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Archives at The Li-ching Foundation
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Naked in the Garden of Cultivation
Philosophical Remarks on Yu Peng’s
“Landscapes of Desire*

Fabian Heubel (Rescarch Fellow, Institute of Chinese Literature and Philosophy, Academia Sinica; Professor, Institute of Philosophy, National
Sun Yat-sen Universicy)
Lin Shu-Wen (Postdectoral Fellow, Institute of Chinese Literature and Philosophy, Academia Sinica; Adjunct Assistant Professor, General

Education Center, National University of Kaohsiung)

An unexpected feeling of spatial and temporal displacement greets visicors entering Yu Peng's residence. Through
a modest wooden door, leading into a home situated in the middle of urban Taipei, we are transported from a
modern city into the garden landscape of a literatus’ dwelling. Seeing one of his Landscapes of Desire there for the
first time was no less bewildering: How can “landscapes” (mountain-water painting) and “desire” coexist in a series
title, in the same painting? Whar is the relation between desire and cultivation? What does this incorporation of
modern desire into Chinese literati aesthetics mean? With evident Western influences, especially from the cradition
of nudity in art, Yu's female nudes often evoke associations of Western oil painting or even of models posing for
nude sketches. But how does nudity fit into his landscapes and what kind of cransformation does this entail and
inspire? Or perhaps the question should be reversed: Why does the “desire” for “landscape” still exist despite the

prolonged challenge of Westernization to the art of ink painting in general and literati painting in particular?

Two Worlds in One

Conventionally conceived, desire is at the opposite end of any notion of a spiritual life. Taking a biased perspective,
we tend to identify “desire” or “wish” (yn #t y! wich sexuality, overlooking desire that can be experienced
spiritually or directed to moral values. The spirit can be “with desire” or “without desire” as much as the body can,
since desire exists both in the world of the body and in the spiritual world. Yu's paintings often point to a way of
thinking that breaks away from such binary oppositions and reveals how the interdependence between these two
moments allows the paradoxical communication of “with desire” and “without desire”. Landscapes of Desire seem to

pass and wander through and between the two, opening up the possibility of their mutual transformarion.

Jungle of Desire

Intoxicating Whiffs of an Exotic Fragrance instantly captures us by the ambiguity in the female figure’s gaze. While
directly looking at us, her relationship with her spectator seems also very indirect. She seems to be looking at
herself in a mirror —the spectator merely exists as an imaginary judge of (her) beauty. Seeing and being seen are
interconnected. Gazing at her spectartor, she directly presents her beauty to the gaze of others. As she looks at
herself in a mirror, although seemingly only looking ac herself, any judgement about her looks is never only an
individual matcer, bur also necessarily a collective one. Collective norms of beauty permeate our most intimarte
relation: that to ourselves. Individual bodily gescures are deeply intercwined wich collective taste about whart is
beautiful and what is not. Through performance and self-fashioning, we often adjust the way we look, seeking
to meet the beauty standards of others. It is important to remember at this point that in Asia, Western norms of
beauty are still very powerful and influential (the increasing popularity of cosmetic medical intervencion and the

booming fitness industry, for example, are just the most obvious manifestations of this tendency).

1. Alchough a questionable translation, yi #% will be rendered as “desire” in the following.
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Landscape painting often evokes associations of a natural, pure, and otherworldly sphere of “without desire”.
Fernale nudes and their fashion model-like gescures appear to be ourt of place in these landscapes. The juxtaposition
of the two creates a strong contrast, but at the same time it opens up a potential for murual transformation.
Landscape painting is evidently transformed by the presence of the female nude, but her presence in this
alternative landscape in turn also transforms her. In this particular painting, the possibility of this transformation
hecomes apparent in the relationship between the female nude and the man on the way to awakening through
cultivation. Model-like aesthertics, as well as reshaping one’s body through physical exercise or cosmeric surgeries,
denote common efforts to adjust oneself to general norms and conventions in order to berter respond to excernal
expectations and desires. We may imagine the person engaging in self-cultivation as someone seeking to break free
from those external mundane matters and as someone who teaches us not to judge or appreciate others based on
their appearance. External reality and outer appearance should not be the main criterion applied when assessing
something or someone. Already the very composition of Yu's painting suggests an intention to point beyond this
conventional mindset. The painting is divided into an upper and a lower section. The “awakened one”, apparently
a grown man, is also child-like. Positioned in the lower section, the woman is standing in the “jungle of desire”,
while the self-cultivating man is higher, above the intricate entanglement of branches and leaves. He is inside
a cave, surrounded by a garden-like imagery consisting of rocks (with a bird sicting on one of them), a bamboo
grove, and a river at the cop. While che upper part of the man’s body gives an impression of transcendence, the

lower part remains half-hidden in the same wilderness.

Passing Through

Both figures appear in the same painting, giving it some transculrural significance, making literati painting touch
upon the difficuley of communication berween East and West, che Old and the New. Through the female nude
the Western challenge to Chinese aesthetics is introduced into literati painting, evoking the question of whether
and how there can be room for developing the traditional link between painting and practices of culcivation in
contemporary art. To what excent is self-cultivation possible amidst the visual stimulants of the mundane world?
Under the impact of global popular culture, the pursuits of wisdom, of becoming a sage (or a holy person) or
arraining Buddhahood seem to be outdated, even ridiculous. This, however, only highlighes the necessity to

reconsider the basic structure, practices, and objectives of self-cultivation.

Yu Peng's landscape painting seems to inspire such reconsideration. The jungle appears to mark a space of
transition from a “subject of desire” that restrains and indulges towards the paradoxical relationship between “with
desire” and “without desire”. The wilderness of thick vegeration alludes to how such a communication is hindered
and obstructed —the passage from the modern realm of emotional expressivity and sexual desire into the paradoxical
wandering between “with desire” and “without desire” is very difficult. The bird, a messenger between the two
worlds, could stand for the possibility to communicate chrough the wilderness. Perched on a rock, unmoving,
waiting, observing, ic is the suspended question of how to reconcile the ontological aspect of “being-with” and
“being-without” (wif 4 , empriness or non-being) and the ethical aspect of “with desirc” and “without desire”. It

is this paradoxicality, a major aspect of Eastern thought, that Yu Peng seems to articulate in his painting.

Revisiting Eastern philosophy might apen up a different perspective, changing certain preconceptions about
desire. In his commentary to the Laozi, 3rd century philosopher Wang Bi offers a value-oriented answer,
emphasizing the superiority of “being-without” or “withoutness”. Contesting this view, one may argue with the
Ming dynascy scholar Wang Fuzhi char since “being-with and being-without generate each other”, there is no
hierarchical order between the two, burt rather a relationship of equal coexistence and mutual transformacion.”
Following this interpreration, “with desire” and “wichour desire” do not involve a value judgment in terms of the

opposition between a meta-physical and a physical aspect.

The relationship berween “with desire” and “without desire” is addressed in the very first chapter of the Laozi

2. All translations of passages from the classical texts belong to the auchors.
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itself: “Constancly without desire, [Constantly being-without, desires} to see their wonders; constantly wich desire,
[constantly being-with, desires] to see their limits. Those two have the same source buc different names. Together
we call chem dark. Darkness and again darkness, this is the gate to the multitude of wonders.” In this passage, “with
desire” and “without desire” are defined as different ways of “seeing”. Another way of reading this passage would
be to use “being-with” and “being-without” to distinguish between different desires. Wherher we focus on “with
desire” or “without desire” from an ethical perspective or perceive desire in terms of the ontological difference
between “being-with” and “being-without”, the key point here is that “with desire” and “without desire” or
“being-with” and “being-without” have the same source —“Darkness” (xudn ¥ ). “Darkness” signifies a paradoxical
force that is unpredicrable, uncontrollable, and uncertain. It is the source of all that is beauriful and ugly and all
that is good and not good. The “multitude of wonders” does not exist outside the paradoxical, as it encompasses
beauty and ugliness, goodness and non-goodness, being-with and being-without, difficulty and ease, length and
shorrness, height and lowness etc. (see Laozi, Chaprer 2), which generate and complete one anocher, contrasting
and resonating with one another. “Darkness” is an uncanny depth that baffles and terrifies, but is also a home and a

garden allowing for “enlightenment”.

Wandering Transformation

The discussion of the relationship becween “desire” and “awakening” or “awareness” is necessary to avoid any
simplistic equation of desire with “sexuality” and any exclusive association of sexualiry with visual attraction or
“sex appeal”. Although the postute of the female nude in the painting is closely tied to visual effects of beaury, it
is not restricted to it. Putting the strong tendency to visualize sexual desire aside, is it possible to think differently
about desire? An alternarive understanding of desire would make it very difficult to clearly destinguish between
the spiritual and the bodily, since the pursuit of self-cultivation, enlightenment, and wisdom is also a form of
desire. From the perspective of paradoxical chinking in the first chapter of the Laozi, “with desire” and “without
desire” can be understood in correspondence to “being-with” and “being-without”, “doing” and “without doing”,
or “tasting without tasting”. Evidently, “wich desire” and “without desire” cannot be simply assessed in terms of a
hierarchical structure. Many interpretations of the Laozi introduce normative distinctions that seem to recommend
breaking away from having desires and entering a state of desirelessness —an approach clearly leading to a
separation between “desire” and “awareness”. The similarity between “with desire” and “without desire” to “being-
with” and “being-without”, however, does not necessarily imply a normarive hierarchy. To be “constantly wichout
desire” denotes a sense of the limitless and of infinity, while being “constantly with desire” implies limitation and
finitude. The limitless and the limited are concurrently needed. Life needs both, being “with desire” and “without

desire”, having “limits” and being “without limits”.

Self-cultivation needs to be motivated by life. But why engage in cultivation? The reason for and the telos of
cultivation are exactly what the process of cultivation attempts to overcome. To break free from reasons and
objectives is to realize being “without desire”, but there cannot be complete lack of “desire” (a dark force coming
from life’s unfathomable depch), otherwise one would lack all motivacion. In contemporary consumer society,
“boredeom” is a common expression of being “without desire”, of having lost any drive to live or of being lost in

meaninglessness and a sense of futilicy. At this point, being “without desire” rurns into Nihilism.

Yu's landscape seems to offer a way out of a nihilistic reading of “being-wirhout”, bur also moves beyond the
demonization of “being-with” (desire). Awareness of the paradoxical communication between the rwo stares is
embodied no less by the female nude than by the self-cultivator. She seems to be in pursuit of being generally
recognized for her beauty, while he is striving towards proofs in realizing the Way (Dao). Bur is she not as much
“with desire” or “without desire” as her male counterpart? The difficulty of wandering and transforming berween
the two is a starting point for awakening, and by realizing this problem, she or he is on the way to become an
“awakened one”. The line berween “being-with” and “being-without”, between “with desire” and “without desire”,
between beauty and ugliness, berween goodness and non-goodness is neither rigid nor unchanging. Our way of

“seeing” (gudn # ), our gaze, should go deeper, not linger on seemingly opposing aspects of reality.

Gazing at the painting, we see a naked woman in what appears to be some kind of wilderness or jungle; she is

standing in the foreground, partly outside, but also deep in the forest. Her pose alludes to conventional norms of
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beauty, but, immersed in nature, she also exudes a sense of freedom and ease. Does the ambiguity of this landscape
of desire lead us from the duality of bodily and spiritual existence to a paradoxical communication between “with
desire” and “without desire”? Is self-cultivation the aescheric and ethic process of learning and practicing chis
paradoxical communication? Awareness of this paradoxical relationship is embodied by both the female nude and
the self-cultivator. “Awakening” is not only valid with him, but manifests in the paradoxical relationship between
the two figures, the two worlds. The woman is not che only one “wich desire” —the spiritual self-cultivator is “with
desire” as well. This sense of “awakening” wanders between the two, sometimes at ease, sometimes hampered and

blocked, soaring and passing through the experience of “enlighrenment”.

Waiting for the Bird to Fly

Yu Peng’s arcwork neither fits into the conventional idea of lofty otherworldliness, nor is it meant to just linger
in the jungle of desire. The coexistence of nudity and awakening in his landscapes seems to call commonplace
conceptions about art and reality into question. Intent on blurring boundaries, Yu's brushstrokes inregrate
Western nude art into Eastern landscape painting, allowing a paradoxical world of otherworldly worldliness and
being “without desire” and “with desire” to silently unfold. This is art hinting at the possibilicy of no less than a
new form of wisdom, as no longer the pursuit of a dull and one-sided state of being “without desire”. Instead of a
metaphysical quest, Yu seems to propose cultivating the relationship between “with desire” and “without desire”
as both physical and metaphysical communicarion. “Awakening” or “awareness” now emerges out of the possibility
of a twofold interdependence: berween spiritual and bodily cultivation, between meta-physical enlightenment and
physical sensuality. Any sharp division between the self-cultivator (on the way to awakening) and the female nude
seems to vanish —the two imply one another, entering into a state of “desire without desire”. Far from demonizing
desire, Yu seems to suggest a paradoxical communicacion berween “with desire” and “without desire”, berween

following one’s desires and cultivating the Way.

Inspired to reflect on the paradox, we are faced with the question of whether and how “desire without desire” is

possible. Any atrachment to the aim of being without desire, obviously, still binds us to desire. Staying within

fixed and unchanging “desire” seems no less an impossibility than remaining “without desire”. In other words, if

we are not able to “desire being without”, that is, to desire being withour bodily and spiritual desires, we will not
be able to experience what “without desire” is. It follows then that the only way to comprehend “without desire” is
to desire “being-without" itself, “withoutness”. To be “withourt desire” is inseparable from "desire”, and “desire” is

inseparable from “withour desire”.

When desiring to realize the Way, to become a wise or even a “holy” person, one needs to learn “awakening” and
“awareness”. In this state, the fulfillment of desire is only possible through forgecting what one desires, and thus
in desiring to be without desire and experiencing “without desire” whilst fulfilling desire. In the Analects we find
Confucius stating “Ar seventy I follow the desires of my heart, without transgressing the norms”, suggesting chat,
ar a certain age, we may become “without desire”, and thus be able to follow desire wisely and naturally. Evidently,
Confucian choughe in this case seems to avoid the difficulty of paradoxical thinking and doing. In Daoism and
Buddhism, however, becoming aware of and practicing the paradoxical relationship between “(with) desire” and
“without desire” and entering the cultivation of “desire without desire” is crucial for the process of awakening. In

Yu's landscapes we are invited to explore and celebrate such a possibiliry.

Embodying the paradoxical communication between desire and landscape, nudity and culcivation, naked women
and ascetic persons in Yu Peng's ink works achieve or at least suggest the possibility of communication between
worlds which are conventionally underscood in opposition. As a messenger between those worlds, we find the bird

—it seems to be waiting; preparing itself for the right moment to take off in flight. That moment is yet to come.
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