Ding Yi: The Magician of Crosses

Cao Weljun

I'he virtues of painting, therefore, are that its masters see their works admired and
feel themselves to be almost like the Creator.

—Leon Battista Alberti!

ng Yin his studio. Phe

n-many people’s eyes, Ding Yiis a simple person: in his name, there are simply three

brushstrekes;” in his works, he simply uses cross-shapes; and in his artistic career, some say

he has simply never changed his style. “Simple,” then, becomes something like a pronoun
representing Ding Yi's unique spirit of self~discipline. In his paintings since the late 1980s, the
crosshair—a shape most commonly represented as intersecting lines associated with precision
devices such telescopic sights and optical instruments used for astronomy, surveying, and graphic

design—is the only visual element that he has allowed himself to use: Within each square inch of
these markings, he leaves traces ofhis spiritual inner power on the canvas, stroke-by-stroke, layer
by-layer. But rather than say that this power is derived from his individual will, after twenty years
of intense experimentation let us say that it originates from his own understanding and perception
of lite. Yet the dimensionality of these simple, seemingly boring, cross-shapes, as well as the
grounds that support them, is constantly evolving. And it seems that this evolution, coupled with
the artist’s spiritual power that accumulates therein, expresses Ding Yi's reflection upon the era in

which he lives,

Since 1988, Ding Yi has repeated the simple act of painting crosshairs again and again on his

canvases every day, and this labour remains an extreme challenge for both his body and mind.
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Ding Vi, Taboo, 1986; oil an canvas, 84 x 84 em. Courtesy of the artist and ShanghART, Shanghal,

.at that time were demands for social change and freedom of speech. Meanwhile, in new Chinese
art, the mania of the “Cultural Revolution” was quickly transformed into another sort of feverish
emotion. Dm‘in__g the post-1979 period, many artists uncritically accepted foreign culture; more
precisely, they began to blindly adopt Western modern art theory and practice as their point of
reference. In an interview after the first Stars exhibition in 1979, Wang Keping summarized this
attitude: “Kithe Kollwitz is our banner-carrier; Picasso is our herald " The first critical turn in
the history of Chinese avant-garde art after the economic reforms of the 1970s was the China/
Avant-Garde exhibition, held in Beijing in February 1989, Almost all major styles of Western
modern art invented over the past century could be found in this exhibition; Ding Yi’s works,
too, were included. The two paintings that he displayed used the crosshair motif; and, seemingly
the calmest pieces in the whole exhibition, he was able to maintain a sensibility that was distinct
from the other work.

Certainly, the fact that the crosshair is pure, allowing little space for associative interpretation, was a
major reason for his choice of this motif. Ding Yi rejected the Symbolist and Expressionist art forms
that were popular at the time, for he did not rélkte:‘to the emotion that permeated these two styles
of art. He hoped that his own works would, both in their conceptual and visual aspects, exhibit a
greater sense of rationality: Caught between Chinese traditional art and the myriad materials and
styles of art “imported” from the West, Ding Yi experimented extensively with everything from
pencil on paper to ink painting to performance art, Yet, having done this, he decided that he would
“simply [seek to] return painting to the essential quality of form; of fornas spirit.”"”
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Ding Yi, Appearance of Crosses 83-6, 1989, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 70 cm. Courtesy of the artist and ShanghART, Shanghal;

THE ORIGIN OF APPEARANCE OF CROSSES

‘Ding Yi recalled that; “at that time [the mid-1980s], I was pondering two questions. One was the
‘question of breaking through the Expressionist style that was popular then; the other was the
;qnmau of transforming inner energy.” He continued, “The pesszbzbty of bmakmg through ‘was
to make art in a manner that was not art-like, to sift away alln ' ainterling
‘That most familiar printer’s mark, the crosshair, then became my syi 5
‘what its meaning is. Actually, in my paintings; it has no meaning”"® In { ) ;

thie tise of the crosshair constittites & sort of accidenit that was made theoretical bylﬂmg‘f‘r He has
transformed the simplicity and practicality of the cross design into a colourful and visually rich
‘material,” and he rid his work of the complication and burden of cultural meanings and forms.

Ding Yi has said, “When T began to paint Appearance of Crosses; I chuckled to myself, for no.one
understood my paintings. They thought this was mere fabric design. But this was exactly what I
‘wanted. Hans [van Dijk] understood my work. He saw that exhibition [in 1988], and in 1989, he
exphc;,ﬂy came to my studio and extensively discussed with me the structitre and spirituality of
‘my works. This had a great impact on my later development.”'® In an interview, Li Xiaofeng once
asked, “Over the course of Chinese avant-garde art, it almost seems that there has been a certain
taboo—namely, [a taboo against] the craft-like nature of works. . ... Is this accidental? Or is this a
cesult of deep consideration?” Ding Yi replied, “Only art that isn’t art-like is art. I am convinced
‘that breakthrough requires that I make use of other elements"

APPEARANCE OF CROSSES: THE PERIOD OF TECHNICAL PRECISION

- ig had a starting point that was not adoptedbyhls peers is something that brings satisfaction
w0 Ding Yi. Non-painterly painted works were something inconceivable for almost every artist in
(China during the late 1980s. From conception to execution; he made nearly impossible demands
upon himself in developing simplicity and precision in his work. In his first work, Appearance of
Crosses I, the picture plane was divided into three strips—red, yellow, and blue, respectively. The
‘crosshair design element that he had appropriated from the printing industry filled the canvas
with its black forms; in fact, the process of completing each of his works during this period was




not unlike the working process of a graphic designer. In order to f:nsu;e"tﬁe greatest precision in
his lines and colours, he made use of a ruler, tape, and drafting pen. Ding Yi forcefully controlled
the pictorial effect of the painted canvasand cleared away any possible stray traces left on the
canvas. The dimensions of his works were generally large, and given the demands of such a precise
manner of creating and completing the paintings, the physical and mental burden of such a

process was intense.

After more than four years of experimentation during this early period, the language of a rational
‘art that Ding Yi employed found full embodiment on his canvases. His art thus approached what
he understood as the spirit of the times. However, the question of whether or not the precision
of his technical execution would be able to aid him in giving greatest expression to spiritualism
quickly confronted him. On the one hand, excessively careful execution almost inhibited the
possibility of the aleatory—yet the aleatory was precisely what Ding Yi unconsciously sought to
create on his canvases. On the other hand, the greater freedom that “precision within freedom”
offered—a form of discipline that Ding Yi created for himself that seeks precision and accuracy
through a free artistic style—also attracted Ding Yi, so he decided to abandon the extreme
technical precision that he had been using; bid farewell to the harsh, cold colours and the rigid
lines that he had been employing, threw out the tapes and rulers and other tools, and decided
instead to rely only his hands to make the marks on his paintings.

APPEARANCE OF CROSSES: THE PERIOD
OF HAND CREATION

The emergence of more evident brushwork

in Ding Yi's wotks is the most obvious
characteristic that differentiates the second
phase of his work from the preceding
“precision period.” Ding Yi has said that

“the paintings from the precision period

look more solemn, as though one were using:
diplomatic language to speak. The phase of
hand creation is more like a colloquialized
period ™" Appearance of Crosses 914 was the
first work of this second phase. On the canvas,
all straight lines have been eliminated. The
absolute verticals and horizontals of the past g;m&“;‘;l“:r’;;m‘;‘; gmgﬁf- 1889;
works still exist, but now, these lines form

an underlying structure that is periodically
revealed and periodically hidden. Tn the sketch
Appearance of Crosses 89-B, of 1989, forty-five-
degree diagonal lines were obviously retained
behind the crosshairs. This not only greatly
increased the richness of the colour and'the
sense of the space on the painted surface, butit
also differentiated the work’s visual effect from
the quieter, more stable quality of earlier works.
The insertion of 'such-'dia'gona-l lines cansed

the layered mark_i_ngs to become richer and the
tonality-.softer.'ln Appearance of Crosses 92-4
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Ding ¥i. Appearance of Crosses 92-15, acrylic on canvas, 140 x 160 cm. Courtesy of the artist and ShanghART. Shanghai,

and Appeararnce of Crosses 92-15, one can clearly see that within the surfaces, underpainted with
red, blue, and grey, Ding Yi has created greater complexity in the relationship between the hues of
the colours and their complements. Moreover, he has simultaneously diversified and unified the
relationship between the lines and colours within each painting..

The “colloquialized” style during this period of creation brought unprecedented relaxation to
Ding Yi's body and mind. This was the result of two factors. One was that the means of applying
paint during the “precision period,” often for more than eight hours a day, had strained his body
2nd brought challenges to his physical well-being. The second factor was his new:philosophical
understanding of a “spiritual quality” in painting—namely, the notion of using direct brushstrokes
10 enunciate clearly, mark-by-mark, the problems that faced him.™

After entering the period of frechand mark making, Ding Yi’s most obvious pleasure in creating
his works arose from the process of calmly painting every crosshair by hand. The former ruler-
seraight lines began to warp slightly, at times losing their shape, and, by the second half of 1992,
it was already becoming difficult to make out the crosshair markings on his canvases. We should,
mareover, consider differences in the colours that he was employing. If we were to say, for example,
that the Appearance of Crosses works that he produced at the-beginhin‘g of 1988 were produced
under the premise of his idea of “automatic colour selection”™—choosing his colours freely—then
during his hand creation period it might be said that he attained an even more extreme degree
of leeway in his usage of colour.™ Ding"Yi,- who in fact has'always been a strict self-disciplinarian,
sradually became anxious about his feelings of relaxation during the process of making these
hand-created works. He once considered returning to using a ruler when painting, for he feared
the possibility that he would “paint sloppily.™ but rejected it as this idea would merely constitute
= means of giving himself more restrictions.
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Ding ¥i, Appearance of Crosses 92-20, acrylic on canvas, 200 x 240 cm. Courtesy of the artist and ShanghART, Shanghai,

APPEARANCE OF CROSSES: THE PERIOD OF MATERIAL EXPERIMENTATION

Ding Yi's true period of “colloquialization” was based on experimentation with a variety of
materialsas a means of seeking new possibilities for creation. This period iswhat he calls his
“phase of material experimentation” and was the result of enriching his concept of “precision in
freedom.” At the same time that he was sampling new materials, he did not forget problems that
manifested themselves in his recent works. What he sought to correct first was the way he selected
the colours for his paintings. In a letter to' Bo Xiaobo, he wrote, “Now, 1 feel that I'can no longer
float along in this habit of using light blue, light 'green, and fire red.” He continued on to remark
that “after Fire-red, I paused while painting the canvas and created two small sketches on paper
which had the feeling of free line drawings”** At first, he arbitrarily used a crayon to draw directly
on the surface of the painting, sensing, with surprise; a sort of spirit of the “vestigial” in the
unexpected outcomes from this process, and he decided to continue to experiment with this.

Ding Yi had made use of the crosshair for nearly six years, and his desire to experiment with
various materials became stronger. His introduction of charcoal, corrugated paper, and chalk
established anew point of departure. The useof different materials brought different pictorial
effects. In truth, this kind of appreciation for materials had already made a deep impression on
Ding Yi in his sketches on paper from the previous several years, It was precisely the leisureliness
and openness of the sketch period between 1991 and 1998, which sometimes resulted in a rough
pictorial effect, that allowed Ding Yi to enter a frame of mind that is unique to the practice of
writing Chinese characters. He decided to transfer this inspiration directly to the canvas and to
transform his large panels into spaces for a process of “direct writing.” At the same time, Ding Yi
hoped to make use of the greater flexibility that the materials gave to him as.a means of engaging
in a sort of dialogue with his inner spirit.
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Ding Yi’s series of material experiments began
in 1993; in them, he used canvas without

the mixture of glue and water with which he
usually primed it. Then he randomly dripped
‘paint onto the surface of the stretched canyas,
but the dry, coarse texture of the untreated
surface inhibited the smooth, easy motion

of the brush as it moved across the surface, a
feeling that recalled writing on blackboards
with chalk. He quickly discovered that charcoal

Ding ¥i, exhibition view of Appearance of Crosses 19892007,
-and chalk, when used together to make Museo d'Arte Moderne di Bologna, ltaly, Courtesy of M

; i d‘Arte Moderne di Bologna, Italy.
drawings on unpri'med linen, looked extremely

natural and complementary, even conveying a bit of a “primeval™ feel. Abandoning glue and water,
as well as the attempt to harmonize pigments, the glossy appearance of his previous paintings
completely disappeared; what replaced it were the diffuse, powdery margins that remained around
every brushstroke, On the surface of the coarse linen there emerged an illusion of blurriness,
resulting in a painting that appeared more intuitive and animated. In order to emphasize this
pictorial effect, he even left the four edges of the canvas blank while allowing the chalk to extend
its presence outside of the main area. This resulted in an effect around the edges of the canyas to
resemble, to 4 certain extent, “silk manuscripts” or antique textiles.

ForDmg Yi, this was not only a process of coming to understand new materials, but also of
becoming reacquainted with traditional Chinese art forms. During his “hand creation” phase, Ding
¥ used dozens of different supports for painting. These included linen, finished canvas, cardboard,
watercolour paper, and corrugated paper; he even painted on the surfaces of furniture. Heialso
and other pigments. With all of these materials he conducted his experiments. After coming to
recognize the light feeling that characterized the colourful works from the later part of his “hand
creation” phase, he attempted a return to a grey scale. Ding Yi's appreciation of this experiment
aroused a desire to indirectly réconstruct traditional Chinese ‘painting. The forms of displaying
u;ditional painting are many: besides single hanging scrolls, album leaves, and other forms with
which many people are familiar, sets of scrolls, fans, and screens are also formats that allow viewers
0 appreciate the traditional painted arts. With regard to their function, fans and screens may be
seen as articles for daily use, and the calligraphy and painting that they bear on their surfaces often
reveal a narrative.

15 Appearance of Crosses 97-B21/B-24; which adopts the classical Chinese format of a set of four
‘anging scrolls, Ding Yi created a panaramic work of art that carries the vestiges of traditional
Chinese art. This 1997 work was based on the complex appreciation of tradition that he had
\developed since his time studying traditional Chinese painting in college in 1986, Importantly, this
opreciation involved everything from the g.‘x.-'and}hjsto_ricgl tradition of Chinese painting to the use
of arduous techniques such as the creation of “atmospheric thythm,” one criterion for judging the
success of traditional Chinese painting, and the employment of the “five shades” in the application
ot ink. But in these four scrolls, which compose a complete entity that is 260 centimeters tall
- 5y 320 centimeters wide, this appreciation was completely “pulverized,” made vestigial. On all
 fur sides, the smoky grey corrugated paper still reveals its original colour, creating a frame-like
- ect. Through Ding Yi's use of charcoal and chalk, traditional motifs and genres—such as “the
ur gentlemen” that is, the plum, orchid, bamboo, and chrysanthemum which often appear:
= sraditional sets of scrolls, and genres such as landscape painting and depictions of birds and



Ding ¥i, Appsarance of Crosses 1997-3, 1987, acrylic on fabric, 140 x 160 cm. Courtesy of the artist and ShanghART, Shanghai,

flowers— were carbonized. Even the genre of human figure painting, with its portrayals of Zhong
Kui, beautiful women, and others, was not spared. Ding Yi has written that;

... the integrality of traditional culture is currently being challenged by the essence
of contemporary society. . .. The deepest significance of this culture is being
deconstructed, rendering it unreal in real life. It has already been transformed

into a sort of spiritual memory or a material trace... ... To care about the vestiges

of concepts supported by non-mainstream, traditional culture is to adopt an
archaeological position asa means of cutting into the traces left behind by

history . . . to reconsider their inexpressible material meaning.”

CHECKED CLOTH—THE INTRODUCTION OF READY-MADES

What Ding Yi has called the “harsh” joy of “directly writing” on canvas and paper underwent a new
development in 1997. He replaced the raw linen hie had been working on with finished fabric. For
hirm, the introduction of Scottish tartan, for example, was not merely a change in material; even
more, it constituted a new point of conceptual origin. In particular, the use of this finished fabric
brought about an investigation of relationships between cultures. Scottish tartan has been upheld
as the true symbol of Scotland, the various patterns of tartan supposedly having once been used as
emblems to differentiate clans. In China, llmwer, tartan is simply a textile produced in factories.
At first, Ding Yi simply intended to use the colour and patterning of the fabricasa ground—the
fabric’s structure and his own cross-shapes possess a certain formal affinity. Yet, after this work was
completed, the original appearance of the fabric, all of which he covered in pigment, was almost
imposs'iblé:fto-dim But because of variations in the density of the crosses on the canvas and in
the thickness of the layering of paint, one could still vaguely make out the plaid’s original pattern.
“The colour and patterning of the fabric itself became a sort of restriction on Ding Yi's creation,
vet this sort of restriction has also provided him witha new direction*

Still, accord"mg.to Ding Yi, the grid-patterned fabric functions not merely as a piece of canvas.
What is more important are the cultural associations that the fabric symbolizes that I alluded to
earlier, as well as the struggles that occur within the new contexts intimately related to them. Ding
Yi believes that the realities created through cultural fantasies and misunderstandings occupy
positions of principal importance within history. For example, the course of the establishment and
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Ding Yi, Appearance of Crosses 2007-3, acrylic on abri zuo-x 80 ‘ Couttesy of the s'r an g'n_g_hhHT. Sﬂ'andh_i
development of coritemporary Chinese art is also a process of misinterpreting Western modern
art, an art form that has served as a primary point of reference for many contemporary Chinese
artists.”” The superposing and melding of cultures was an essential point that Ding Yi explored
during this period.

In his canvases, Ding Yi has grasped consideration of tradition and of contemporaneity in a
focused and dynamic manner. Although the crosshair has been the only expressive eleﬁ}ent that he
has permitted himself to use, through the precise and nuanced exploration of the potentialities of
everything from materials to forms, he has given full expression on his canvases to the questions
that concern him. It is only in this way that he gives visual form to his artistic thinking and to

she strength of the spiritual sources behind his works. Indeed, the pursuit of spirituality was
precisely Ding Yi's original intention in beginning the Appearance of Crosses series. Moreover,

Ding Yi's evaluation of the “vestiges” of traditional Chinese art during his period of material
experimentation contribuites to our appreciation of the wisdom that is contained at the very edges
of the canvas, at the physical marg':‘m's.'o'f his works.

The primary element of these works—namely, a vision of Chinese social life made visually abstract
by the artist—is placed atop this foundation. Is this an example of the intercultural “hybridity”
shat Homi K. Bhabha often mentions in his cultural critiques?®® Or should we use Samuel P.
Huntingon’s concept of “band-wagoning”; that is; following upon the heels of super powers, to
interpret the profound markings that have accumulated on the surface of Ding Yi's canvases?”

This underlying socio-political concern is the reality that has been made visual by Ding Yi.

THE SMOG OF THE CITY—THE NEW SUBJECT IN THE BACKGROUND OF APPEARANCE OF CROSSES

One might say that during the first ten years of his career, Ding Yi made use of Appearance of
Crosses in an attempt to find interpretation for certain questions that have long been accumulating
in his heart and mind. During the following ten years, then, Appearance of Crosses has been used
to participate in a discussion df- contemporary questions—questions of cultural politics, survival,
and urbanization, among other things. It is especially the urban upheaval that is transforming
Shanghai that caused Ding Yi in the early 1980s to reconsider his fascination with the works

o Utrillo and to examine his infatuation with the cityscape. But the contrast between the
qunteﬁ;po_rary moment and the past is difficult to articulate. In another respect, it is precisely the
great space opened up by this contrast that gives Ding Yi the opportunity to explore and savour
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the history of Shanghai as well as his personal memories and feelings about his life in this city. In
a certain regard, Ding Yi's crosshair and the city of Shanghai are alike: as concepts, they have never
changed, yet they are now completely different from what they were in the past.

To evaluate and to represent the cultural configurations forming around oneself is not an easy
task. Yet Ding Yi has noted that “to adopt a_ne_ﬁtra;l viewpoint and record the traces left behind by
this historical period during which the city in which [ live has been developing at extreme speed—
this is exactly what 1 am supposed to do as an artist.”* During the 1980s, Ding Yi engaged in a
theoretical investigation of the process of perceiving the artistic forms and ideologies of Western
and Chinese traditional art. In a certain sense, however, he had a feeling of observing all of this
with indifference. So beginning in the mid 1990s, Ding Yi observed and experienced every facet

of his life being influenced and stimulated by the urban upheaval taking place in Shanghai, This
Chinese form of societal development, which takes as its referent the course of urbanization and
industrialization in Western modern history, has taken an infinitely more convulsive path than that
of Western art history. With full vigour, Ding Yi accumulates and transfers his perceptions and his
understanding onto canvas. Yet he continties to use his crosshairs to interpret the strength of the
Chinese spirit in this age of tremendous flux.

Ding Yi’s post-1997 works might be interpreted

as indicative of going beyond his inner spirit,

of his beginning to observe the phenomena of

the world around him with determination and
earnestness. Ding Yi recently recalled, “1 have lived
in Shanghai for more than forty years, and every
day I have looked at her appearance: Beginning

in the mid 1990s; you could clearly feel that this
city was changing and expanding at an alarming
speed. ... Thanks to this ‘urbanization movement}
Ding Yi, exhibition view of Appearance of Crosses 1988 nothing il obthelatysT Unillodie; gloorg:

2007, Musea d‘Arte Moderne di Bologna, Italy, Courtesy of elegant grace.” Instead, he continued, “ .. what
Museo d'Arte Moderne di Bologna, Italy.

this metropolis now gives us are neon lights,
streams of cars, crowds of buildings, display screens for stock reports, and billboards everywhere*!
Certainly, in today’s metropolitan China, the relationships among people, as well as between
people and societal structures, are changing. So how can artists in this historical period express
the particular qualities embedded in this sort of atmosphere? It was more or less at the turn of
the millennium that Ding Yi's work began to be more colourful. While he still painted on checked
cloth, glaring fluorescent and metallic colours began to appear; the psychedelic visual effect of
excess, the wantonness, the chaos, the disorder, the stimulation, and the sense of urban life entered
his paintings: The colours and compositions of his recent works all are very different from his
catlier paintings. What has replaced them are asymmetrical designs in which there exist “paintings
within paintings,” or serrated forms of brilliant, commingled colours, coupled with irregular,
curvilinear images. The carefully defined, rectangular outline of a single canvas impeded Ding
Yi's expression of the power of the city: Thus, as a means of displaying the strength and brilliance
radjaﬁng_. from the care of the city, he combined six canvases of different sizes. Because of the
changes in the colours and compositions, the paintings have become richer and more dynamic,
and as there are now $o many more layers of crosshairs, irregular forms have appeared as well.
Shanghai is no longer a calm, drizzly city, and in his recent works, he hopes to echo the noise and
excitement of the city, But behind the crosshairs, one can still sense the chaos and emptiness of
rootlessness begun with the reform campaign in China. Such is Ding Yi's interpretation of this
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