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In 2019, Emily Allchurch began an extended period of travel and research in
Mainland China and Venice; the two ends of the ancient Silk Road. This
collection of work, Mirrored Cities, remains rooted in her signature link to
historical artworks, in particular 16th century Venetian narrative painting and
Chinese Court painting, yet also draws inspiration from literary sources, most
notably Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities (1972).
The series explores parallels between the ancient trading port of Venice, and
historical and contemporary counterpart locations in China, such as Shanghai,
Suzhou, Tianjin and Fenghuang and Xi’an in its exploration of themes such as
globalisation, mass tourism and trade. There is a strong focus on symmetries
and synergies, rather than contrasts and differences, between historically
‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ locations. Allchurch says now that she could never have
imagined, when she embarked on this project in March 2019, how uncannily
poignant this subject matter would become one year later amid the Covid-19
pandemic; her work capturing a moment in time, just before everything
changed.
There are three distinct groupings in the series; a diptych inspired by Calvino’s
‘Invisible Cities’, three works based on Venetian Narrative painting
compositions, and a panoramic reworking of a 12th century Chinese hand scroll.
Each work has a different story to tell, and is very much a product of the
specific moment when the artist was making it: pre/during/post the Covid-19
pandemic. As an artist interested in capturing a snapshot of life as a form of
documentary record of time and place, it was inevitable that the focus of the
original narrative around mass tourism and globalisation would shift to reflect
the extraordinary unfolding of global events in 2020.
‘I feel so privileged to have had the opportunity to travel so extensively in
Mainland China and Venice in 2019 and it has been a wonderfully restorative
process to be able to work everyday during lockdown with the over 40,000
images I took there. My thoughts have often turned to the people I
photographed last year, in cities so far away, and how much their
circumstances must have changed during the subsequent year.’
Arts Council England have supported this project through a ‘Developing Your
Creative Practice’ grant (2019), and ‘Emergency Response Fund’ award (2020) .

Mirrored Cities I & II are reflections on, and of, three ancient water towns: Venice,
Suzhou and Fenghuang. The compositions are inspired by Italo Calvino’s description
of the city Valdrada in Invisible Cities. In the book, Marco Polo describes Valdrada to
Emperor Kublai Khan as 'two cities: one erect above the lake and the other
reflected, upside down… Nothing exists or happens in the first Valdrada that the
other does not repeat… every face and gesture is answered in the mirror.’
In my visual interpretation Mirrored Cities I (2019) depicts the ancient water town
of Fenghuang, in Hunan Province, with Venice forming its reflection in the water,
and the foreground setting. Although separated by 5,000 miles, the two cities have
much in common. Fenghuang’s riverside settlement of houses built on stilts,
temples and narrow alleys, was also a prosperous centre of trade and cultural
exchange. Today the town, like Venice, is a popular tourist destination, teeming with
day-trippers and supported by an abundance of restaurants, bars, hotels and tourist
boats. In the piece tour guides lead a continuous procession of visitors, a young
couple is photographed in traditional costume, and pleasure boats command the
Tuo River, whilst local workers prepare for the next round of guests.
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Mirrored Cities I & II are reflections on, and of, three ancient water towns: Venice,
Suzhou and Fenghuang. The compositions are inspired by Italo Calvino’s description
of the city Valdrada in Invisible Cities. In the book, Marco Polo describes Valdrada to
Emperor Kublai Khan as 'two cities: one erect above the lake and the other
reflected, upside down… Nothing exists or happens in the first Valdrada that the
other does not repeat… every face and gesture is answered in the mirror.’
Mirrored Cities II (2019) presents a canal-side view of Venice, with its characteristic
Venetian Gothic architecture, and international tourist scene. Local workers; street
cleaners, delivery-men and buskers, along with banners denouncing the overtourism of the city, are reminders that, for a dwindling population, Venice is still
home and not a theme park. Framing the scene, and reflected in the water, is its
twinned city of Suzhou, on China’s Grand Canal, in Jiangsu Province. A city with
2,500 years of history, it was established as a centre for shipping and silk
production, and is famed for its canals, culture and ancient gardens, making it one
of the most visited cities in China. The foreground setting was photographed in the
scenic water town of Tongli, a suburb of Suzhou, accessible to tourists upon
payment of an entrance fee, similar to the recent introduction of a ‘landing tax’ for
day-trippers in Venice, and turnstile trials to restrict the movement of visitors. The
notice on the cigarette bin reminds visitors to help keep the town beautiful.
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Along the Road (after Zhang Zeduan) (2020) recreates the culminating section of
the famous 12th century hand scroll, Qingming Shanghe Tu / Along the River during
the Qingming Festival, attributed to Zhang Zeduan, from the Palace Museum in
Beijing, that focuses on the interior of the city, accessed through a monumental
gate. Although there is debate as to whether the original painting depicts the
Northern Song capital of Bianjing, today's Kaifeng, or a generic, idealised city from
that period, I chose to set my recreation in modern-day Xi’an, once the eastern
departure point of the Silk Road, and a melting pot of cultures and religions. In the
original painting, the heart of the city is depicted bustling with activity, with
merchants, vendors and consumers all attendant in the portrait of a prosperous,
commercial metropolis.

In order to collate an image library of Xi’an from a bird’s-eye perspective, with which
to construct my contemporary interpretation of Zhang Zeduan’s masterpiece of
isometric projection, I had to seek out the landmark buildings in the city: the 14km
perimeter Ming Dynasty City Wall, the Bell and Drum Towers and the Big Goose
Pagoda, all of which afforded high vantage points. As a consequence, apart from
the dominant symbolic gateway to the Silk Road, the resulting photographs shift
the focus away from particularising landmarks to concentrate on everyday street
scenes, featuring local and international shops, restaurants, residential areas and
manicured landscaping, much of which is the result of new afforesting initiatives.

Just as Zhang Zeduan’s style is characterised by its true-to-life attention to detail, so
Allchurch’s contemporary reworking shows a slice of Xi’an life as she witnessed it.
Reacting to the Covid-19 global pandemic whilst working on the piece in 2020, the
artwork offers another layer of unfolding narrative. Reading right to left, as in
traditional Chinese hand scrolls, busy streets and groups of tourists in the opening
sequence give way to the deserted roads and closed shops of lockdown, followed
by the gradual reopening, to a new socially-distanced normal of queuing and face
masks.

In fact, the decision to make the finished piece at a width of exactly two metres was
a direct response to government advice to maintain this precise measurement of
social distancing between people during re-emergence from lockdown, in order to
allow the revitalisation of commerce and the economy, as depicted in the final
section of the image.
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With a theme of global consumerism, Venezia Land (after Bellini) (2020), recreates
Gentile Bellini’s ‘Miracle at the Bridge of San Lorenzo’ (1500), originally painted as
part of ‘The True Cross Cycle’ for the Scuola di San Giovanni Evangelista, and now on
display with Carpaccio’s painting from the same series at the Accademia Gallery in
Venice. In her contemporary reworking of the scene, Allchurch presents Venice on
one side of the Grand Canal, mirrored by a modern luxury designer outlet near
Tianjin, in Northeast China, on the other. Built to resemble a Venetian streetscape,
this new and sanitised Italian style retail development aims for a casual authenticity,
but on closer examination is very much a pastiche; a stage set lacking in depth and
patina, accommodating outlets for upmarket Italian fashion brands on its ground
floors, and offering a pleasant and luxurious shopping experience in its
presumptuous surroundings.

In an unnerving juxtaposition of the genuine and the artificial, the boundary
between the two becomes blurred, as consumers freely cross from one side to the
other. Graffiti on a Venetian wall depicts an obese tourist, with euro coins for eyes
and ‘Venezia Land’ emblazoned on her vest, bingeing on the very same designer
brands that are sold in the artificially perfect version of Venice across the bridge. A
signpost pointing in opposite directions to both Piazza S. Marco and the Rialto
Bridge contributes to the disorientation, whilst the disturbingly prophetic poster
advertising the 2019 Venice Biennale condemns us to ‘Live in Interesting Times’.
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Italian Style Town (after Carpaccio) (2020), is based upon Vittore Carpaccio’s ‘The
Disputation of St. Stephen’ (1514). Originally painted for the Scuola di San Stefano,
Carpaccio’s invented cityscape, with its distinctly Venetian influence, now forms part
of the Pinacoteca Brera collection in Milan. Allchurch felt the composition, with its
clearly delineated foreground and background setting, lent itself perfectly to a
juxtaposition of Venice with the 19th century Italian Concession in Tianjin, Hebei
Province. Created before the Covid-19 pandemic, the piece is an exploration of
former trade links and modern-day tourism in both places.

The foreground setting shows the 16th century Palladian portico from the old
monastery of San Giorgio Maggiore in Venice (now the Cini Foundation). Standing
guard on the left of the scene is the Piraeus Lion (a Greek statue from about 360 BCE,
looted from Athens in the 17th century), now displayed at the Venetian Arsenal as a
symbol of Venice’s patron saint, Saint Mark. Between the columns is a carefully
choreographed portrait of Venice’s tourist industry; left luggage, a tour guide with
paddle, tourists recording the view, and themselves in it, through painting, smart
phone photography, and selfies. A young couple roll their suitcase across the
cobblestone divide into Marco Polo Square, Tianjin, complete with Marco Polo statue
riding on a camel. Here, Chinese tourists flock to experience and pose in front of
Italian style architecture, and to sample the cuisine in the former colonial concession.
Built by Italian architects in 1902, the resulting architecture is a fascinating pastiche
that comes with the patina a century bestows. A Chinese vending machine
contained within a pedimented neoclassical facade epitomises the amalgamation of
eastern and western culture and the globalisation of brands like Coca-Cola. Beyond,
modern day Tianjin builds ever skyward, whilst a commercial flight passes overhead.
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The Lion & the Phoenix (after Carpaccio) (2020), is based upon Carpaccio’s
‘Healing of the Possessed Man’ (1496), from the Accademia Gallery in Venice, and
was created in March 2020, during the peak of the Covid-19 pandemic. Carpaccio’s
painting formed part of ‘The True Cross Cycle’ for the Scuola di San Giovanni
Evangelista, and is famed for its exquisitely rendered portrait of everyday life around
the Rialto Bridge, the bustling, economic heart of Venice at the time. In Allchurch’s
recreation, the left side of the composition is a photomontage of Venice, and the
right side is crafted from photos of Fenghuang (Phoenix Ancient Town) in Hunan
Province, often cited as the ‘Venice of the East’.
Responding to the unfolding global pandemic and subsequent lockdowns, the
piece presents a very different narrative to earlier works in the series. The intended
scene of modern tourism in both cities no longer felt relevant. Instead, an empty
setting is presented, devoid of people. The shutters are down, tables and chairs are
stacked, and tourist boats tied up on both sides of the water. There is just one
Chinese boatman, wearing a facemask, who is guiding his empty tourist boat
upriver to moor with the others beyond the Hong Bridge; compare this to the full
tourist boats from the same city in Mirrored Cities I. Draped from a Venetian
balcony is the now emblematic rainbow banner, Andra Tutto Bene, (Everything will
be OK). The title of the piece refers to the symbol of Venice, the Lion, and the
symbol of Fenghuang, the Phoenix, the latter offering a suggestion of hope, that,
just like the immortal mythological bird that cyclically regenerates, so we too will
re-emerge from this challenging period.
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