
 
 

Ancient landscape paintings inspire new language for 
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TAKING the old and making it new again takes extreme form in an exhibition where ancient 
Chinese painting meets virtual reality and digital video art. Yang Yongliang, an 
internationally celebrated artist from Shanghai, will show a new video work and his first VR 
artwork as part of his first Sydney solo show.  
 
On view from Saturday at Sullivan and Strumpf in Zetland, Yang’s intriguing artworks are 
informed by the many years the artist spent mastering calligraphy and traditional shan shui 
painting from the Song, Ming and Qin dynasties. 
 
He first learned these skills as a child in his home town of Jiading, 20km from Shanghai, 
before studying new media at university. Yang’s work now features in collections such as 
the British Museum and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The Art Gallery of NSW also owns 
his video work, Infinite Landscape, and has often displayed it. 
 
 

 
 
Other Shore, film on lightbox, 2016, by Yang Yongliang.  
This work is on view in the artist’s first solo exhibition in Sydney, at Sullivan and Strumpf, Zetland. Picture: 
supplied 



At first, much of Yang’s work closely resembles the shan shui paintings which date back to 
5th Century China. Craggy, overlapping mountains are sliced through by tumbling streams 
and textured by stands of trees. But move a little closer. The distant mountains in Yang’s 
works are encrusted in modern office blocks. And the trees are actually electricity 
transmission towers. 
 
The more you look, the more closely you want to look. Journey to the Dark, 2017, a three-
channel video of a city at night, invites minute inspection. 
 

 
 
Chinese artist Yang Yongliang with his digital video artwork, Journey to the Dark. The 10-minute video, 
completed last year, is part of Yang’s first solo exhibition in Sydney. The artist lives in Shanghai. Picture: Danny 
Aarons 
 
Once you realise that the lights go on and off in the tiny windows of old houses in the 
foreground, you begin to comb the entire work for other changes. And they’re everywhere. 
Little boats move across the harbour. Cars like ants crawl along the highway. Neon signs 
light up. Someone walks across the window of a house that teeters on a pile of other shanty 
dwellings. 
 
Yang creates these works on computer, painstakingly stitching together the photographs he 
takes in Hong Kong, Taiwan and Shanghai. 
 
Yang’s VR piece in the show, Eternal Landscape, 2017, is a departure in which the 
participant travels through a virtual rendition of an ancient Chinese landscape painting, 
complete with deer. 
 



 
 
Still image from Yang Yongliang’s virtual reality artwork, Eternal Landscape, 2017. The work can be seen at 
Sullivan and Strumpf, Zetland. Picture: supplied 
 

 
 
A still image from Infinite Landscape, 2011, a digital video artwork by Yang Yongliang. Picture: supplied 



“There is a philosophy in Chinese traditional painting is very similar with this,” Yang says. 
He is speaking of woyou, where the person contemplating a painting of ancient mountains 
and trees can let their mind wander, as if they were really in that landscape. 
 
“It’s totally different to western painting,” Yang says. 
 
Yang’s work is partly about rapid change in China where even his home town has not been 
spared. When he visits Jiading, he can hardly recognise it. 
“Now is totally new. Is very pity,” he says. 
 
More: Yang Yongliang: Journey to the Dark, Sullivan and Strumpf, 799 Elizabeth St, Zetland; 
May 12-26, sullivanstrumpf.com 
 
 
 
 


