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One of the most treasured tropes in the Chinese literati tradition is the scholar’s
decision—in the face of an objectionable political regime — to withdraw from civic
duties. The fourth-century poet Tao Yuanming retreated to Mount Lu (Mount Her-
mitage) for a life in seclusion, changing his name to Tao Qian (The Hidden). His
poetry reflecting on this disengagement became the touchstone for centuries of
literary, poetic, and artistic expressions of scholarly abjuration. Retreating to the
mountains is the geographical demonstration of the strategic power of visible
silence and committed refusal.

In the twentieth century, despite its geographical remove, Mount Hermitage
was not disconnected from the political upheavals of the century or the appropria-
tive politics of retreat. Western missionaries, offering a new vision of the afterlife,
established a summer resort there, naming it Guling, for “cooling.” They departed
before the Japanese invasion, and left behind their European-styled buildings to
be recolonized and reinhabited. During its strategic military retreat known as the
Long March, the Chinese Communist Party battled Republican forces near one
of its lakes. During the Great Leap Forward and through the Cultural Revolution,
three Party plenums made life and death decisions from its cool and lofty heights.
Today, Mount Lu is a protected touristic reserve, a four-hour drive from the city of
Wuhan. Even with its storied heritage as a place of isolation, it is also just a moun-
tain town contending, like so much of China and the rest of the world, with the
unequal movement of people from village to town to city, with environmental
degradation and corresponding nostalgia for the natural, and with the pandemic
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lockdown and ravages of the coronavirus disease on our political and our human
bodies.

The artist Yi Xin Tong, born at Mount Hermitage, happened upon the ruins of
azoo in its protected national parks in 2015. Built in the 1950s, with nine modernist
pavilions in a garden landscape housing peacocks, pandas, camels, and other exotic
animals, the once-glorious zoo had been closed, and its buildings were in disre-
pair. Tong, however, found the animal pavilions far from abandoned; he came upon
many remnants of recent human habitation. Since 2015, Tong has been document-
ing the reappearance and departure of both people and animals in these secluded
and idyllic cages. At times he meets the elderly mountain men and women who
appear to be living there; at other times he seeks out and interviews the zookeepers
who once worked for the zoo. In videos, drawings, photographs, and installations,
Tong interweaves this documentary engagement with a fable: that the humans liv-
ing in each pavilion eventually take on the form of the animals whose homes they
have reinhabited, and take flight. The title of the project, “PI{LE1l (“The Becom-
ing of Feathered Beings”), is a classic phrase from Daoism, describing humans who
obtain the Way and, winged, fly to immortal lands.

As many of us are learning in pandemic times, a life in proximal isolation or
symbolic seclusion is not necessarily a life apart. Even in retreat, the human animal
wrestles with the social ties required for survival, and the urge to flight battles with
our sense of civic responsibility and the need to care for our collective lives. Yi Xin
Tong’s
arly tradition of struggling, while in seclusion, with human and animal bonds.

The Becoming of Feathered Beings” at Mount Lu joins in an ancient schol-
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(4:79%5 ) TICKSEED

AIELLENYIE S B Aot Tat —F—/
ISR L L -

Told by former Mount Lu Zoo veterinarian Ms. Xiong in 2018
Read by Ms. Xiong's student Mr. Tong in 2020

FOREBFEITE » [FREF 2 009% » MATFTER i 2T > B
—F - SEROCKEEERY - MELF 5 RS -
Back then they weeded every year. There was a lot of tickseed. They said they were

going to clear them all. I told them, those flowers over there, near the boulder,
should be saved. There’s still some left now. There used to be so much.

FIGURE 1. YiXin Tong, still from Tickseed, 3:16. Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo (2015—20). Ten-channel HD video and
sculptural installation with sound.
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(FLEFF5E) FLAUNTING PEACOCK

FUETEEESUM WRPR 4 Tl —F— )\

FLIER B4 i —E %

Told by the architect of the Peacock Pavilion Mr. Ouyang in 2018
Read by Mount Lu resident Mr. Tong in 2020

flLEmRRIIHHY > BIHRS > 1bfL&E - KEIETE > sIFLETRE - %1
AT » ABENEHKRR - fLE—FBEEITRE - —B2HUTR - ORE AT
BT B M TR - BRI i -

I designed the Peacock Pavilion. The roof was so high that the peacocks could fly
inside. People waved their handkerchiefs to entice them to spread their tails. When
children came in colorful clothes, the peacocks opened their feathers as soon as
they saw them. If someone wore a floral dress, they would also flaunt their tails to
her, displaying their beauty. They really knew how to show off.

FIGURE 2. YiXin Tong, still from Flaunting Peacock, 2:17. Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo (2015—20). Ten-channel HD video
and sculptural installation with sound.
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('EH ZEX\) HUNDRED BIRDS PAYING HOMAGE TO THE PHOENIX

AlELLEMIE S A8t Tl —F—/\
AL A B B B TE
Told by former Mount Lu Zoo veterinarian Ms. Xiong in 2018
Read by Ms. Xiong’s student Mr. Tong in 2020

FLETERI LR A AE > BRI EEIE - FHLEFLE
ENTEEEK - BEM BT AENEFREN - ﬂ%ﬁﬁﬁﬁ*A%Iﬁﬁi
R ORI N > FRONEDE SR R LA - BCktt A o FLEE
et B REFEFT -

People still lived in the Peacock Pavilion a few years ago, including the deputy direc-
tor of the Floral Path Park. The peacocks that remained were left to survive on their
own. Sanitation workers now raise black chickens there. Across from the Peacock
Pavilion is a monument inscribed with Chairman Mao’s quotations. The manage-
ment was going to blow it up at one point. I suggested that we paint Hundred Birds
Paying Homage to the Phoenix [an auspicious theme signifying peace under a wise
ruler], that is to say, peacocks, with peonies. Peacocks can really fly. They fly high
and far.

FIGURE 3. YiXin Tong, still from Hundred Birds Paying Homage to the Phoenix, 2:06. Poems in the Mount Lu
Zoo (2015—20). Ten-channel HD video and sculptural installation with sound.
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FIGURE 4. YiXin Tong, still from Hundred Birds Paying Homage to the Phoenix, 2:06. Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo (2015—20).
Ten-channel HD video and sculptural installation with sound.
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(CPHE%Mil]) THEBECOMING OF FEATHERED BEINGS

BN EG #riE —ZE—TL
FlERERE i —E %

News on Mount Lu TV in 2019

Read by Mount Lu resident Mr. Tong in 2020

BUEYIR— L =55 - NABERE > FEasid - I HFEREE%
WIRFE - A %%%I)\ﬁﬁiﬁ%?%%? BUEZERI I EE - ZE—F
FA ZBAEETEEAT ik R EXHEESHYR I EEER
B8 o ML HUTCFRIPIEE - #EEIE A0S i o AR5 228 (R S S HY IS
g > EATREZETE - PUESR » M EAS AT T Hgebs e “IAOE" -

The Mount Lu Zoo was built in 1953. It once housed rare animals and was a pop-
ular tourist destination. Following its decline in the 1990s, the zoo became aban-
doned. Not long after, workers who came from elsewhere who couldn’t afford
housing moved into these cages and set up their homes, naming their living cages
the “Immortal Caverns.” In the 2010s, they gradually became infected with the
instincts and spirits of the animals that had previously occupied the cages. They

started to grow claws, fangs, and wings, and tore up their living supplies. Eventu-
ally, when fully transformed into birds and beasts, they escaped from the cages and
disappeared into the mountains.

FIGURE 5. YiXin Tong, still from The Becoming of Feathered Beings, 2:58. Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo
(2015—20). Ten-channel HD video and sculptural installation with sound.
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(lik¥ AEL) STARTLED PYTHON DISAPPEARS INTO THE GRASS

fEE AR A E EE At Ol —E—)\
FLIER B4 i —E %

Told by director of Floral Path Park Ms. Li in 2018
Read by Mount Lu resident Mr. Tong in 2020

19554 » —Mie - Mok > B - K /US82% » £/AARIEAS
> HEEE AR - ESPEE IR ARREIAAE - FATNIR TIEARE > &
EAEMAED - Bk 0 FERENDS - FEIBE T« RE - A8
fE R T o7 BRI - BEEERE -

In 1955, a python over two meters, weighing twenty kilograms, bit through wire
cage number eight. Seven or eight people were frightened and were unable to cap-
ture it, but witnessed it fleeing into the Jade Screen Peaks. Old workers of the zoo
said the python was still around. When we first came to work here, it was always
nearby, and wherever it moved, the grass would split in two. Colleagues saw it and
would say, “Look, the python is back again.” It would not go far and always wanted
to return to its nest.

FIGURE 6. YiXin Tong, still from Startled Python Disappears into the Grass, 1:32. Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo (2015—20).
Ten-channel HD video and sculptural installation with sound.
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(TR ) GIANT SPINY FROG

AIELLshYE & EE et Tl —ZF—/\
AL A B B B TE

Told by former Mount Lu Zoo veterinarian Ms. Xiong in 2018
Read by Ms. Xiong’s student Mr. Tong in 2020

At - FORIMTRAGREIR LAY » N TEHE TR ZWREETRE b
% BRI HAE S AR ER - [ERBHRSAESR - BHEEH
B ELIZA IR TRV -

The giant spiny frog is normally called rock frog on Mount Lu. Why? The males
have many black dots on their chests, thorny to touch. We originally planned to
restore the rock frogs on Mount Lu. Large numbers of tadpoles from artificial
insemination were released into the wild. This research project even won an award
in the province. However, the local administration didn’t support our project, and
complained that they couldn’t eat the rock frogs we raised.

FIGURE 7. YiXin Tong, still from Giant Spiny Frog, 0:52. Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo (2015—-20). Ten-channel HD video
and sculptural installation with sound.
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(L E ) KING OF MONKEY HILL

AIELLEIYIEE & B fedot: it —E—/
AL A B B B TE

Told by former Mount Lu Zoo veterinarian Ms. Xiong in 2018
Read by Ms. Xiong’s student Mr. Tong in 2020

TIUEAF VI - AL E - I - WASEAZ T > SRR
R/ NAYSREL T > REFEAMLA] T ERTRESEEE T o JRSREA IR (LAY P f et o
B MR - BT R AZEE - EWETREIZ T - L RIEARERE R
o JERELEEFTIE T -

RN B — (B —[RIEY > (ETEE o —R—Pdi o SPIE - B - &
2205 ~ B o R I A BB — and - [F—BEETIR > RS [ ERE A
TTHY > ZFTA  2FT5ERY < A AT - AL - HALAY A E -
PRIEAS AR TIERE S - et -

The zoo was still running in 2004. We had some peacocks and birds. Not many
mammals were left, except for some monkeys. The younger bears were sold, and

=
fi
5

FIGURE 8. YiXin Tong, still from King of Monkey Hill, 1:50. Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo (2015—20). Ten-channel HD video
and sculptural installation with sound.
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FIGURE 9. YiXin Tong, still from King of Monkey Hill, 1:50. Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo (2015—20). Ten-channel HD video
and sculptural installation with sound.

the older ones may have died on their hands. Our macaque monkeys escaped once
or twice. They showed up at people’s houses down the mountain and ate their food-
stuffs drying in the sun outside. In the winter, they destroyed farmers’ crops, and
were later killed.

The interior of Monkey Hill was divided into rooms, easy to manage. One spe-
cies in each room: pig-tailed macaque, Frangois’s langur, snub-nosed monkey, and
macaque. In the open space only one species was allowed. They fought among
themselves, so it was impossible to introduce a different species. They would fight,
and they would die. Even if they surrendered and the king didn’t bully them, others
would. Unless the introduced one was extremely powerful and could become the
king.
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FIGURE 10. YiXin Tong, still from King of Monkey Hill, 1:50. Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo (2015—20). Ten-channel HD video
and sculptural installation with sound.
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(=B 73%J) CLOUDEDLEOPARD IN THE CLOUDS

AIELLEIYIEE & B fedot: it —E—/
AL A B B B TE

Told by former Mount Lu Zoo veterinarian Ms. Xiong in 2018
Read by Ms. Xiong’s student Mr. Tong in 2020

BAILGRIA =S > 55 - FREE NTEIN 528 - FORARARIM Rk -
MUNFRREISY T > BRI AR « JERBERTAFR AR AFIE T - ELK
T HEITART o BERMiR 0 IRIEAEE -

We used to have clouded leopards, so beautiful. They were kept in the lion cage
down there, with the pandas. Raised from cubs, these leopards interacted well with
humans. Later I told the breeder not to hold the leopard anymore. It already grew
up, and that would be terrible if she got maimed. I said to her, “You haven'’t even
gotten married yet.”

FIGURE 11. YiXin Tong, still from Clouded Leopard in the Clouds, 2:56. Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo (2015—20). Ten-channel
HD video and sculptural installation with sound.
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FIGURE 12. Yi Xin Tong, still from Clouded Leopard in the Clouds, 2:56. Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo (2015—20). HD video
and sculptural installation with sound.
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(JEEHEEF-) WHOKILLED THE DEER

AIELLshYE & EE et Tl —ZF—/\
AL A B B B TE

Told by former Mount Lu Zoo veterinarian Ms. Xiong in 2018
Read by Ms. Xiong’s student Mr. Tong in 2020

FERE SR TR - IEEAREME - ABSRG > T - FRAVIETE
B LT AR o ERAEMILE T WA ELERIM - —fKIET
BE > AL EAR TIZHEAY WX KA RENZ » IERIHE T - FHRE R
£ XA NEHRSHIZ T o Hbh— M AR - #hiz 7 T o HIRE
gmEz G BETRS T o BEARMNIAE - S5 -

A big thing happened at the deer pen. There was Bacillus anthracis. When humans
get infected with it, they bleed from all seven openings of their heads. We had a
spotted deer, and every year we helped it to shed its antlers. Later it got infected
and died. I found blood oozing out from all seven openings of its head. Generally,
when a deer died, the employees would eat it. I said this one was unsafe and asked
the construction workers to bury it. However, some people dug it up the following
night and ate it anyways. Among them was a zookeeper, and afterward her mouth
rotted. The toxicity might have weakened after cooking. Otherwise, people would
have died.

FIGURE 13. YiXin Tong, still from Who Killed the Deer, 1:48. Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo (2015—-20). Ten-
channel HD video and sculptural installation with sound.
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(34 EF) PROTECTIVE INFANTICIDE

AIELLshYE & EE et Tl —ZF—/\
AL A B BRIl B TE

Told by former Mount Lu Zoo veterinarian Ms. Xiong in 2018
Read by Ms. Xiong’s student Mr. Tong in 2020

INIRIER — MRV AR TRATIER T - NIV B 20 > A EA
FIEE © FRERIAFR GIPER > e EAZRATHE > E— MBS/ NEZ - X
B FheRIP - RIS RIEAZE - BRI T HAMEASTE - S22 R IEX
R 2RIP o BAAIZ - ESE T HANEASRE - JaRetEXAE - AEAE -

Red pandas have one very special trait. We observed this for a long time. The birth
and nurturing of newborn pandas needs to take place in a quiet environment and
they shouldn’t be disturbed. I told the zookeeper in charge not to bother them at
night, otherwise they would get startled and eat their newborn cubs. That was out
of protection for the cubs, so as not to have humans take them. They would rather
eat them than have them taken away. The snub-nosed monkeys were also like this.
Although they wouldn’t eat their babies, they still protected them. They would not
let people take the babies even when they were dead. The same was true for bears.
They never let people take their cubs.

FIGURE 14. YiXin Tong, still from Protective Infanticide, 6:05. Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo (2015—20).
Ten-channel HD video and sculptural installation with sound.
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FIGURE 15. YiXin Tong, still from Protective Infanticide, 6:05. Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo (2015—20).
Ten-channel HD video and sculptural installation with sound.
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FIGURE 16. Yi Xin Tong, still from Protective Infanticide, 6:05. Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo (2015—20).
Ten-channel HD video and sculptural installation with sound.
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FIGURE 17. YiXin Tong, still from Protective Infanticide, 6:05.
HD video and sculptural installation with sound.

Poems in the Mount Lu Zoo (2015—20). Ten-channel
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