Searching for Nature within Nature

Chu Fang Yi's Object Mountain and River Artwork

                                                         Chuang Hsiu-Ling (art critic)

Standing before Chu Fang Yi's Character Scenery object mountain and river artwork makes the viewer feel as if he or she is a peng, the great soaring bird of Zhuangzi's Free and Easy Wandering, roaming throughout the pure mountains and rivers.
Using Objects to Discover the True "Feeling"
From 2006 - 2007, Chu developed a great interest in the bone oracle inscription, inscription at the National Palace Museum. These symbols, which corresponded to natural phenomenon but were simplified, made him recall his high school passion for design, and paved the way for the “Object Memory” art series, starting in 2007. His work won the 2008 Taiwan Ceramic Biennial Grand Prize, establishing his artwork reasoning and direction.
The basic shape element of the "Object Memory" series was everyday objects. The shape was simplified or complicated, giving the objects resemblance, similar but possessing small irregularities. Through the conscious use of the purposeless and unconscious method, he disassembled and pieced together the object. The point image is the emotional record of his mutterings to self, but no longer corresponds to any existing object, being a "non-object" object. As a result, object viewers are free to create their own seemingly familiar mental associations, quietly forming the internal self-dialogue mechanism. The creator does not provide a clear shape symbol reference; the viewer must put aside existing concepts and to relax to enter his constructed shape, intuitively feeling the object richness and diverse shape transformations, experiencing the beauty of self-dialogue and artistic perception.
In 2012, Chu created the "False Object" series, continuing the concept of the "Object Memory" series. However, it focused on a larger single object specially equipped with a black shadow. The black shadow and actual object shadow possessed logical deformation differences, forming the disguised role of the black shadow, aiming to inspire the speculative dialogue relationship, emphasizing the indiscernible chaos between reality and illusion, and reflecting whether people are often deceived by the object's non-essential phenomenon.
This year, the new series "Reading Image" is the actual image of connecting objects to real life, actively searching for object appearances which may connect to more people. For Memories of Beitou, created for Beitou Hot Spring Museum, he conducted fieldwork to collect Beitou's historical life and cultural images, a shared and perceived memory among locals. This is the first piece in which the actual image was transformed into a communicable symbol. However, "within the seemingly familiar memory, the familiar image is vaguely visible. But it cannot be directly associated or corresponded to what was once familiar..." This is casting aside the past self-muttering creative thought and starting to focus on external objects, experimenting with using updated object image symbols to obtain a cultural appearance that more people identify with and participate in.
Intuitive Creative Reasoning: Starting From Caring for the Body Perception

Chu's ceramic art has always discussed the body perception's reflection toward images and symbols. Nonetheless, the past role was the observation method of requirement of self, experiencing the objective perception of one's body toward the external environment, and intuitively reflecting it. This year's new work cares for the real perception of people toward their environment, attempting to discover from it the greatest common factory, and aiming to create shapes and symbols which inspire the greatest number of people's body perception.

Chu wishes to convey that perhaps people should give up rational, conceptual perception and inference and start from caring for the body's subtle perception. Having faith in the body's intuition is the only way to fully know oneself and environment. Chu's creative reasoning may be explained by phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty's (1908 - 1961) concept of embody. He points out that the consciousness we perceive is not pure but rather goes through the body perception's diffusion and expressed through the body. In other words, we create our own world through the interaction of our body with the surrounding environment. If we do fail to value our most important perception, how can we live out an authentic life? Or anticipate beautiful prospects?
The true culture is according to the belief of British culture scholar Raymond Williams (1921 - 1988): it has 3 features - idealization, recording, and social. It is concretely expressed as life, which people must participate in. Second, it may be preserved through art and everyday objects. Third, it is "selective tradition," the process of preserving through selection and recording. Culture is closely tied to everyday life and is preserved in everyday life through people's selection. Certainly, great and meaningful art is always in our lives. It is passed down throughout history because it relates to the majority of people's true feelings.
In order to care for people's actual perception of their environment, Chu uses the most representative historical Chinese calligraphic and painting traditions. From the perspective of caring for the body's perception, he explores how the transmitted natural history perspective helps this cultural system survive and endure, as well as how the body perception, through the actual object feeling existence, uses art to praise limitless human imagination and creativity, as well as exploring his new perspective in the field of creativity.
Ceramic Mountain and River Poetry Section: Traditional Brush Painting New Elements

From the Oriental art history perspective, traditional brush painting is a long-standing tradition. In addition to the basic life moods of "learning from nature," "adapting to nature," and "inaction and nature," which have long been a part of folk tradition, the literati painting style and spirit which has been incorporated since the Tang dynasty, apart from mountain and river scenery shape, adds calligraphic art brushstroke aesthetics and literati and scholar perception emotional expression, developing this art into a great tradition which is reserved, introverted, elegant, and precise. Confucius' saying "the benevolent delight in the mountains, the wise delight in the water" expressed the literati's love for nature and their passion for mountain and river painting. This continues today and is deeply rooted in Oriental spirit.
Oracle bone inscriptions, inscription, whose images derive from nature, are an outstanding product of civilization. These image symbols inspired Chu's keen interest in symbols when he first studied design. The historical road to civilization leads from concrete objects to symbols and finally characters. Objects are simplified into understandable symbols, requiring precise and comprehensive logic and modeling ability. From a different perspective, it conceals the crisis of the widening gap between human society and nature. This is similar to modern life, in which people receive concept information from a variety of channels, apparently right but actually wrong, eventually leading them to forget that the body should be used to perceive surrounding objects and listen to the sounds of the body and nature.
Thus, Chu's "Object" shape vocabulary recreates this ancient cultural course. First, he deconstructs the shape elements of his previous works, identifying 15 commonly-used lines and shapes, and reorganizing them into Object, the image symbol resembling pictographs. Based on traditional brush painting elements such as mountains, stone, clouds, rain, trees, flowers, animals, pavilions, and houses, as well as texturing method lines and smudge coloring, he made the works abstract and simplified into a 3D mountain and river shape "Object." Also resembling the past single unit into complex group form, he organized various objects into 3D mountain and river objects. These objects depicted natural elements and were different yet equally satisfactory in comparison to oracle bone inscriptions and pictograms. However, they were 3D objects.
In regard to Reading Image 2015-1 and Reading Image 2015-2, the former's theme was fine white writing paper, like the blank spaces left in brush paintings, while the latter was the dark ink color, like the dark richness. Each image of the mountain and river scenery objects quietly merges into the overall painting, decorated with some color and simple yet elegant objects. According to the creator, the mountain and river objects are placed as follow: those smaller than a human being in the bottom, and larger at the top. Historical techniques such as Three distances of "horizon," "depth," and "height" in Linquan Gaozhi, painted by Guo Xi in the Song dynasty, as well as traditional painting theories such as pimacun, yudiancun, and fupicun, which expressed rock texture, were not applicable in this situation. This featured a new kind of logic.  Under the light reflection, this type of flat 3D image envelops a mysterious atmosphere while displaying poetic qualities. Serene and ordinary yet beautiful and deep, the scenic water reflections and brightly-colored flowers are interpreted and completed into a lasting, serene, pure joy.
Reading the Mountains and Rivers is like a small mountain and river painting. The square painting base displays ceramic spatial aesthetics, using blank spaces to distribute flowers, willow branches, numbers, landscape rocks, mountains, clouds, the moon, houses and rain onto the base. It is like the detailed meticulous flowers-and-birds realist paintings. The white, gray, and black minimalist Oriental color arrangement, with the intangible atmosphere, powerfully attracts viewer attention, and the feeling of space, which wanders through 2D and 3D, displays a new visual tension. The artwork inspires viewer's imagination about nature and mountain and river painting, and within the heart creates one's own unlimited natural artistic conception.
New Natural History Perspective: Body is Nature, Experiencing Nature within Nature

In comparison with other ancient cultures, the invention of Chinese pictograms clearly displayed worship and respect of nature. Philosophers and works such as Yijing, Laozi, Zhuangzi, and Confucius display a rich confident spirit through the ideal of harmony and oneness with nature. However, modern people have distanced themselves from nature and been confined by society even as technology advances. How can the longing for nature and freedom be fulfilled?
Perhaps it is as Reading Images indicates: images may be easier to understand than characters, and perhaps more real. The artwork is like a 7-line ancient poem; the white base is covered with 7 groups of black slip symbol objects, like 7 special 3D pictograms, or like 7-character poem lines. The pictograms, which echo natural images, also take their shapes and form and are thus easily understandable. However, characters gradually became the conceptual substitute for objects, which was simpler and more understandable than pointing out actual objects. Unfortunately, characters became unreliable, vague symbols. They had to be learned and memorized, and historical use and meanings understood, in order to accurately communicate. Concrete images are not learned through intelligence, and neither are Chu's "Objects." They are perceived by the body, being touched, observed, and listened to in order to approach the real world. I think no one knows the true meaning of what the works represent, but as the viewer's gaze passes each different shape, at the moment, the sound of poetic rhythm recitation floats into the air, and what comes to mind is the fond classroom memories of learning ancient wisdom and knowledge. I think this is the true meaning of art. Each observer, through the artwork, reads the image knowledge felt by his or her own body, and through the work meets his or her own reality and ideals.
Chu's Character Scenery is a huge, white, mountain and river work, 500 cm wide and 200 cm tall. With only a few simple, abstract elements such as mountains, water, clouds, and birds distributed throughout the huge painting, it resembles a landscape composition, creating a majestic rhythmic feeling. It reminds the viewer of Zhuangzi's Free and Easy Wandering: "In the Northern Ocean there is a fish, the name of which is Kun. I do not know many miles it is in size. It changes into a bird named Peng, the back of which is also miles in size. When the bird rouses itself and flies, its wings are like clouds all round the sky. When the sea is moved, it prepares to remove to the Southern Ocean. The Southern Ocean is the Pool of Heaven." Standing before the painting, one feels like Peng, the great soaring bird, freely roaming the heavens and earth, gazing down upon the vast mountains and seas, listening to the surging waves, as the heart is carried along with the great mountains and water. Truly, all of nature is transformed to the heart's eternal serenity and pure joy.
Discovering Nature within Nature

"Object" is the nature Chu created for himself. For him, touching and approaching earth is an important process for learning about himself and the world. His style has often changed, and now he chooses a new challenge - with mountain and river painting art. He inadvertently fell into the set pattern of traditional brush painting and took its expression form as a kind of conceptual allusion. He wishes to use the body's labor, perception, and personal experience to realize that art creation and the meaning of appreciation lies in the body's perception of shape elements. In the process, he discovers the world's true appearance and recovers the optimism and courage to face the world. The true nature is displayed in one's interactions.
4

