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Travelers Among Mountain and Streams. 

Fan Kuan (Active 10th-early 11th century) 

Hanging scroll, Ink and Light color on silk, 206.3 x 103.3 cm 

 

In front of mountains and streams, no matter if they are ordinary people or emperors, are 

tiny travelers; success and frustration from the perspective of nature are insignificant. The 

life of an individual is short, but the universe is eternal.   

My experiences of Chinese culture today are so different from two years ago when I just 
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landed in this country. In China, I didn’t feel like I was Chinese, because I ate Chinese food 

with my parents and friends, and spoke Chinese. But I realized I am Chinese the first day I 

left there, when I introduced myself as a person from China instead a person from Hangzhou, 

and when I saw familiar Chinese merchandises in the imports section in a U.S grocery store. 

My environment changed, the language changed, and life experiences and everyday 

behaviors remind me that I am a Chinese.  

The sense of nostalgia in an unfamiliar environment and the desire to find a sense of 

belonging became the original driving force for me to explore traditional Chinese art 

methods. The landscape is not only the physical landscape, but also functions as a culture 

symbol in my work.  

My understanding of traditional landscape painting has changed since the change in my 

environment. When I was in China, I saw traditional landscape painting as a conservative 

tradition, rather than a creative art. And now, it not only expresses nostalgia for my native 

land, but also urges me to reflect on my own traditional culture.  

Traditional landscape painting uses the intensity and direction of the brush to depict nature. 

Brush, ink, rice paper, and ink-stone are the only materials used in general. However, as an 

artist who has studied drawing and painting in the western academy system since childhood, 

I am questioning how I can explore my own “mountain and water”. Now I create landscapes, 

but I do not want to go back to the old traditional norms. I sometime use the Song dynasty 

painting as a reference, but I don’t want to get caught up in that standard, for the good 

inheritance of tradition carries it forward. Therefore, how to use my own language and ways 

to describe landscape has become a new aspiration for me. 
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Creating participatory landscape 

I have been learning painting since I was a child; I followed the perspective method to depict 

the objective world for the purpose of realism. However, these skills failed when I tried to 

describe the natural landscape. I have tried to take photos of landscapes that I was 

fascinated by and transfer it to a drawing. However, the more realistic the depiction is, the 

farther it is from the true feelings brought by the mountains, rivers, rain, and clouds. 

 
A Sheet of Mountain. Aluminum mesh.  Jie Wang. 2019 

 

In my work A Sheet of Mountain, I use aluminum mesh to manipulate a space and create a 

participatory landscape. On one hand, I want the relationship between my work and the 
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audience to be intimate. The work invites the audience to walk through and experience 

different angles of the scene. The work provides not only visual experience, but also physical. 

The work is above, under, and around the audience.  

When viewed from a certain distance, the form of the material looks like a mountain range. 

When the audience walks closer or walks into the work, the experience of the work changes 

with the perspective, and the mountain ranges turned into clouds or fog.  

On the other hand, I want the work to be in dialogue with the construction, the space. This 

work is showed in a long narrow indoor space. I consider doors, windows, beams, pillars and 

the shape of the space as part of my work. The experience of the landscape is about a space, 

so the space I am working with has the same importance as the material. The natural 

sunlight come into the room through windows, the shadow of mesh falls on the wall and 

have different shapes when the light moves. Looking from outside of the building, the shape 

of mesh blends with the sky reflected in the windows.  

I overlay the material itself to create variations between black and white. The process of 

making this work is like using brush and ink to depict space. The tones of black, white, and 

grey give a sense of calm, which is subtly close to what I feel when I face nature. At the same 

time, I feel the energy of nature hidden in silence and calmness.  

 

Materiality--searching for the beauty of material  

We are in a time that is full of artificial materials. They are different from natural material, 

such as wood and rock, whose histories and stories we can tell from their surface. Artificial
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materials have the same qualities of smooth, regular textures and glossy surfaces, and they 

usually have specific functions. I have been using artificial materials to create participatory 

installations. The materials I prefer are inexpensive; they can be easily purchased and are 

very common in our daily life, such as paper, aluminum foil, and plastic sheeting. These 

banal daily objects, however, inspire me. I seek the beauty of these materials and change 

their original functions, then transform them into poetic imagery.  

During my studio practice, I am intrigued by the wrinkled-texture of crumpled paper. Paper 

has been a part of my practice since youth, which was heightened by my printmaking 

background. I have a strong sensitivity to paper. The thickness, the weight, and the surface 

of the paper is something I consider before printing. I collect different kinds of paper in my 

studio; a ton of paper is stacked in my drawer and waiting to be drawn or printed. However, I 

think paper can create great images without any ink on it. I redefine paper as a material in 

my practice by using it in an innovative way and making it no longer a medium only for 

two-dimensional drawings or prints. I am fascinated by how a small bit of paper can create 

mountain-like forms.  

To pursue more visual effects in my work, I start researching different materials. I follow my 

aesthetic preferences and look for materials which can inspire me to imitate natural 

landscapes or natural phenomena. The thin, light quality and reflective surface of aluminum 

foil intrigues me. It can be crumpled like paper, and the shiny surface also reminds me of 

glittering water which reflects the sunlight. I crump aluminum foil and coat it with a thin 

layer of plaster. The visual effect it produces pulls me into a fantasy of natural land. 

 



13 

 
Inner Space.  Aluminum foil. Plaster. Ink.  Jie Wang. 2017. 

I also use photography to transform the image of my work. The photos are not only for 

documenting the work, but also transforming the three-dimensional work into another 

medium. 

In my work Inner Space, I make an image look like it was taken from the foot of a mountain. 

At this point, the actual size of the work is hidden. The camera creates an image which 

expands my imaginary space. The texture of the foil creates countless pyramid-like shapes, 

every sharp angle representing a mountain peak. It can be a finite space which is five meters 

by six meters, but also a vast expanse of mountainous terrain.  

In each work, I use one type of material to describe the landscape in my memory. It allows 

me to focus on the possibilities that the material can bring. By changing the volume and 

quantity, the artist can change the viewer’s perception of the material.
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Conclusion  

Creating participatory landscape which is based on experiences of my hometown, South 

Tibet in China, and Death Valley in the United States. During my studio practice, I want to 

discuss how I observe and feel nature as an artist. The contrast between urban and 

wilderness gives me a really big impression. What’s more, I left my homeland and came to 

the United States, the experience of immigrating inspire me to review traditional Chinese 

culture from a different perspective than before. I am looking for the sense of belonging 

from traditional landscape painting, at the same time, exploring different materials to 

expand my visual languages.  
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