the ancient concertina (accordion)
form of album, renowned paper whose materials are cured for months in the outdoors,
precious wood covers, and traditional binding; but to this tradition he has also married the

art of photography.

Michael’s work is characterized by photographic enlargements which are possible through
the use of digital tools that have only recently been developed. These enlargements are
not only an evolution in photographic technique, they also result in a transformed version
of the Chinese watercolor tradition: by enlarging the image to such a great degree, fixed
perspective — one of the key attributes of photography — is lost, allowing for flexible
perspective, a characteristic of traditional Chinese art.

The enlargements themselves depict details which so much of twenty-first century life
negates, avoids, and disregards. Michael’s art demands that the viewer concentrate, almost
meditatively, to find their own interpretation of these details.

The images remain abstract until the unfolding of the complete album; as the eye and
mind of the viewer slowly acclimate to bring the work into focus, the result is a kind of
“ah-ha” experience. Subject matter that was at first hidden, secretive, almost unknown,
becomes unmasked.

The feeling of purity that one senses from this bookwork comes from the authenticity of
the materials; there is a respect for history. This is reflected in the choice of subject matter
as well, such as landscapes, sculpture and calligraphy; even the more modern subjects feel
rooted in a historical foundation. Michael’s bookworks thus bridge the period of historic
bookmaking to contemporary audiences, bringing tradition to a place where it can be
appreciated anew.

Having experimented for several years to find the perfect blend of materials, the artist
gives honor not only to the Chinese culture but also to book culture as well. It is the
paper that is indeed the secret to success, allowing the image to be absorbed into the fibers
and to dance across the pages. In fact viewing the work is like a dance, where one has to
learn one’s steps before moving across the floor. This journey has a rhythm that is much
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more important than the destination. The viewer must experience this journey in order
to have a consummate encounter with these profound works of art. As Umberto Eco and
Marcel Duchamp have avowed, it is the reader or the viewer that completes the book or
the work of art.

Judith A. Hoffberg is a librarian and archivist, editor and publisher, lecturer and curator. The
founder of the Art Libraries Society of North America, she is also the curator of almost thirty
artist book exhibitions and has lectured throughout the world on the subject. Judith is the
publisher of The Bookmaker’s Desire by Buzz Spector (1995) and Umbrella: The Anthology
(2000), as well as the author of Women of the Book: Jewish Artists, Jewish Themes (Boca
Raton, FAU, 2001). She is also the editor and publisher of Umbrella, a newsletter on artist
books, mail art and contemporary trends in alterative art practice, which is in its twenty-
eighth year.
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Interview with Michael Cherney

by Britta Erickson

ritta Erickson: Your works relate to what many would consider arcane aspects of

Chinese culture. The explanations you provide on your website (www.qiumai.net)

are meticulous descriptions of the links between your works and early Chinese culture.
You have told me that noted academics will be writing essays for your catalog. I propose to
draw more personal discussions of your work from you through this interview. After all, to
know the artist’s train of thought can bring a work of art alive!

The obvious question to begin with is: Why do your works all relate to early Chinese
culture? Have you previously created works of art on other subjects? If so, what catalyzed
the switch?

Michael Cherney: It was indeed an evolution that led to the most recent works and
their relation to Chinese art history. My initial experience with photography was with
standard prints as well as photo essays. I then developed an understanding of traditional
Chinese materials and mounting methods, which led to the inspiration to experiment
with combining these media. The earliest albums depict more contemporary subject
matter than historical subject matter; but as the work became more focused and began to
move beyond the novelty of the materials, I started to explore historical subject matter in
greater depth. There are both subjects and materials that have been utilized and viewed
for centuries, the result being that one might feel limited by them, or even have become
numb to them. So the work is intended not only as a means to contrast old and new, but
also as a means of bringing the subject matter and materials forward so that they can be
appreciated anew. There is an excitement that comes from portraying a familiar subject
in a way that has not been seen before. My future work will explore this in even greater
detail.

BE: To varying degrees, you are treating cultural artifacts as found objects. This is
particularly true of The Buried Crane Inscription, where you select details from photographs
of a sixth century carving. The details are so close-up that they have become abstractions
to be arranged by you into a new work of art. Please comment on your thought process in
creating this work.

MC: The term “found object” is truly accurate, as the final albums are impossible to
plan. I can only have an intention of what to use as subject matter, as I cannot predict
which photographic images will end up “working” in the album format. Thus the process
becomes similar to the traditional concept of xieyi & &, free expression that only comes
into being after the actual experience with the subject matter is over. Subject matter is
sought out from its hiding place inside the images. These detailed excerpts cannot easily
be discerned from the photograph as a whole; the rest of the photo must be masked in
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order for these excerpts to come alive.

BE: In works of Chinese calligraphy, the characters may be rendered almost unintelligible,
yet the viewer knows that there is textual meaning. Do you feel that this loss of legibility in
a work of art based on a legible text is similar to what you are doing with The Buried Crane
Inscription?

MC: Yes. For example, a calligrapher is taught to add a few “running” style characters
to a “grass” style composition so that readers will be able to find their way through the
work. Those who are familiar with The Buried Crane Inscription will recognize the source
quite quickly, yet will still be seeing it in a new way. This work is also a play on one
of the principles of Chinese painting: chuan yi mo xie 1£##£ 5, the copying of classic
masterpieces; only in this case the copying is being done with a camera rather than a

brush.

BE: Passages of Bronze and Stone is another work that treats Chinese works of art as found
objects. In this work, you begin with a rubbing of an inscription and then select a portion to
become a seal and another portion to be remade as a photographic print. You then present
the seal and print as a page from a book of seals. You are making a kind of “fake” cultural
artifact out of genuine artifacts. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say “disguised” rather
than “fake.” Does this interpretation seem correct to you?

MC: “Disguised” is the more accurate term, as the work is indeed a book of carved seals.
The Chinese title for this work utilizes the word kui £, literally “to discern,” which is
used in the proverb “by discerning a single spot, the whole leopard can be inferred.” This
refers to the previously mentioned concept of finding hidden shapes within a greater
whole. Further “disguising” these inscriptions as a book of seals is meant to be a playful
way of adding another layer of tradition to be unmasked. Through the creation process,
the original images make several journeys between stone and paper; thus the work consists
of many layers which blur the lines between authenticity and representation.

BE: In some ways, we could also say that your works of art are “disguised” insofar as they
look Chinese but are created by a Caucasian American. Please comment.

MC: My work may appear to be traditionally Chinese on the surface, but it is contemporary
at its core. A Chinese proverb describes having a clearer view from outside than from
within (pang guan zhe qing, dang ju zhe mi = ¥#.# & ~ & F# £). As an outsider viewing
the current state of traditional Chinese art, I cannot help but see a disturbing trend which
has taken place in recent years: there is a level of neglect towards the materials and
craftsmanship that have come out of millennia of historical development. Having survived
and been perfected over this time frame means that these things have an aesthetic value
that deserves to be preserved. The evolution of Chinese art should be viewed in terms
of centuries rather than a single lifetime; I hope that my work will serve as an example of
how traditional materials and methods can be utilized more creatively in the future.

BE: You have told me that you consider your works to be Chinese works of art. While I don’t
see any reason to disagree with you, I am always interested to hear other people’s reasoning
regarding the definitions of “Chinese art.” How would you define that?

MC: This is an interesting question; is an artwork’s “Chineseness” defined by the work
itself or by the ethnicity of its creator? There are other cases of this quandary. For
example, would Xu Bing’s New English Calligraphy be considered Chinese art? What I
have come to learn about my work is that it is not very easily defined. I hope that it thus
qualifies as many things: Chinese art, contemporary art, photo art, book art, and more. I
feel that those who enjoy any of these types of art will be able to appreciate the work.
And it is nice to not be easily defined!

BE: Returning to you earlier comment about the demise of attention to the craftsmanship and
materials of art, I find myself in complete agreement with you. You mentioned that you hope
to promote and preserve the methods and materials of traditional Chinese art. 1 am curious
how you might relate these principles to the medium of photography.

MC: Rather than lead to the demise of photography, I believe that the transition to
digital has presented us with even greater possibilities. For example, it is through digital
technology that has existed only for the past several years that I am able to create my
artwork in its current manifestation, as the scale of enlargement would have previously
been physically impossible. Also, through the combination of the ancient and modern,
I am playing with the very concept of “medium”: photo, stone, paper, etc. Just as with
photography, traditional Chinese art should be allowed to evolve as well.

BE: I am interested in your Mount Hua Album. As with The Buried Crane Inscription, you
have selected details from photographs, cropping them for their value as abstract compositions.
Have you thought about late Ming artists from the time of Dong Qichang (1555 - 1636) who
were more interested in the abstract forms of the mountains than were their predecessors,
such as Wang Lii, whose album inspired this work? Are you following in Dong Qichang’s
footsteps, or is your thought process completely different from what we may conjecture his to
have been?

MC: There are actually a couple of variant factors that led to The Mount Hua Album
in its existent form. Regarding the inspiration of Wang Lii, he argued for a harmonious
blend of: 1) personal engagement with the subject matter, 2) artistic representation of
visual forms that have some direct tie to the way the subject matter exists in the world
at large, and 3) one’s personal expression of ideas. This ideal fits well with the creative
use of photography, which at its core is a purely representational art but has limitless
possibilities for experimentation along the lines of abstraction as characterized by Dong
Qichang. The goal thus becomes to find spontaneity within photography (spontaneity as
the equivalent of Chinese xieyi & Fand ouranxing 1%#X14). For example, traditional
Chinese painting is not tied to a fixed perspective, but photography is limited to one
fixed viewpoint; by making tremendous enlargements of minute details within the image
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and then further breaking these apart into individual pages, the fixed perspective is lost, and we return
to a flexible perspective. This is also why each page of each album is outlined by a border: every page
becomes distinct, and the albums can thus be viewed with varying degrees of abstraction.

BE: You are planning to spend a significant part of your life in China in the years to come. Do you have plans
for what you will be working on there? How do you imagine your sojourn might impact your work?

MC: T already have some concepts in mind for new artwork, and extensive time in China will be essential
for improving my knowledge and skills in traditional art, as well as for exploring subject matter. Also, it
is important to have Western artists dedicated to the evolution of Chinese art in the same way that artists
from around the globe serve a vital role in the USA by providing a variety of perspectives.

BE: Is there anything else that you would like to say or that I should have asked you about?
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MC: Traditional Chinese art is characterized by the harmonious relationship between
various forms of expression in a single work of art, such as that which can exist between
calligraphy, painting, and seal carving, as well as the materials and tools that are used to
construct them. Through my art I strive to include photography as well.

BE: Thank you for sharing your thoughts.

Britta Erickson is an independent scholar and curator whose work focuses on contemporary
Chinese art. Her major undertaking for 2005 was On the Edge: Contemporary Chinese
Artists Encounter the West, a traveling exhibition guest curated for the Cantor Center for
Visual Arts, Stanford University, with ancillary projects including a catalogue, an international
symposium, and a visiting artists program resulting in additional exhibitions. Other projects
include contributing contemporary Chinese artists’ biographies to the 2005 update of Oxford
University Press’s Grove Art Online, curating Word Play: Contemporary Art by Xu Bing
(the first major solo exhibition for a living artist to be held at the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery,
2001), and serving on the board of advisors for the Ink Society (Hong Kong), Asia Art Archive
(Hong Kong), and YISHU, A Journal of Contemporary Chinese Art (Taipei).
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Bounded by Mountains N



Shadows of Ancient Peng ¥ %3R5

1969
1987 - 1991
19901 - 1993
1994 - 1997
1997

2000 - 2003

2000 - present

2002 - present

2002

2003

2006 (April)

Brief Chronology

Born in New York

Undergraduate study of East Asian history and Chinese language
at the State University of New York at Binghamton

Graduate study of Chinese language at Beijing Language Institute
Worked as a translator/interpreter
Began self-study of photography

Traveled and photographed extensively in Chinas Qinghai
and Sichuan provinces; 2003 photo essay on the last of China’s
“Pony Express” riders helped Canada’s Outpost magazine win a
Magazine of the Year award

Serves on the board of Friendship Homes and Schools, a US charity
that aids orphans in southwest China

Serves as North America manager for the Imaginechina photo
agency

Began work on the Bounded by Mountains series
Began practicing calligraphy and seal carving

First solo calligraphy exhibit, Rong Bao Zhai, Beijing
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