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Returning to the Distant Years
Liang Wu

In the spring of the year 2000, Hong lei, who was trying to free himself from th
e long puzzling of the historic image of nihilism, luxury, death and savage, decided t
o bring his camera to make inquires about the track of *Xin” an Painting School’ in A
nhui Yellow Mountain, to see if other things left behind did exist or not. The histori
¢ category, which was so well captured by Hong Lei, is not only easy to be single ex
plained as a hint and replacement interpose of the reality, but also pressed Hong Le
i himself so much that he could not breathe freely. In that spring. Hong Lei was alw
ays struggling on the other side of the contradiction: simple, inaction, watching th
e time go by lazily, missing the life style of the ancient scholars, he decided to com
e to the stage earlier (He made his wishful thinking began to do this he planned to d
o this when he would be 60 years old). We can image Hong Lei’s trip to Yellow Moun
tain of was free and happy. He took photos here and there, just like a folk song coll
ector. The charm of Chinese landscape is timeless. There is no difference between ‘u
sed to be’ and ‘to be’. The long distance disappeared immediately between the ancie
nt scholars and the painters currautly living there. Hong Lei, in that spring, felt tha
t western modern art, which confused him so much, was staying in the same time di
mension with him, but lost it's tenderness and force. He came to the stagnated era t
hat he was familiar with, just like getting off the time train on the road. Everythin
g was likely seen before: ‘You cannot see anybody in an empty mountain’, ‘Did no
t know where he was in deep clouds’. They swallowed him like the fog. He himself ¢
ame to the ‘the mysterious scene of overlapping time and space used to be’ and 't
o0 be’. They were just there waiting for him. Apart for his camera. Ong Lei found th
e painting books of Badashanren, Zan Jiang, Ni Zan, and compared the landscape p
hotos he took with the paintings they made. After carefully choosing, he realized tha
t there were just three pictures that he was satisfied with. One year later, he lost al
most all his freedom to take photos here and there- ‘Landscape frame’ made by th
e ancient masters limited here and there. And the concept of ‘minimalism’ helped t
o lead him into the trap of Poloto because of his Chinese misunderstanding: The ide
as behind the natural geography made up from the image samples and systemic kn
owledge. What could Hong Lei do about them? Now, this time, Hong Lei was not fol
k song collector again but the herbal medicine collector. Choosing was the firstly pri
ority. He never thought about the occasion. Because he had enough time, he did no
t need any decisive twinkling. Because there was just the space dimension left. Wha
t Hong Lei needed to do was to searc with his lens, clearing its shape, rejecting th
e dross, like making medicine, making medicine, making it mor wonderful, to reac
h the artistic conception which the ancient masters used to have. What Hong Lei wa
nted to show us was not only the empty intelligence and simplicity of the Chinese la
ndscape painting after the Song Dynasty, but also the obvious admiration of traditio



n. In one of his essays, he quoted one paragraph about ‘Admiring Masters’ written b
y Yamin Ben. This meant he had separate himself from the modern arts which did n
ot respect any masters. At the same time, he accepted the idea of ‘expression or dis
play’ from modern art. And Hong Lei’s ‘Admiring Tradition” meant by fighting the cur
rent artistic evolutionism, the lost cultural tradition could be regained by the imitatio
n and copying technology, recalling it through other images, and assisted by talkin
g and telling, to reorganize an empty text of the historical myth, The content search
ing for the empty text also meant a contrary review of the aboriginal spirit. It did no
t make any re-step to the maze, but made us return for nothing.

Because, Hong Lei was not like the one that he described, who wanted to copy Budd
hist allegorical paintings, to experience how the painters in the Song dynasty spen
t their mornings and afternoons. The camera which Hong Lei held had showed tha
t he was born in the wrong time. Copying technology and high speed do not let hi
m re-experience the slow time in agricultural society. Of course, to have the concep
tion of ‘Observing nature seeking truth’ in that artificial era what Hong Lei tried wa
s just the image of Chinese landscape in a special space and time. He took out the h
istoric attributes of the image, isolated them, to make an illusion and felt no distanc
e of history- it came from a distant time. ‘Chinese landscape’ became the means wa
y for Hong Lei to escape and self-blunt from the society. It never had the comple
x meaning of symbolism, caricature and strangeness, but had the function of placati
ng and satisfying. When watching did not need to guess and judge, what would har
m our brain, the purity and imposing nature of the Chinese landscape, its image ide
a, and the distance caused by would share the quiet pleasure with us shortly. The i
mitation photography of Hong Lei revealed the secret of ‘minimalist rhetoric’, showe
d the perfecting of Chinese landscape may also develop different ideas. It was not di
rectly existed in the works, but existed in intellective tradition of the audience. But t
0 Hong Lei, he seemed to hide his critical spearhead to Chinese culture, not like th
e attitude in his early time. He used his camera to prove to delete anything from nat
ure, it is always there, what can people do, is just uncover the surface of nature



