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Mountain Ranges

By John Tancock

Painstakingly created from layers of many thousands of writhing figures cut
from brightly colored paper, Wu Jian’an’s Mountain Ranges is his most complex
installation to date. A devotee of the most extreme forms of decorative patterning,
whether found in ancient Chinese artifacts or more recent psychedelia, Wu Jian’an
brings to Hong Kong an evocation of a world of the imagination that has long since
disappeared but needs to be recalled.

Since 2006 when the SARS epidemic led to the creation of Daydreams, his
first mature series of paper cuts, he has delved ever more deeply into the world of
Chinese mythology and history. For his subsequent exhibition The Heaven of Nine
Levels (2008), he turned to Chiyou and Xingtian, ancient warriors who achieved
ever-lasting fame for their bravery in adverse circumstances. Both were defeated
in their rebellion against Emperor Huangdi, their courage inspiring Wu Jian’an to
pay homage to them in The Head of Chiyou and Xingtian. 1t is Xingtian who, Wu
has said, “planted a very strange seed in my imagination” and whose head is the
focus of attention in the installation Mountain Ranges.

Paralleling Wu Jian’an’s ever growing interest in China’s ancient past is a
willingness to explore different media to more fully express the vivid dramas that
occupy his imagination day and night. In the 2008 exhibition he moved from paper
cut to carved ox-hide and laser cut brass while in Mountain Ranges it is the spatial
possibilities of paper cut to which he has devoted his attention.

Initially the relationship between the head of Xingtian in the center of the
gallery and the colorful mountainous landscape on the walls is not immediately
apparent. However, closer inspection of the layered surface reveals that the
entire panorama is constructed from many thousands of agitated figures, creating
an entirely different effect from the misty peaks familiar from so many classical
Chinese landscapes. In spite of the fact that Xingtian was defeated in battle, this
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did not act as an impediment as eyes and mouth moved from his head and emerged
from his body, enabling him to surpass all others in bravery.

The walls are divided into eleven panels. Through slight modifications of the
contours of some of the peaks and without disrupting the dynamics of his composition,
Wu Jian’an transforms them into suggestions of celebrated mythological figures, many
of whom are still remembered in modern festivals and contemporary parlance. Among
the references are Fuxi and his consort Nuwa, creators of the human race who also
exerted a considerable civilizing influence as well as Chang E, Goddess of the
moon, who is united with her husband Houyi the Archer only once a year on the
fifteenth day of the eighth lunar month. This myth is the origin of the popular
Moon Festival. Equally beloved is the legend of the celebrated beauty of the Tang
Dynasty Yang Guifei and the general An Lushan.

Through his use of traditional Chinese themes and techniques, Wu Jian’an
creates an environment in Mountain Ranges that is also a critique of the current
state of Chinese society. Not political in any obvious sense, he feels deeply that
China has lost its way since becoming a world power and no longer has respect for
its traditions. He would like to see China emulate the courage of the hero Xingtian,
finding a way back to the sources of its spiritual and intellectual greatness without
abandoning the benefits achieved by its opening to the western world in the recent
past.

In a world of increasing conformity, Wu Jian’an is noteworthy for the
idiosyncrasy of his position, both as a practicing artist and as a troubling social
critic. Mountain Ranges is simultaneously a dazzling display of technical skill and
a probing analysis of connections between China today and its fabled past.
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Archer Houyi Fells the Suns, 2011 Nuwa, 2011
Paper cut Paper cut
98 1/2 x 78 3/4 in 98 1/2x 78 3/4 in
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The Head of Xingtian, Detail
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Bl , 2011 Mountain Ranges, 2011
BIYR Paper cut, 11 Panels
250 x 2300 cm 98 1/2x 905 1/2 in
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Installation view: The Heaven of Nine Levels, Fukuoka Asian Art Museum, Japan, 2009
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Born in Beijing, China

Graduated from Beijing Institution of Broadcasting, received B.A.
degree

Graduated from Central Academy of Fine Art, Beijing, received M.A.
degree

Currently lives and works in Beijing.

Solo Exhibitions

2008
2006
2005

The Heaven of Nine Levels, Chambers Fine Art, Beijing, China
Daydreams, Chambers Fine Art, New York, USA

Searching for Piyingxi (Shadow Play), Oil Painting Department
Gallery, Central Academy of Fine Arts,Beijing, China

Group Exhibitions

2010

2009

2008

2007

2006

2005

Modelling, CAFA Art Museum, Beijing, China

River Flows East-Landscapes of the Imagination, The Collection,
Art and Archaeology in Lincolnshire, Lincoln,UK

Beyond Mediations- the 2nd Mediations Biennale, Zamek Culture
Center, Poznan, Poland

Sharism-Get It Louder 2010, San Li Tun SOHO, Beijing, China
Post Traditions: Enlarge the Cross Section, Shanghai Duolun
Museum of Modern Art, Shanghai, China

Live and Let Live: Creators of Tomorrow—The 4th Fukuoka Asian
Art Triennale, Fukuoka Asian Art Museum, Fukuoka, Japan
Always—As It Was, Tang Gallery, Bangkok, Thailand
Another Lonely Planet Revisited, Chambers Fine Art, Beijing, China
A+A° 2008 The Third A+A, Duolun Museum of ModernArt,
Shanghai, China

Net: Reimagining Space, Time and Culture, Chambers Fine Art,
Beijing, China

A+A’ 2007 The Second A+A4, Gallery of Central Academy of Fine
Arts, Beijing; Sichuan University Museum, Chengdu, Sichuan;
Chongqing Art Museum, Chongqing, China

Coming from Daily Life---1st Academy Documentary of
Experimental Art, Zhulou Art Space, Beijing, China

New Folk Movement---The Reconstruct of Communal Living, U
Space, Beijing, China

Painting and Handwork, PIFO New Art Studios, Beijing, China
Archaeology of the Future: the 2nd Triennial of Chinese Art, Nanjing
Museum, Nanjing, China
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