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Ding	Yi	Turns	His	Crosses	Toward	the	Cosmos	
Shanghai-born	artist	Ding	Yi	returns	to	London	with	new	works	that	transform	
his	signature	crosses,	moving	from	the	geometry	of	China’s	urban	skylines	to	the	
cosmologies	and	landscapes	of	Tibet	and	Yunnan.	

By	Len	Gordon	

When The Road to Heaven opens at Lisson Gallery, it marks Ding Yi’s first 
London solo exhibition in over five years. Best known for his long-
running Appearance of Crosses series, the Shanghai-born artist has spent 
this interval turning outward, from China’s urban sprawl to landscapes, 
cosmologies and spiritual systems rooted in Tibet and Yunnan. 

Born in 1962, Yi came of age during the Cultural Revolution, when 
classrooms doubled as political stages. His earliest lessons in art were 
propaganda sketches, less brushwork than ideology. That imprint carried 
into formal training and was eventually reshaped into the radical 
abstractions that would define his career. 

 
The	creation	of	the	Tibet	series	was	a	new	opportunity	for	me,	offering	the	possibility	to	
observe	local	history,	culture,	and	vast	landscapes	——	Ding	Yi	

https://artplugged.co.uk/ding-yi-the-road-to-heaven-lisson-gallery/
https://artplugged.co.uk/ding-yi-crosses-the-road-to-heaven-lisson-gallery/


 
In recent years, he has shifted from observing Shanghai’s skyline to 
engaging with Himalayan terrains and Naxi cosmology. Where his crosses 
once mapped the geometry of urban modernity, they now reach into 
animist traditions, mythic calendars and sacred mountain ranges. 

The turn began during journeys through Tibet in 2021–22. At Everest Base 
Camp, 5,300 metres up, he felt abstraction merge with a sense of spiritual 
ascent. Soon after, repeated visits to Yunnan brought him deep into the 
Naxi people’s Dongba culture, with its pictographic scripts, funerary scrolls 
and the epic cycle The Road to Heaven. Yi was struck by their belief in life’s 
return to the ancestral land, a vision that resonated with his own attempt 
to create order in chaos through the cross. 

The Dongba narrative, in which the soul travels from earthly struggle to 
transcendence, mirrors his own pursuit of abstraction. His grid of crosses, 
first conceived as cool, rational coordinates in 1988, has become a pathway 
to spiritual experience. That transformation demanded new materials. 
Dongba paper, handmade in Yunnan from bark and wolfberry grass, resists 
precision. Pigment bleeds into its fibres, giving his marks a raw, breathing 
density. For Yi, each material carries its own cosmology, extending his early 
fascination with papers and pigments across Asia. 

The works feel rooted yet universal. Basswood reliefs, scarred with 
rhythmic grooves, echo mountain topography. Star maps of the Twenty-
Eight Mansions expand his earlier constellation series, refracted now 
through Naxi cosmology. As Yi reflects, different cultures have long 
observed the same skies from entirely different perspectives, and he seeks 
to return these stars to the heavens. 

If the cross once served as a rejection of emotion and ideology, it now 
carries the weight of nearly four decades of inquiry. What began as 
formalist detachment has evolved into meditation and homage. He frames 
his career in stages: steadying (formal abstraction), overlooking (urban 
modernity) and looking up (cosmology). Next may come looking inward. For 
now, his practice rests on what he calls “the miracle of encounter”: 
learning from other cultures without exoticising them, bringing their 
knowledge into dialogue with his own. 

“I don’t want to become a fundamentalist abstract painter,” Yi admits. 
“Each exhibition is a risk. But I still believe in discovery, in anticipation of 
the miraculous.” For London audiences, The Road to Heaven is less a fixed 
cosmology than an experiment, an artist testing the limits of abstraction 
through cross-cultural encounter. 

Ding Yi: The Road to Heaven opens on the 26th of 
September, 2025 until the 1st of November, 2025 at 
Lisson Gallery 



Your exhibition The Road to Heaven at Lisson Gallery marks your first solo 
show in London in over five years. Why was now the right moment to 
return, and what do you hope London audiences will see diBerently in your 
work this time? 

Ding Yi: In recent years, the focus of my work has shifted from the 
observation of urban landscapes to the exploration of old spiritual 
cosmologies. Recent travels centered around the Himalayas and encounters 
with the Dongba culture of the Naxi people have infused “Appearance of 
Crosses” with new energy and dimensions. With the opening of “The Road 
to Heaven” at Lisson Gallery, I believe now is a good time to present these 
phased outcomes to the London audiences. 

My previous works might have been closely related to the urban fabric of 
Shanghai, while some works presented in “The Road to Heaven” originate 
from the mountainscapes of the Hengduan Mountains and the Naxi 
people’s spiritual contemplations. 

I have extensively used Dongba paper, a local handmade paper from 
Yunnan. The audience should be able to perceive an intense, almost 
ritualistic materiality and spiritual density. 

Left: “Appearance of Crosses II,” 1988, acrylic on canvas, 200×180cm; Right: Ding Yi at 
the “Exhibition of Today’s Art” at Shanghai Art Museum, 1988. Courtesy of Ding Yi Art 
Studio 
 
 

This body of work grows directly out of your research trips to Yunnan and 
your engagement with 

https://artplugged.co.uk/ding-yi-the-road-to-heaven-lisson-gallery/
https://artplugged.co.uk/ding-yi-the-road-to-heaven-lisson-gallery/


Dongba priests and scholars. What first drew you to the cosmology of the 
Naxi people, and how has that encounter reshaped your practice? 

Ding Yi: If I were to trace the catalyst, it would be my trip to Tibet in 2021-
22 and my solo exhibition held in Lhasa in 2022, which presented a series 
of new works influenced by Tibet. The creation of the Tibet series was a 
new opportunity for me, offering the possibility to observe local history, 
culture, and vast landscapes. I reached the Everest Base Camp at 5300 
meters, fulfilling a dream I had since my student days in the 1980s. 

Simultaneously, it was a spiritual turning point. The creation of the Tibet 
series allowed me to understand the local’s spiritual beliefs and sense the 
sacredness latent in the landscape. Starting from this, my recent creations 
and exhibitions, from Lhasa, Qingdao, Ningbo, Shenzhen to Kunming, have 
revolved around site-specific travels, expanding the dimension of 
“spirituality” through in-depth investigations of regional cultures. 

Last year, I traveled three times to the ancient Naxi region in Yunnan. I was 
deeply attracted by the animism, nature worship, the view of life returning 
to the ancestral land, the mysterious calendar of the Twenty-Eight 
Mansions, and the epic depiction of the soul’s journey in The Road to 
Heaven. I decided to focus on Naxi and Dongba culture for this exhibition. 

Dongba script is a pictographic script still in use today. Furthermore, 
classics like The Road to Heaven in Dongba culture construct a complete 
illustrative system about the soul’s journey and reincarnation system. This 
resonated with my long-term work of constructing order and seeking 
transcendence through the “Appearance of Crosses”. It represents an 
inspiration for “abstraction” from a completely different cultural tradition, 
one not filtered through the path of Western modernism. 



Ding Yi: The Road to Heaven at Lisson Gallery Installation view 
Courtesy of Lisson Gallery 
 
The exhibition title comes from the Dongba funerary scroll The Road to 
Heaven. How did the spiritual narrative of the soul’s journey resonate with 
your ongoing artistic inquiry into abstraction, order and transcendence? 

Ding Yi: The Road to Heaven depicts the soul’s journey overcoming 
hardships to return to the ancestral land after death. This is essentially a 
narrative moving from chaos to order, from the earthly to the transcendent. 
This is similar to the propositions explored by “Appearance of Crosses” over 
the years: how to establish a coordinate through the rational order of art 
within an infinite, chaotic world, and through this coordinate, attempt to 
touch something eternal or transcendent. 

The Road to Heaven unfolds a spiritual path for me. Each Dongba priest, 
while hand-painting The Road to Heaven, undertakes the mission of guiding 
others’ souls while also embarking on their own spiritual ascent. The Road 
to Heaven constructed through the accumulation of crosses resembles 
more a soul’s ascent in an abstract dimension. Order here is no longer the 
endpoint but the path leading to spiritual experience. 

You’ve described the works on Dongba paper as a “translation” of 
cosmology into your cross motif. How do you balance homage with 



transformation when working with such a culturally specific source 
material? 

Ding Yi: “Homage” refers to a humble “looking up” in the face of culture, 
while “transformation” is essentially the artist’s inherent task. While 
preparing for this exhibition and the “The Winding Path” at the 
Contemporary Gallery Kunming and the Anthropology Museum of Yunnan 
University, I spent considerable time learning and feeling rather than simply 
appropriating imagery, so as to avoid the so-called anthropological or 
sociological lens of “colonial exoticism” or “Western-centrism.” 

I did not deliberately imitate specific Dongba script or the motifs of “The 
Road to Heaven,” but sought to understand the underlying worldview – for 
example, how the Dongba people perceive the relationships between 
heaven, earth, humanity, and the divine. The unique texture of Dongba 
paper makes the crosses appear more rustic and powerful on this paper. 

If the core of the “The Road to Heaven” exhibition is the awe towards the 
cosmos and spirit inspired by Dongba culture, the formal language of 
expression must remain purely personal. Taking the “Twenty-Eight 
Mansions” as an example, starry skies and constellations have been one of 
the key motifs through my recent work since the Tibet series. 

The diagrams of the Twenty-Eight Mansions used for calendrical 
calculations and divination in Dongba culture introduced new developments 
to this theme. The graphical representations of the twenty-eight mansions 
in Han Chinese culture and Naxi culture are different; on the same land, 
different ethnic groups observed these celestial bodies from completely 
different angles at different historical stages. 

I want to return these star charts to the sky, to observe these patterns 
anew. While paying homage to the original culture, if viewed in connection 
with my previous constellation series, these works actually present a flow 
of time and space. 



 

Ding Yi Appearance of Crosses 2016-B10 2016 Chalk and charcoal on 
Japanese yuu grid paper, 500 x 1185 cm 196 7/8 x 466 1/2 in 
 
The cross, both “+” and “x,” has been the heartbeat of your practice since 
1988. After decades of repetition, what continues to surprise or challenge 
you about this deceptively simple form? 

Ding Yi: “Appearance of Crosses” has a simple form and basic structure, yet 
possesses infinite capacity. It can carry my life experiences, observations, 
and thoughts from different periods. Initially, it carried the rationality 
opposing traditional Chinese art; later, it reflected the landscapes of 
urbanization; now, it can connect with ancient cosmologies and eternal 
spirituality. 

Your cross began as a way to strip painting of emotion and ideology, yet in 
recent years you’ve spoken of moving towards intuition and feeling. How 
do you reconcile the rational origins of the cross with its growing spiritual 
dimension? 

Ding Yi: In 1988, I attempted to use a purely formalist language to sever all 
possible connections with reality. After nearly 40 years of creating the 
“Appearance of Crosses” series, I needed to find new sources for my work. 

It couldn’t be created out of nothing, nor could it be the early formalism; it 
had to be alive, synthesizing the history and culture of different regions and 



ethnicities. Only by fully immersing myself and rediscovering and observing 
this world can a true source of “spirituality” emerge. 

You’ve described your practice in three stages: ‘steadying,’ ‘overlooking,’ 
and now ‘looking up’. Could you expand on how this current stage differs 
from the earlier ones, and how it changes your understanding of 
abstraction? 

Ding Yi: Over the past forty years, the evolution of the “Appearance of 
Crosses” can roughly be divided into three phrases. ‘Steadying’ was the 
period of pure abstract idealism, where formalist research and exploring 
the origin of abstraction were the main direction. 

The ‘Overlooking’ period discussed the sensory magical landscape of 
Shanghai’s urban transformation and China’s urbanization process from a 
neutral standpoint. ‘Looking up’ involves cosmological thinking, looking at 
the sky, the stars, and a larger world, shifting from a bipolar view of China 
and the West to a worldview encompassing more civilizations and regions. 
It focuses on the intersection of new phenomena of the era, the eternality 
found in ancient civilizations, and the primitiveness presented by nature, 
attempting to personally reconstruct cartology, the steles, and virtual 
worlds akin to online games. 

The current stage might be the beginning of ‘Looking-Inward,’ but I’m not 
entirely sure yet, as ‘Looking-Inward’ is essentially another term for 
spirituality. The current ‘Looking-Up’ first signifies a change in stance. For 
ethnic minorities, the perspective adopted by external creators when 
representing their culture is crucial. Rather than using a top-down 
perspective to help or change them, appreciating their culture, recognizing 
it anew, and learning from it is the starting point of ‘looking up.’ 

During the actual process of understanding, I also discovered many things 
worth learning from. For example, the traditional natural view in Dongba 
culture advocates protecting nature and taking from it limitedly, which is 
actually a quite novel concept. Additionally, I interviewed the director of 
the Mosuo Museum, who discussed cases related to the “walking marriage” 
custom. In remote villages, this is a highly adaptable and quite advanced 
social system, playing important roles in property inheritance, wealth 
distribution, and population growth. 

Many of the works in London are executed on coarse Dongba paper, whose 
texture resists perfect precision. How has this material altered the rhythm 
and density of your mark-making compared with canvas or wood relief? 

Ding Yi: When I painted the first version of The Road to Heaven, I 
discovered Dongba paper in a shop in Lijiang. It’s made from beaten bark 
pulp, has long fibers, and doesn’t get soggy easily. Moreover, it contains 
wolfberry grass, which prevents insect damage. Dongba scriptures are 
usually written on this paper, which can be preserved for a long time. It 
also allows for a slight bleeding of the pigment. I utilized this characteristic 



in the “Twenty-Eight Lunar Mansions” series, using acrylic diluted with 
water to create a “bleeding” effect. 

I have always been very interested in materials. Image and material are 
important ways to break through tradition. Early on, I conducted many 
material experiments, using various papers, pigments, and tools, including 
trying Anhui Xuan paper, Japanese paper, Indian paper in recent years… the 
most used is Canson. 

I like handmade paper; it can bring me many new possibilities and 
inspirations, which in turn indirectly change my painting language. At the 
same time, I believe that to understand a local culture, it’s best to find 
some relevant materials. The materials commonly used by an ethnic group 
can bring your creation into a scenario of dialogue with them. 

Ding Yi: The Road to Heaven at Lisson Gallery Installation view, Courtesy of 
Lisson Gallery 
In your relief paintings carved into basswood, there is a strong sense of 
mountains, geology and landscape entering your abstraction. Do you think 
of these works as extending the cross motif into architecture or 
topography? 

Ding Yi: Yes, that’s a very accurate observation. The composition of these 
basswood panels originates from the Hengduan Mountains. They are 
located in western Sichuan, Yunnan, and eastern Tibet. Geographically, the 



Hengduan Mountains overlap with my two recent trips, one to Tibet and 
one to the ancient Naxi region. 

I did intentionally extend the “Appearance of Crosses” into the field of 
topography. There is a “Himalayan culture” territory in my recent creations. 
The ancient Naxi region in Yunnan has a natural connection to Himalayan 
culture: one is the geographical connection formed by the Hengduan 
Mountains, and another is the cultural connection: the Dongba culture 
actually originates from Bon. 

The Naxi are a migratory people, basically migrating from the northwest or 
the Ali Plateau. This thread runs through my previous connection with 
Tibet, becoming an extension. For this show in London and the ongoing 
“The Winding Path” in Kunming, I hope to incorporate more of Yunnan’s 
local culture. If possible, my next step is to expand the exploration of 
topography to South America. 

Your grids and systems are often linked with Western abstraction, yet your 
work is also rooted in Chinese contexts. Do you feel closer to a global 
lineage of abstraction, or to a specifically Chinese visual tradition? 

Ding Yi: Initially, my abstract system originated from Western modernism. 
This foundation in abstraction has developed over nearly 40 years, 
incorporating elements facing traditional Chinese culture, as well as 
elements facing China’s urbanization process. Today, we understand that 
Western abstraction has also undergone grafting and development in 
different regions and from different cultures during globalization. The 
lineage of a century of abstraction requires perspectives to explore new 
possibilities. This might be a personalized, unique perspective, a hybrid 
perspective. Therefore, I will not define myself, or rather, limit myself to 
belonging to a specific lineage or tradition. 



 
Ding Yi: The Road to Heaven at Lisson Gallery Installation view, Courtesy of 
Lisson Gallery 
 
Your early works mirrored Shanghai’s frenetic modernisation, while your 
recent work seems to search for older cosmologies. Do you see this shift as 
personal, generational, or perhaps a response to broader changes in 
Chinese society? 

Ding Yi: An artist’s growth is based on the continuous expansion of thinking 
and horizons. After an artist experiences intense reactions to the present, 
they inevitably turn to more fundamental, more eternal questions. When 
young, with limited experience, the world seen is partial. As age and 
knowledge grow, the world one can see approaches a fuller picture. 
Therefore, one doesn’t confine oneself to the micro-changes of a single city 
or place but tries to take a broad overview, seeing how the entire world is 
constituted, and attempting to express this constitution through works. So, 
this is a process of growth and change. I stopped using fluorescent colors 
ten years ago, actually realizing the so-called “thousand cities with one 
face” in Chinese and many similar drawbacks in urbanization, thus trying to 
broaden my perspective. 

In Tibet and now Yunnan, you’ve engaged deeply with specific cultural 
geographies. Do you see these projects as a way of anchoring abstraction in 
lived history, resisting the idea of it as purely universal or placeless? 



Ding Yi: The artistic explorations in recent years have made me realize that 
universality must be reached through specific, profound re-understanding 
of different civilizations and hands-on, site-specific exploration. The 
projects in Tibet and Yunnan are precisely meant to provide a solid 
“anchor” for my abstraction. I am like someone working on a jigsaw puzzle; 
the Tibet and Yunnan pieces are parts of the puzzle. In the future, this 
puzzle might include more and more pieces, eventually forming a large 
system. 

The same applies to the perception of the “universal” in abstraction. One 
must open the door for more and newer things to pour in. I do not wish to 
become a “fundamentalist” abstract artist. Creators of abstract art can 
easily become formalists, clinging stubbornly to old sets. At a certain stage, 
so-called stylistic recognizability becomes an artist’s market guarantee, but 
this guarantee is equally dangerous. 

The key lies in how to view it and adjust it: creation cannot lack passion 
and be mere repetition. I still hope to uphold an exploratory spirit to 
accommodate larger things, maintaining a vibrant state. For each exhibition, 
I take risks. Even though the outcome is unknown, I am happy during the 
process, anticipating miracles every day. This feeling is the state an artist 
needs. 

Ding Yi: The Road to Heaven at Lisson Gallery Installation view 
Courtesy of Lisson Gallery 



 
In engaging with Dongba religion and other cosmologies, do you see your 
work as a form of spiritual practice, or is it primarily an intellectual 
exploration? 

Ding Yi: I believe that in the best state, the two are united. Intellectual 
exploration is the entrance, the foundation for understanding. Without 
serious study and thought, so-called “spiritual practice” can become 
superficial mysticism. 

But when you go deeper, the process of painting itself does indeed become 
a form of spiritual practice. The process of depicting crosses in the studio 
is one of high concentration and meditation. It allows me to detach from 
daily trivialities and enter a quieter, broader state of consciousness. This 
state is essentially similar to the concentration of a Dongba priest during 
rituals. Therefore, it is a spiritual experience ultimately achieved through 
intellectual guidance. 

When viewers encounter The Road to Heaven at Lisson, how would you like 
them to respond? Should they see it as a cosmological map, a spiritual 
meditation, or simply as painting? 

Ding Yi: Will the reactions of audiences in Yunnan and London to the 
exhibition be the same? I have both questions and expectations about this. 
I hope this exhibition can show London audiences, European audiences, a 
new angle – a unique response made by a contemporary artist to the 
themes of Dongba culture within his works. 

©2025 Ding Yi 
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Alfredo	Cramerotti	maps	meaning	to	
method	in	artist	Ding	Yi’s	practice	
The	curator	discusses	the	Chinese	artist’s	first	institutional	survey	in	Europe,	at	Château	
La	Coste,	in	a	video	interview	with	STIR.	

by	Ranjana	Dave		

In	the	sterile	environs	of	the	Oscar	Niemeyer	Auditorium	at	Château	La	Coste,	
Chinese	artist	Ding	Yi’s	works	seem	to	pop	off	the	walls,	their	bold	swathes	of	
red,	blue	and	yellow	at	odds	with	the	gently	undulating	landscape	of	the	600-acre	
vineyard	and	art	complex	in	southeastern	France.	Prediction	and	Retrospection	is	
the	first	significant	institutional	survey	of	the	geometric	abstractionist’s	work	
in	Europe.	Curated	by	Alfredo	Cramerotti,	director	of	Media	Majlis	at	
Northwestern	Qatar,	the	exhibition	showcases	around	30	works	on	canvas,	wood	
and	paper	and	is	on	view	from	July	3	-	September	15,	2024.	STIR’s	conversation	
with	Cramerotti	highlights	the	significance	of	presenting	a	large	body	of	Ding	Yi’s	
work	in	conversation	with	the	European	institutional	art	scene.	

	
Appearance	of	Crosses	2023-18,	mineral	pigment,	pastel,	and	charcoal	on	linen,	
2023,	Ding	YiImage:	©	Ding	Yi;	Courtesy	of	Ding	Yi	Art	Studio	and	Timothy	Taylor	

https://www.stirworld.com/author-ranjana-dave
https://www.stirworld.com/tags-france
https://www.stirworld.com/tags-europe
https://www.stirworld.com/tags-art-exhibition


Ding	Yi’s	works	across	a	period	of	40	years	are	built	on	two	iterations	of	a	cross-
like	symbol:	x	and	+.	These	symbols	multiply	to	form	intricately	intersected	
patterns	in	a	series	of	nonrepresentational	paintings.	All	the	works	carry	the	
same	title—Appearance	of	Crosses—and	are	numbered	by	year	and	month,	with	
decades	of	practice	organised	across	a	single	series.	

The repetitive symbols, combined with the continuous 
evolution of colour, materials and techniques, form my 
personal artistic language —— Ding Yi, artist 
 

	
Appearance	of	Crosses	2021-26,	acrylic	and	woodcuts	on	basswood,	2021,	Ding	

YiImage:	©	Ding	Yi;	Courtesy	of	Ding	Yi	Art	Studio	and	Timothy	Taylor	

Ding	Yi	has	worked	through	tumultuous	periods	in	China,	his	early	years	marked	
by	the	1989	Tiananmen	Square	protests	and	later,	by	China’s	emergence	as	a	
manufacturing	hub	for	global	conglomerates.	“Both	‘+’	and	‘x’	are	symbolic	tools.	
Since	the	1980s,	I	have	been	reflecting	on	the	entire	social	structure	and	the	
abstraction	of	art.	I	hope	my	work	can	depart	from	the	mainstream	ideological	
level	and	present	a	logic	that	connects	with	the	larger	reality	of	our	times.	I	use	
the	grid	as	an	initial	framework	to	evolve	the	meaningless	symbols	of	‘+’	and	‘x’	
into	the	strokes	of	my	creation,”	the	artist	said	about	his	work	in	a	response	to	
STIR.	

https://www.stirworld.com/tags-paintings
https://www.stirworld.com/tags-china
https://www.stirworld.com/explore-art


While	Ding	Yi’s	works	are	abstract,	given	over	to	complex	choreographies	of	
repetitive	crosses,	the	artist	does	use	his	work	to	reflect	on	changes	in	Chinese	
society	–	mapping	these	developments	to	stylistic	elements.	He	said,	“It	is	a	
continuous	evolution,	development	and	conflict,	with	new	perspectives	and	ways	
of	thinking	constantly	emerging.	The	repetitive	symbols,	combined	with	the	
continuous	evolution	of	colour,	materials	and	techniques,	form	my	personal	
artistic	language…[this	allows]	my	works	to	connect	with	the	history	and	space	
of	this	era	through	constant	innovation.”	

Artist	Ding	Yi	at	Château	La	Coste,	France,	2024Image:	Stephane	Aboudaram	

The	Oscar	Niemeyer	Auditorium	at	Château	La	Coste,	the	renowned	Brazilian	
architect’s	final	project,	is	a	notoriously	challenging	exhibition	space	with	its	
curved	design,	devoid	of	L-shaped	corners.	Cramerotti	enjoyed	working	with	
the	architecture	of	the	space,	using	black	floor-to-ceiling	bars	that	dot	the	space	
to	place	the	works.	As	multi-centred	compositions	which	invite	the	viewer’s	gaze	
to	drift	across	the	canvas	instead	of	looking	at	fixed	centres,	Ding	Yi’s	works	
complicate	singular	ways	of	seeing.	He	said,	“This	form	relates	to	the	rich	
spiritual	connotations	my	work	aims	to	express.	I	hope	my	works	can	
accommodate	and	represent	different	regional	cultures,	individual	and	collective	
emotions,	social	changes	and	even	transcendental	cosmology	and	spiritual	
landscapes.”	
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15 August 2024 

Ding	Yi	Draws	Lines	in	the	Great	
Expanse	
The	Chinese	painter	further	widens	his	already	macroscopic	view	to	the	
universe	at	large,	finding	certain	expression	via	coded	abstractions	in	a	
realm	of	deep	uncertainty.	

BY	RYAN	WADDOUPS 	
	

 
Detail	of	“Appearance	of	Crosses	2024–1”	(2024)	by	Ding	Yi.	Image	courtesy	of	Ding	Yi	Art	Studio	
An interesting feature that’s not immediately noticeable: This work brings different visual 
experiences when viewed from a distance and up close. Looking at it from a distance, the 
whole picture looks like a night sky with geometrically deformed constellations arranged 

https://www.surfacemag.com/articles/author/ryan-waddoups/


diagonally on the blue-black background. The image brings a certain diagonal dynamism and 
power. When you look closely at this work, you will feel the unique texture of the material—
the multiple layers of acrylic have been carved from different angles, depths, and shades. 
Each brushstroke and unit presents a unique visual effect with infinite variations. 

How it reflects your practice as a whole: This work belongs to the Appearance of 
Crosses series that I’ve been working on for nearly 40 years. In the past decade, my creations 
have been in a stage of “looking up,” adopting a more macroscopic and comprehensive 
perspective to observe the world. The works in this stage reflect my understanding and 
expression of the global multiculturalism and conflicts in this era, as well as my 
understanding of the macrocosm and the spiritual world. Appearance of Crosses has also 
gradually moved from the pursuit of absolute rationality to freedom and sensibility. This 
work is a continuation of the characteristics of the recent Constellation series. The collision 
of purple, blue, and green gives the picture a sense of undulating breath, creates a deep and 
quiet atmosphere, and reflects my thoughts on nature and the unknown. 
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Taking a Journey Into 
Minimal Abstraction With 
Artist Ding Yi at Château 
La Coste 
"The show was five years in the making, but I’m glad we got there 
in the end,” curator Alfredo Cramerotti told Observer. 
By Elisa Carollo • 07/31/24	7:30am	
 

		
		
		

Château	La	Coste,	a	vineyard	in	the	south	of	France,	is	also	home	to	a	renowned	art	center	and	
sculpture	park.	Château	La	Coste	
In	the	luxurious	south	of	France,	between	Aix-En-Provence	and	the	Luberon	
National	Park	in	one	of	the	oldest	winemaking	regions,	there	is	a	sprawling	
vineyard	where	exceptional	wine,	art	and	architecture	coexist	harmoniously.	

https://observer.com/arts/
https://observer.com/art-reviews/
https://observer.com/author/elisa-carollo/


Château	La	Coste,	which	opened	to	the	public	in	2011,	is	a	bucolic	art	
center	offering	a	complete	aesthetic	experience:	visitors	can	sip	the	vineyard’s	
finest	wines,	stroll	along	the	wooded	art	walk	that	winds	through	the	500-acre	
estate	and	explore	five	indoor	exhibition	spaces	that	host	shows	of	works	by	
some	of	the	most	acclaimed	names	in	the	contemporary	art	scene.	
	
There	are	pieces	by	Fernand	Léger,	Louise	Bourgeois,	Alexander	
Calder,	Damien	Hirst	and	Tracy	Emin,	just	to	name	a	few.	Among	the	shows	on	
view	this	summer	are	a	presentation	of	vivid	and	humorous	paintings	by	
California-born	artist	Joel	Mesler	in	the	beautifully	designed	Renzo	Piano	
Pavilion	and	a	display	of	dreamy	works	by	French	painter	Claire	Tabouret.	
Hirst’s	latest	series	“Secret	Garden	Paintings”	are	on	view	through	December	
in	the	Bastide	Gallery,	while	his	“Cosmos	Paintings”	and	sculptures	from	the	
“Meteorites’	and	‘Satellites”	series	are	on	view	in	the	Old	Wine	Storehouse.	
	
Château	La	Coste’s	striking	glass	Oscar	Niemeyer	Auditorium,	meanwhile,	is	
hosting	the	first	major	retrospective	of	the	work	of	Chinese	artist	Ding	Yi,	
“Prediction	and	Retrospection.”	This	show	marks	the	artist’s	first	European	
survey	and	provides	a	significant	opportunity	to	discover	his	visionary	
practice.	The	exhibition	curator,	Alfredo	Cramerotti,	told	Observer	that	the	show	
is	intended	to	present	a	significant	‘slice’	of	Ding	Yi’s	career,	as	not	many	
people	in	Europe	are	familiar	with	his	work.	

https://observer.com/2018/06/6-bucolic-art-centers-that-double-as-farms-and-vineyards/
https://observer.com/2018/06/6-bucolic-art-centers-that-double-as-farms-and-vineyards/
https://observer.com/person/louise-bourgeois/
https://observer.com/person/alexander-calder/
https://observer.com/person/alexander-calder/
https://observer.com/person/damien-hirst/
https://observer.com/person/joel-mesler/
https://observer.com/person/claire-tabouret/
https://observer.com/person/ding-yi/
https://observer.com/person/alfredo-cramerotti/


 

Ding Yi’s major institutional survey features thirty works on canvas, wood and paper created 
over the last forty years. Stéphane	Aboudaram	|	WE	ARE	CONTENT(S) 
“The	idea	was	to	select	several	works	that	represented	different	eras	of	his	
career,	the	four	decades	of	work,	and	the	various	bodies	of	work	that	the	artist	
went	through,”	Cramerotti	said.	“It	was	a	long	time	in	the	making	because	his	
works	are	not	readily	available—most	of	them	are	in	public	institutions	or	



private	foundations,	and	some	of	the	more	historical	ones	from	the	1980s	and	
1990s	belong	to	his	private	archive	and	are	not	allocated	for	exhibitions.	It	
was	important	to	create	a	journey	in	terms	of	the	viewer’s	experience	in	the	
space	and	time	trajectory	through	the	works,	and	I’m	very	happy	we	managed	
that.”	
	
Observer	also	spoke	with	the	artist	to	learn	more	about	the	show’s	leading	
themes	and	how	he	and	Cramerotti	established	a	meaningful	conversation	
with	this	beautiful	space.	The	title	of	the	show	refers	to	the	“absolute	matrix”	
that	Yi	uses,	linking	his	practice	to	both	the	most	advanced	technological	
developments	and	ancient	symbologies	humans	have	achieved	over	time.	As	
Cramerotti	explained,	the	title	was	inspired	by	the	artist’s	signature	gridded	
framework,	standing	as	a	symbol	of	rationality	and	rules,	which	provided	the	
curatorial	rationale	for	the	show.	
	
At	the	same	time,	this	idea	of	the	grid	is	also	the	basic	structure	for	today’s	
digital	realm,	the	foundational	element	whereupon	everything	else	is	built,	
connected,	experienced	and	circulated.	“The	mathematical	pattern	of	the	
digital	layers	of	our	hybrid	lives	are	both	reflected	(in	retrospect)	and	
anticipated	(in	advance)	through	the	paintings	presented.	The	exhibition	is	a	
fascinating	space/time	traveling	experience	through	the	lens	of	non-
representation,”	Cramerotti	said.	Ultimately,	the	works	by	Ding	Yi	traverse	
cultural	revolutions,	economic	booms,	societal	changes	and	technological	
achievements	of	his	home	country,	China.	While	not	showing	them	
specifically,	all	those	events	are	evoked	through	the	patterns	created	by	the	
symbols	x	and	+. 



Ding Yi, Appearance	of	Crosses	2023-B6, 2023; Mineral pigment, pastel, acrylic, water-
acrylic color pencil, and pencils on Indian paper, 56 x 75.5 cm. Courtesy	of	Ding	Yi	Studio	and	
Timothy	Taylor	
 
Over	the	years,	the	artist	was	able	to	reduce	his	pictorial	language	into	an	
extremely	minimal	code,	limited	to	a	single	signature	symbol:	a	rudimentary	
cross	depicted	alternately	as	x	and	+.	When	asked	how	he	reached	this	
minimal	code	and	what	it	meant	for	him	to	paint	just	those	two	signs	into	new	
constellations,	the	artist	elaborated	on	the	historical	reasons	behind	his	
language.	“Chinese	painting	has	been	influenced	by	former	Soviet	socialism	
and	realism	since	the	1950s,”	he	told	Observer.	“Starting	in	the	1980s,	during	
my	student	years,	I	began	to	reflect	on	the	entire	social	structure	and	the	
ideological	aspect	of	art.	I	wanted	my	work	to	keep	away	from	mainstream	
ideological	narratives.	For	me,	using	such	symbols	is	a	way	to	dismantle	the	
inherent	mechanical	framework	of	representing	subjects	with	realism,	but	
instead,	to	bring	art	back	to	a	state	of	non-representation	or	
meaninglessness.”	It	was,	he	said,	an	attempt	to	restart	the	search	for	the	
origins	of	art,	to	return	to	the	beginning	and	to	redefine	painting	where	the	x	
and	+	can	be	symbolic	substitutes	or	merely	just	strokes	and	parts	of	the	
painting.	“Painting,	through	the	construction	of	an	integrated	visual	language,	
expresses	connections	with	the	real	world	and	resonates	with	the	changing	of	
times.” 



A work on display in “Prediction and Retrospection.”. Stéphane	Aboudaram	|	WE	ARE	
CONTENT(S) 
His	work	is	dictated	by	a	strict	set	of	rules	aiming	to	abstract	completely	the	
resulting	paintings	from	any	representation,	as	well	as	from	any	meaning	and	
emotion,	and	so	to	archive	instead	what	he	describes	as	representations	of	
spirit.	All	this	makes	his	artistic	practice	sound	more	like	one	of	self-discipline	
and	self-annihilation,	such	as	what	philosopher	Saint	Augustine	described,	



claiming	that	self-discipline	was	crucial	for	spiritual	growth	and	living	a	
virtuous	life.	An	idea,	or	ideal,	that	was	anticipated	even	before	by	the	stoics,	
with	Epictetus	saying	that	true	freedom	comes	only	from	self-mastery,	
achieved	through	discipline	and	control	over	one’s	desires	and	actions. 

Ding Yi, Appearance	of	Crosses	2023-18, 2023; Mineral pigment, pastel, and charcoal on linen, 180 
x 180 cm. Courtesy	of	Ding	Yi	Studio	and	Timothy	Taylor 
The	artist	spoke	about	this	process	of	reduction	and	control	more	as	a	
relationship	between	rationality	and	sensibility.	Continuing	our	conversation,	
Yi	explained	that	all	of	his	works	are	based	on	a	gridded	framework,	which	
represents	rationality	and	rules,	but	that	framework	allows	for	infinite	
freedom	and	can	accommodate	sensibility	while	infinitely	extending.	“My	
working	method	is	never	to	draft	before	I	start	work,”	he	said.	“Facing	the	
grid,	sensibility,	and	randomness	are	needed	to	enhance	the	vitality	of	the	
painting.	Vitality	is	an	important	element	of	painting,	while	unexpectedness	is	



the	driving	force	of	creation.	Some	critics,	when	commenting	on	my	work,	
draw	parallels	to	Buddhist	meditation	or	the	duality	of	relationships	in	the	
traditional	Chinese	board	game	Go.”	
	
In	the	confined	grid,	when	white	and	black	intersect,	they	create	
contradictions,	conflicts,	resistance	and	competition.	However,	according	to	
the	artist,	they	are	also	mutually	relational	and	balanced	with	a	chess-like	
rule,	contributing	to	harmonic	unity.	Combined	and	in	sequence,	these	signs	
can	look	like	pixels,	reminding	one	of	a	digital	aesthetic,	anticipating	or	
abstracting	into	art	the	binary	code	that	rules	it.	
	
When	asked	about	this	relationship	to	the	digital	realm,	Yi	clarified:	“Using	the	
grid	as	a	foundation	is	the	most	basic	structure	for	all	digital	art	today.	This	
structure	originates	from	mathematics.	Consequently,	my	works	are	also	filled	
with	a	so-called	mathematical	relationship.	For	painting,	mathematical	
relationships	are	a	kind	of	rhythm,	representing	a	certain	relationship	
between	growth	and	restraint.	These	relationships	can	either	be	infinite	or	
fragmentary.	Furthermore,	these	mathematical	relationships	are	also	
reflected	in	the	scattered	center	composition	of	the	paintings.	It	also	refers	to	
a	multi-dimensional	center	with	multi-layered	aggregation	and	multi-cluster	
relationships.”	



Ding Yi’s aesthetic combines the fast-paced rhythm of the new urban life in China with 
something timeless and ancient. Stéphane	Aboudaram	|	WE	ARE	CONTENT(S) 

Considering	this	hyper-technological	aspect,	which	stands	in	contrast	to	the	
profoundly	manual	aspect	at	the	heart	of	his	practice,	we	asked	Yi	if	there	was	
a	relationship	between	the	work	and	the	extremely	accelerated	process	of	
modernization	China	went	through	in	a	few	decades,	first	becoming	the	



“factory	of	the	world”	and	then	also	a	leader	in	technological	innovation	and	
electronics.	

Ding	Yi	confirmed	that	most	of	the	inspiration	for	this	work	comes	from	the	
trajectory	of	China’s	development.	“This	journey	has	unfolded	in	a	state	of	
acceleration,	full	of	clamor	and	contradictions.”	he	explained,	“I	hope	my	work	
connects	with	the	reality	of	development	in	China	and	the	world.	Rapid	
development	changes	our	ideas	and	thinking,	so	I	always	aim	to	reflect	a	
concept	change	through	my	creations.	Whether	it	stems	from	the	urbanization	
process	or	the	rapid	development	of	the	digital	artificial	intelligence	industry,	
these	changes	in	social	and	life	experiences	have	led	to	continuous	iteration	
and	development	in	my	paintings	over	the	past	forty	years.”	

Yi’s	aesthetic	combines	the	fast-paced	rhythm	of	the	new	urban	life	in	China,	
the	constant	flow	of	data	and	information	of	the	digital	realm,	with	something	
timeless	and	ancient,	the	primordial	symbol	of	a	cross	or	an	attentive	practice	
connecting	minds	and	hands	in	meticulously	drawing	them	on	canvas.	We	also	
asked	Cramerotti	how	he	would	describe	this	relationship	between	
innovation	and	tradition	within	the	artist’s	work.	

“Ding	Yi	is	an	innovator	not	in	technique	but	in	critical	thinking;	his	practice	
steered	away	from	propaganda	and	social	realism	from	the	start	and	instead	
channeled	the	changes	in	society,	economy,	culture,	and	worldview	through	a	
system	that	let	him	explore	and	include	many	perspectives,	reducing	them	
and	distilling	them	to	their	essence,”	he	said.	“Distillation	is	probably	a	key	
work	in	talking	about	his	artistic	journey.	The	‘digital	matrix’	that	visually	hits	
the	viewer	at	first	from	his	work	is	precisely	the	result	not	only	of	time	
mapping	but	also	of	those	societal	codes	that	inform	our	lives	now	when	we	
are	both	physical	and	virtual	at	the	same	time.	It’s	like	when	you	open	the	
‘code	version’	of	a	website	page	in	your	browser—you	see	symbols	and	
ciphers,	and	you	know	that	they	lead	to	visuals,	texts,	and	sounds,	even	if	you	
cannot	see	them	in	that	form.	Ding	Yi’s	work	is	the	same	in	that	sense—and	
that’s	what	is	thrilling	about	his	work	about	innovation	and	tradition.”	



Ding Yi, Appearance	of	Crosses	2024-6, 2024; Acrylic and basswood, 120 x 120 cm. Courtesy	Ding	
Yi	Studio	and	Timothy	Taylor	
 
Presenting	Ding’s	work	for	the	first	time	in	Europe	reveals	some	unexpected	
parallels	between	his	aesthetic	and	other	artists	in	the	1970s	who,	in	France	
and	elsewhere	in	Europe,	explored	new	ideas	of	geometric	and	optical	
abstraction	inspired	by	new	technology	and	the	space	race.	“We	know	much	
about	optical	art	and	abstraction	from	Western	artists,	much	less	from	Asian	
artists,”	Cramerotti	said.	“We	do,	of	course,	have	movements	like	the	
Dansaekhwa	artists	in	South	Korea,	but	for	the	most,	we	refer	to	optical	and	
abstraction	through	a	Western	lens.	That	was	‘undone’	for	me	by	Ding	Yi,	
whose	work	is	well-known	in	Asia.	Still,	it	is	relatively	unknown	in	Europe,	for	
instance—and	I	discovered	someone	who	not	only	worked	on	non-
representation	from	the	beginning	of	his	career	but	actively	has	approached	
societal	and	cultural	changes	through	this	focused	practice.	It	reminded	me	of	
the	work	of	Giorgio	Morandi,	for	instance,	someone	who	still	had	lives	of	cups,	



bottles	and	vases	for	most	of	his	career	and	yet	managed	to	transfer	all	the	
societal	upheavals	of	Italy	throughout	his	time.	Different	visuals,	same	
consistency	and	focus.” 

The artist speaks about his process of reduction and control as “a relationship between 
rationality and sensibility.” Stéphane	Aboudaram	|	WE	ARE	CONTENT(S)	
 



As	with	most	of	the	shows	at	Château	La	Coste,	the	works	are	installed	in	the	
space	in	close	conversation	with	the	architecture	and	its	natural	
surroundings.	Cramerotti’s	curatorial	approach	was	deeply	informed	by	the	
architectural	features	of	the	Oscar	Niemeyer	Auditorium,	which	offered	
opportunities	to	relate	works	to	details	that	might	otherwise	go	
unnoticed.	“During	one	of	my	early	site	visits,	I	noticed	the	lines	of	the	joints	of	
the	concrete	floor	to	be	at	odd	angles,	more	like	60/70	degree	angles	than	the	
customary	90-degree,	and	that	gave	me	the	idea	for	a	framework,	for	
positioning	the	works	in	the	space,	rather	than	on	the	walls,	a	part	of	the	
architectural	volume,”	he	said.	“The	external	walls	are	mostly	made	of	glass	
panes,	floor	to	ceiling,	with	a	black	joint	running	vertically	to	connect	one	with	
the	other;	that	gave	me	the	idea	for	the	black	frames	designed	to	support	the	
eight	pairs	of	paintings	shown	in	the	middle	of	the	space,	which	pairing	from	a	
different	era	and	body	of	work	but	having	the	same	size.	It	was	a	long	
conversation	with	Ding	Yi’s	studio	to	secure	those	‘pairings’	as	some	belong	to	
his	private	archive	and	are	not	usually	available	for	exhibitions.	The	show	was	
five	years	in	the	making,	but	I’m	glad	we	got	there	in	the	end.”	
 
“Prediction	and	Retrospection”	by	Ding	Yi	is	on	view	through	September	
15	at	Château	La	Coste,	Le-Puy-Sainte-Réparade,	France. 

 
 

 
 
  

https://chateau-la-coste.com/en/news/ding-yi-exhibition.html
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The Contemporary Artist Using Crosses to Push Boundaries 

Over 35 years, Shanghai artist Ding Yi has developed a distinctive style using 
fluorescent colors and crosses. 
By Ding Yining 
 

ZHEJIANG, East China — Artist Ding Yi still remembers the starry nights of his 
childhood. Every year, during the annual Spring Festival holiday, he would take a 
night boat with his father from Shanghai to Ningbo, his ancestral home in the eastern 
Zhejiang province. The bright stars, drifting sea, and swaying ship all feature in his 
latest work, with its shining constellations and deep-blue strokes. 

Take a closer look and you will notice that every element has been created using 
only one basic symbol: crosses. 

One of the leading figures in China’s abstract art movement, Ding has spent more 
than 35 years creating pieces using only “+” and “x” marks. The 61-year-old’s work 
spans many artistic styles — maximalism, minimalism, experimental, post-modern, 
and formalism, to name a few. Yet, his style is completely his own. 

https://www.sixthtone.com/users/1001723/ding-yining?source=normal_article


 

Left: “Appearance of Crosses 2022-17,” acrylic and woodcuts on basswood, 360×240cm; Right: 
Details of “Appearance of Crosses 2022-16.” Courtesy of Ding Yi Art Studio 

 

Ding Yi in 2022. Courtesy of Wang Wenlong 



His use of crosses was originally inspired by his experience working as a designer at 
a toy factory in the 1980s. There, he would use registration marks, which look like 
plus symbols, to assist with the alignment of different colors on printing screens and 
plates. It was then that the young artist decided to make “rational” artworks, using 
rulers and tape to create straight lines, bucking the mainstream trends of 
expressionism and surrealism that had existed since 1985. 

Ding’s peers and teachers thought little of his maverick approach at the time, but he 
insisted on forging his solitary path. “I knew very well that my art was going to be like 
long-distance running; I wasn’t going to instantly burst onto the scene like some 
brilliant star,” he tells Sixth Tone. “For abstract artists, art is a lifelong mission.” 

 

Left: “Appearance of Crosses II,” 1988, acrylic on canvas, 200×180cm; Right: Ding Yi at the “Exhibition 
of Today’s Art” at Shanghai Art Museum, 1988. Courtesy of Ding Yi Art Studio 



 

Top: Ding Yi’s work exhibited during the 1993 Venice Biennale; Bottom: “Appearance of Crosses 
1992-17,” Acrylic on canvas, 200×240cm. Courtesy of Ding Yi Art Studio 

In 1993, Ding was invited to present his work at the 45th Venice Biennale in Italy, but 
his pieces didn’t prove popular. Although Western art circles were making efforts to 
introduce Chinese contemporary art to the world, most audiences appeared to prefer 
works with more obvious Chinese elements. “It was at this point I realized I was an 
artist outside the mainstream, and as such, I needed to distance myself from it as 
much as possible,” Ding says. 

Ding initially spent 10 years practicing formalism, a style that emphasizes visual and 
material characteristics rather than external context or content. However, in 1998, he 
began to rethink his artistic process after being asked by the art historian Serge 



Guilbaut, during a dialogue in the artist’s studio, why he hadn’t reacted to the drastic 
changes happening in Shanghai. 

Urbanization and its effect on culture, society, and the aesthetics of the time have 
long been a source of inspiration for artists. In the 1940s, a few years after relocating 
to New York City, the Dutch painter and pioneer of abstract art Piet Mondrian 
created one of his most famous works, “Broadway Boogie Woogie.” Using vivid 
colors and squares, the artist evokes the city’s neat grid layout and vibrant jazz 
scene. 

“I think Mondrian tried his best to choose the brightest colors available at the time,” 
Ding says. “He was stimulated by urbanization, and his painting shows what life is 
like in a metropolis.” 

Six decades later, when Ding re-examined the city that he had lived in for decades, 
Shanghai, he found that traditional pigments were not vivid enough to reflect reality. 

 

“Appearance of Crosses 2010-13,” acrylic on tartan, 90x90cm. Courtesy of Ding Yi Art Studio 

https://www.moma.org/collection/works/78682


 

“Appearance of Crosses 2010-13” from the “Fluorescent” series, acrylic on tartan, 90x90cm. Courtesy 
of Ding Yi Art Studio 

So Ding started using fluorescent pigments to depict city lights, changes in the 
skyline, and the urbanization process. The intense colors of the works in his 
“Fluorescent” series capture both China’s booming development and the ensuing 
homogeneity as many cities began to look the same. 

After 12 years of working with fluorescent colors, Ding was starting to feel 
overwhelmed. He began to reduce his use of dazzling pigments and instead 
introduced darker tones and woodcuts to explore his inner perspectives. 

This change in style could be seen at a recent exhibition in Ningbo. In addition to 
memories of his ancestral home, on display were sketches Ding made while visiting 
cities around the world. In this “Travel Sketch” series, Ningbo appears as soft as 
water vapor, Hong Kong is busy and bright, Bangkok is conveyed in orange and 
maroon, and meteors streak across the sky in New York City. 

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/AsKvnc-gqI8og11NvGBBGQ


“Traveling Sketch, Ningbo,” 2022. Courtesy of Ding Yi Art Studio 

After 35 years of practice, Ding has developed a distinct visual language. However, 
unlike some artists, he sees little to worry about when it comes to generative artificial 
intelligence programs, which can produce artistic images in Ding’s style in a matter 
of seconds. “It’s just a novelty. Easy come, easy go,” Ding tells Sixth Tone. “AI can’t 
replace human thought. For me, an artwork is meant to resonate with its audience. 
Only if someone devotes themselves to their work can emotional resonance be 
achieved. A computer can’t do that.” 

Editor: Hao Qibao. 

(Header image: Details of “Appearance of Crosses 2018-2.” Courtesy of Ding Yi Art 
Studio) 
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Ding Yi: Cross	Galaxy 
Shenzhen Museum of Contemporary Art and Urban Planning (MOCAUP) 

 

 
Ding Yi, Appearance of Crosses 2023-2, 2023. 

Acrylic on woodcuts on basswood, 360 x 240 cm. Courtesy of Ding Yi Studio. ©Ding Yi. 

Ding Yi is well known as a geometric abstract artist who uses the character “+” and 
grids. These symbols, reminiscent of mathematical formulas, have become an 
aesthetic label for Ding Yi’s art over the past 30 years. 

The reason why Ding Yi employed signs familiar to the public as a medium of 
expression for painting is that he believes that the symbolism of these signs 
themselves is much less than that of other materials. And thus, the works produced 
contain anti-aesthetic intentions to make the audience see “art that is not art-like.” In 
other words, it is to prevent the revolution of identity in which ordinary objects or 



materials are transformed into completely different objects of worship by the 
aesthetic baptism injected by the artist. 

His abstract art was born in 1988. The 1980s of Chinese contemporary art was a 
huge laboratory in which all kinds of avant-garde and experimental art forms 
emerged, riding the wave of reform and opening-up policies. Witnessing a break with 
the past and a subversion of values in which newness itself is considered a virtue, 
Ding Yi distanced himself from the frenzy. He began to search for trivial things that 
are small, humble, and insignificant, and difficult to be regarded as art materials. He 
found the symbols “x” and “+”, which are familiar to the public but do not carry 
specific meaning. These symbols can be seen as a rejection of the expression of 
value-centeredness and the conventions that claim it. In other words, it is a 
meaningless alternative to the age of meaning. 

Over the past 30 years, his cross aesthetics have sometimes appeared as social 
signs that allow us to read the progress of history, and as a medium of color and 
form expressing China’s modernization, industrialization, and urbanization. Ding Yi’s 
continuing interest in art lies in emphasizing pictoriality rather than the spiritual 
message or mental sensibility that most abstract paintings imply. The hand-painted 
symbols cover the entire surface of the large canvas, requiring great precision and 
skill. The amount of artistic labor is doubled by that much, and since changes in the 
concept and theme may occur in the process of work, no one can assist in the 
painterly work. 

His paintings intentionally avoid establishing a center. Each corner of the canvas 
becomes the center. In abstract paintings as well as realistic paintings, the 
audience’s eye is drawn to the center of the painting according to the concentration 
of images, colors, and illumination that the artist intends. However, Ding Yi’s painting 
intentionally distracts the viewer’s habitual orientation to the center or desire to find 
the center. Instead, it makes the audience find visual elements of interest while 
studying the canvas. Therefore, the composition does not lead to a center but reifies 
the periphery, allowing the audience to find their own viewpoints. This is the reason 
why audiences stay in the exhibition for a relatively long time. 

The pictorial liberation provided by Ding Yi’s painting and the message that 
guarantees and induces the viewer’s selective freedom seem to read the artist’s 
message, “Do not look for the meaning of the painting, but rather look, feel, and 
contemplate for yourself.” In this sense, Ding Yi art is a very social message 
embodying equality. 

Ding Yi’s solo exhibition, curated by Yongwoo	Lee with curatorial team Feng Jing 
Fan, Wang Liyin, Xu Zixian, held at the Shenzhen Museum of Contemporary Art and 
Urban Planning is like a kind of autobiography that shows the entire process of Ding 
Yi’s art over the past 35 years, from its beginning to the present. 

On the occasion of the opening of the exhibition, an international forum was held 
under the title of “Aesthetic Hybridity in Contemporary Art”. The speakers included 
Karen Smith (chair), Cui Cancan, Gong Yan, Martin Guinard, Lorenz Helbling, 



Yongwoo Lee, Carol Yinghua LU, Shao Shu, Shen Qilan, Shen Yubing, Tatehata 
Akira, Yan Weixin, and Yang Fudong. 
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Chinese Artist Ding Yi Finds 
Inspiration in Buddhist Philosophy 
and the Game of ‘Go’ — Watch Him 
Explain His Iridescent New Art Here 
"Ding Yi: Lightscapes" is currently on view at New York's 
Timothy Taylor. 

 
Ding Yi, Appearance of Crosses 2021-5 (2021). Courtesy of Timothy Taylor. 

 
by Artnet Gallery Network · June 4, 2021 

https://news.artnet.com/art-world/marketplace/gallery-network


Since the mid-1980s, Chinese artist Ding Yi has crafted a distinctive visual 
language centered around crosses and grids. His often colorful 
abstractions consider the rise of Shanghai as a global metropolis and the 
radiance of the city’s neon lights.  

Right now, Timothy Taylor is presenting “Lightscapes,” a solo exhibition of 
Ding’s latest works featuring three paintings and six drawings. (The works 
are simultaneously presented in the Frieze Viewing Room.) 

The paintings represent an important new development for Ding: In order to 
create them, the artist layered colors of paint and then cut intricate dot-like 
crevices into the wood with a fine blade. The resulting images give the 
impression of shifting, glistening lights in shades of vibrant vermilion, 
magenta, lime green, and acid yellow.  

 
Installation view “Ding Yi: Lightscapes” (2021). Courtesy of Timothy Taylor. 

In conjunction with the new exhibition, the artist sat with curator Alexandra 
Munroe for an interview. “There are systems of thought and perspective 
that can shake our idea of a monolithic culture, and Ding Yi’s work is critical 

https://www.timothytaylor.com/exhibitions/ding-yi-lightscapes/


to this conversation. It has an insight that is unique, a sublime space and 
an emotion beneath the abstraction,” Munroe notes. 

The discussion between artist and curator is wide-ranging. They talk about 
the changing role of Chinese art in the global sphere, the thirty-five years 
he’s worked on “Appearances of Crosses,” and why his approach to 
painting is similar to the board game Go.  
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Geschichten aus dem Bündner Boden – 24 archäologische Entdeckungen 2020

Eine Barbiepuppe aus der Zeit Albrecht Dürers
Der Archäologische Dienst Graubünden 
(ADG) ist seit über 50 Jahren verant-
wortlich für den Schutz von mehreren 
Tausend archäologischen Fundstellen 
im gesamten Kantonsgebiet. Wenn die-
se durch moderne Baumassnahmen 
bedroht sind, führt der ADG sogenannte 
Rettungsgrabungen durch – pro Jahr 
immerhin 80 bis 100 davon! Was nach 
einer solchen Notgrabung bleibt, sind 
die geborgenen Funde, die wissen-
schaftliche Dokumentation und neue 
Erkenntnisse zur Geschichte von Grau-
bünden. Davon erzählen 24 spannende 
archäologische Entdeckungen aus dem 
Jahr 2020 in dieser Reihe.

von Hannes Flück*

Zuweilen gelingen archäologische 
Neuentdeckungen auch im Fund-
archiv des Archäologischen Dienstes 
Graubünden. Von 2017 bis 2020 führte 
ein Team aus drei Wissenschaftler-
innen und Wissenschaftlern eine 
 Aktualisierung und Digitalisierung 
des Inventars aller bekannten 

 archäologischen Fundstellen von 
Graubünden durch. Dabei wurden 
 immer wieder Funde aus dem Archiv 
hervorgeholt, die zum Zeitpunkt ihrer 
Auffindung nur wenig Beachtung 
 fanden. Damals wusste man mitunter 
gar nicht, worum es sich handelt,  
oder erkannte ihre Bedeutung nicht. 
Letzteres ist beim folgenden Beispiel 
der Fall.

Die Beschreibung in den Akten 
klang unspektakulär: 1975 übergab 
eine Privatperson aus Cazis dem 
Archäologischen Dienst einige 
 Keramikscherben sowie das Fragment 
einer Tonstatuette, die sie im Garten 
eines Hauses in der Flur Caschneras 
gefunden hatte. Anlässlich der Neu-
bearbeitung dieser Fundstelle wurde 
das Stück aus dem Archiv genommen. 
Wie überrascht waren die drei Wissen-
schaftler und Wissenschaftlerinnen, 
als diese adrett gekleidete Frau sie 
 geheimnisvoll anlächelte. Sie trägt 
eine Haube, von der ein Stoffband 
über ihre rechte Schulter fällt. Eine 
Umfrage bei Experten zeigte, dass es 

sich dabei um eine um 1500, wohl in 
der Gegend von Augsburg hergestellte 
Figur handelt. Darauf deutet die 
Tracht, wie sie auch im Bildnis der 
Mutter des berühmten Renaissance-
malers Albrecht Dürer zu sehen ist. 
Solche Tonfiguren – gängig waren 

neben Frauen auch Reiter/Ritter, 
 Narren, Jesusfiguren und Tierdarstel-
lungen – wurden in zweischaligen 
Formen hergestellt und waren damit 
ein Massenprodukt. Ähnliche Objekte 
sind aus dem gesamten süddeutschen 
und nordschweizerischen Raum 

 bekannt, bisher aber nur wenig 
 erforscht. Aus Graubünden ist es  
der erste Fund. Die Figuren wurden 
zum einen als früher Nippes auf  
den  Fenstersims  gestellt. Gerade die 
 Frauenfiguren,  immer in der neuesten 
Mode dar gestellt, waren zudem lange 
vor der Barbiepuppe ein beliebtes 
Spielzeug für Kinder. 

Wie das Stück damals von 
 Augsburg an den Heinzenberg kam, 
ist unbekannt. Denkbar wäre eine 
Verbindung zum seit dem Früh-
mittelalter bestehenden Kloster Cazis. 
Unter den Augustinerinnen, welche 
von 1156 bis 1570 in diesem Kloster 
lebten, waren auch adlige Frauen aus 
dem süddeutschen Raum. Vielleicht 
hat eine von ihnen dieses Figürchen 
als Andenken an ihre Kindheit ins 
Kloster mitgenommen. Nachdem es 
zerbrochen war, landete es im Abfall, 
welcher ausserhalb von Cazis entsorgt 
wurde. 

* Hannes Flück hat von 2017 bis 2020 im Projekt 
«Bestandesaufnahme Kulturgut» beim Archäo-
logischen Dienst Graubünden gearbeitet.

Aus derselben Region: Die Tracht der in Cazis gefundenen Tonstatuette gleicht derjenigen 
von Barbara Dürer, gemalt 1490 von Albrecht Dürer.  Bilder ADG / Germanisches Nationalmuseum

News
CHUR

Margrit Sprechers Reportagen in 
der Churer Klibühni 
Am heutigen Dienstag, 27. April, um 20 Uhr  ist in 
der Klibühni in Chur eine Begegnung mit den Tex-
ten der vielfach ausgezeichneten Journalistin Marg-
rit Sprecher zu erleben. Sie schreibt Reportagen oh-
ne Verfalldatum, heisst es in der Mitteilung. Sie gehe 
dorthin, wo es weh tut, greife Stoffe auf, bei denen es 
sich andere zu leicht machten. Eine objektive Repor-
tage gebe es nicht. Und die, die so tun, als seien sie 
objektiv, sind langweilig, sagt Sprecher. Die Schau-
spieler Graziella Rossi und Helmut Vogel lesen aus 
ihren Texten, die nun in Buchform unter dem Titel 
«Irrland» erschienen sind. (red)

CALANCA

Musikfestival Demenga muss ein 
zweites Mal verschoben werden
Das traditionelle Festival der Musikerfamilie De-
menga im Calancatal kann auch in diesem Jahr 
nicht stattfinden, wie die Veranstalter mitteilen. Die 
beschränkten Raumverhältnisse in den Kirchen des 
Tales und die Vorschriften zur Bekämpfung des Co-
ronavirus verunmöglichten die Auftritte der Bünd-
ner Kammerphilharmonie und des Orchesters der 
Italienischen Schweiz, deren Konzerte den feierli-
chen Auftakt und Abschluss des Festivals markieren 
sollten. Deshalb hat die zuständige Kommission die 
Verschiebung des Festivals auf die Zeit vom 30. Juli 
bis 6. August 2022 beschlossen. (red)

CHUR

Film «Los Lobos» im Kinocenter
In der Arthouse-Reihe des Kinocenters in Chur läuft 
am Dienstag, 27. April, um 18.30 Uhr die mexikani-
schen Produktion «Los Lobos» in spanischer Origi-
nalfassung mit deutschen Untertiteln. Zum Inhalt: 
Nachdem die Brüder Max und Leo von Mexiko in 
die USA emigriert sind, müssen sie zunächst einmal 
in ihrer neuen Heimat ankommen. Und sie müssen 
sich an die sieben Regeln halten, die ihre Mutter ih-
nen auferlegt hat. (red)

Das Kreuzzeichen als Mass 
aller Dinge
Die St. Moritzer Galerie Karsten Greve zeigt unter dem Titel «Highlight» Arbeiten des chinesischen 
Künstlers Ding Yi. Die Art, wie er seine Bilder aus kleinen Zeichen aufbaut, ist verblüffend.

von Marina U. Fuchs

D ing Yi ist in St. Moritz 
kein Unbekannter. 
Die Galerie Karsten 
Greve präsentiert 
hier mit «Highlight» 

schon die zweite Einzelausstellung 
des 1963 in Shanghai geborenen 
Künstlers. Welche Wertschätzung 
Greve dem Künstler entgegen-
bringt, lässt sich darin ablesen, 
dass er ihn bereits 2006 in einer 
Gruppenausstellung in Köln zeig-
te, der fünf weitere Einzelausstel-
lungen folgten.

Nach den beeindruckenden 
Arbeiten von Louise Bourgeois 
während des Winters begegnen 
einem in der Galerie in St. Moritz 
nun einundzwanzig ganz andere, 
überaus qualitätvolle abstrakte 
Werke auf Holz und handgeschöpf-
tem Papier. 

Subtile Anziehungskraft
Wenn man sich der Galerie nähert, 
übt eine Arbeit aus der Serie «Ap-
pearance of Crosses» von 2019 
durch das grosse Fenster zur Fuss-
gängerzone hin eine regelrechte 
Sogwirkung aus, verströmt positi-
ve Energie. Die Ausstellung heisst 
nicht von ungefähr «Highlight», al-
so Glanzlicht. Wenn noch die Son-
ne passend am Himmel steht, 
dann strahlt und leuchtet das Bild 
besonders intensiv und lässt einen 
unwillkürlich lächeln. Man will 
mehr von diesem Künstler sehen, 
mehr über ihn erfahren. 

Während des Studiums setzte 
Ding Yi sich mit dem sozialisti-
schen Realismus auseinander, 
wandte sich verstärkt der westli-
chen Kunst zu und befasste sich 
mit Künstlern traditioneller und 
zeitgenössischer chinesischer Ma-
lerei. Bereits 1993 war er auf der 
Biennale Venedig vertreten, weite-
re wichtige Ausstellungen folgten. 
Heute ist das Werk Ding Yis der 
auch in China zu den wichtigsten 
Positionen gehört, in internationa-

len Sammlungen vertreten. Seit 
2005 ist der Künstler Professor am 
Shanghai Institute of Visual Arts, 
wo er auch lebt und arbeitet. 

Ohne religiöse Bedeutung
Im Zentrum seiner Arbeiten steht 
seit Anfang der 1980er-Jahre das 
Kreuzmotiv in immer wieder ver-
blüffenden Variationen und Far-
ben. Das Kreuz steht aber nicht et-
wa für ein religiöses Symbol. Es 
hat in China die unterschiedlichs-
ten Bedeutungen und wurde seit 
jeher als rein dekoratives Muster 
auf Stoffen und Porzellan verwen-
det. Ding Yi liess sich von Druck-
verfahren inspirieren, wo Schnitt-
kanten kreuzförmig markiert wer-
den. Die ersten Kreuze entstanden 
aus Tusche auf Papier. Öl auf Lein-
wand und Holz folgten. Alle Bilder 
bestehen ausschliesslich aus den 
Zeichen «+» und «x». 

Es ist interessant, den Gesprä-
chen der Galeriebesucher zu lau-

schen. Wohl je nach Persönlichkeit 
und Interessenschwerpunkten se-
hen die Betrachter grafische vom 
Computer generierte Muster, 
Landkarten oder den Sternenhim-
mel. Keines der zahllosen Kreuze 
gleicht dem anderen, jedes einzel-
ne setzt der Künstler mit der Hand. 
Er arbeitet mit Rastern, mit vielen 
verschiedenen Schichten überein-
ander, die dann die beeindrucken-
de Bildwirkung voller Kraft und 
zugleich Subtilität ergeben. 

Durch die zahlreichen Farb-
schichten und das Überlagern von 
aufeinandertreffenden Kreuzfor-
men entwickelt der Künstler eine 
Vielzahl von Farbnuancen und 
räumliche Tiefe. Ding Yi arbeitet 
im Negativverfahren. Die Malober-
fläche zeigt ein grossflächiges von 
Hand geschnitztes Gitternetz des-
sen in unterschiedlicher Form und 
Stärke geschnitzte Linien, Pig-
mentstrukturen, Texturen und 
Farbtöne freilegen. Hellgrün und 

Zitronengelb in all ihren Schattie-
rungen dominieren in Verbindung 
mit schwarzen, hellgrauen oder 
weissen Akzenten. Neonfarben 
und Glitzerpigmente werden zur 
Darstellung von Licht verwendet, 
setzen sich mit optischen Effekten 
von Neonlichtern, Scheinwerfern, 
Autokolonnen und Werbetafeln 
auseinander. 

Man möchte schier endlos vor 
den Arbeiten verweilen, immer 
Neues herausfinden, das sich mit 
Standpunkt und Lichteinfall zu-
dem immer wieder verändert. Die 
Bilder sind interaktiv, laden dazu 
ein, sie ebenso mit Abstand zu be-
trachten, wie auch von ganz nah 
und so immer wieder zu neuen 
überraschenden Entdeckungen 
und Erkenntnissen zu kommen. 

Die Ausstellung «Highlight» in 
der Galerie Karsten Greve, 
St. Moritz ist noch bis zum 
19. Juni zu sehen.

Es leuchtet von innen: Zwei der Arbeiten des chinesischen Künstlers  Ding Yi, die alle mit «Appearance of Crosses» 
betitelt sind, in der Galerie Karsten Greve in St. Moritz.  Pressebild
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que le procédé peut sembler assez minima-
liste, le résultat révèle son lot de surprises. 
Le fait de se rapprocher ou de s’éloigner des 
œuvres permet à la lumière de jaillir, 
anime celles-ci, en suggérant plus ou moins 
fortement des motifs : on peut y voir, concur-
remment ou simultanément, des imprimés de 
tartan, des étoiles et des constellations, des 
réseaux informatiques, des cartes topogra-
phiques ou la vue qu’offrent les hublots 
d’avion la nuit, en survolant des métropoles 
éclairées. Des motifs les plus élémentaires 
naît une grande richesse visuelle. 
ALAIN QUEMIN 

Galerie Karsten Greve, 5, rue Debelleyme, 
Paris IIIe, tél. : 01 42 77 19 37, 
www.galerie-karsten-greve.com 
Jusqu’au 20 mars 2021. 
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GALERIE KARSTEN GREVE 
Ding Yi : Highlight 
Au début du nouveau millénaire, les artistes 
chinois sont apparus en nombre sur le mar-
ché international de l’art contemporain, le 
meilleur côtoyant souvent le pire. Ding Yi 
appartient à la première catégorie. Si la gale-
rie Karsten Greve représente celui-ci depuis 
2006, le travail du peintre est bien antérieur : 
son œuvre s’est développée près de deux 
décennies avant l’engouement qui a bénéficié 
aux créateurs chinois. Dès 1988, l’artiste a mis 
au point le dispositif autour duquel s’articule 
toute sa démarche : agencer une multitude de 
petites croix, disposées sous forme de + ou de x, 
qui suivent des lignes, sur différentes épais-
seurs de pigments. Vingt œuvres de 2020 sont 
ici présentées, en regard d’une sélection de 
peintures plus anciennes. Les grands formats 
ont pour support des panneaux de bois qui 
sont gravés avant d’être peints. Les plus petits 
sont des œuvres sur papier artisanal. Alors 

Les amateurs d’expositions pourront (re)découvrir 
un artiste chinois méconnu et un cubiste oublié à Paris, 

ou un festival photo original sur le thème du confinement à Bruxelles.

Paris-Bruxelles

Ding Yi, Appearance of Crosses 
2020-13, 2020, 

technique mixte sur bois, 
120 x 120 cm (détail). 

© DING YI COURTESY GALERIE KARSTEN GREVE PARIS, 
KÖLN, ST. MORITZ 
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Galerie Karsten Greve opens a solo exhibition featuring 
new work by Chinese artist Ding Yi 
 

 
Ding Yi, Appearance of Crosses 2020-13, 2020. Mixed media on wood, 120 x 120. cm / 47 1/4 x 47 
1/4 in. YD/M 47© Ding Yi. Courtesy Galerie Karsten Greve Köln Paris St. Moritz. 
 
COLOGNE.- To open the 2020 autumn season, Galerie Karsten Greve is showing a solo 
exhibition featuring new work by Chinese artist Ding Yi in Cologne. Karsten Greve first presented 
the artist in 2006 as part of his Contemporary Chinese Art group exhibition, followed by five 
subsequent Ding Yi solo exhibitions in his galleries in Cologne, Paris and St. Moritz. This is Ding 
Yi s tenth exhibition staged in partnership with Galerie Karsten Greve. Nineteen new pieces on 
wood and handmade paper, including Appearance of Crosses 2020 13 , created during the 
global coronavirus lockdown in the spring of 2020 , are on show . The color range is dominated 
by nuances of bright lime and lemon chrome, interspersed with black, light gray, and white 
speckles of color. Ding Yi's color combinations call to mind neon lights, marker pens, or 
oscillating billboards. At first glance, the surface that is entirely covered with crosses appears as 
if it were a two dimensional, computer generated printed or stitched composition or a color 
screen. In general, the artist's latest works are increasingly characterized by use of special types 
of color such as neon color or glitter pigment, which also involves a breach with traditional color 
systems. In his latest pieces, we see Ding Yi explore the depiction of light and his interest in the 

http://www.galerie-karsten-greve.de/


emergence of unfamiliar optical effects created by neon signs , head and tail lights, lines of 
vehicles, billboards. The harsh contour plot of the pattern of crosses functions as a fluorescent 
aureole , and serves to express reflected gleaming light Highlight. 
 
Born in Shanghai in 1962, Ding Yi completed his studies at the Shanghai Arts and Crafts Institute 
in 1983 , before going on to study traditional Chinese painting at the Fine Arts Department at 
Shanghai University , graduating in 1990. Foll owing his explorations of Socialist Realism, during 
his time as a student Ding Yi increasingly found inspiration in Western art, while also examining 
the work of artists dedicated to traditional and contemporary Chinese painting. Ding Yi was one 
of the first Chinese abstract painters to become famous in the West . In 1993, h e participated in 
the Venice Biennale as well as in China Avant Garde!, an exhibition of contemporary Chinese art 
presented at the Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin; he was invited to take part in the 
Yokohama Triennale in Japan in 2001 and in the Guangzhou Biennale in China in 2002. In 2008, 
the Museo d’Arte Moderna di Bologna in Italy dedicated an important solo exhibition to the artist. 
On a regular basis, Ding Yi's works are presented internationally in solo and group exhibitions, 
for instance in the recent solo exhibition Appearance of Crosses at the Nova Contemporary 
Gallery in Bangkok, and currently in the group show On Sabbatical at the West Bund Museum 
Gallery 0 in Shanghai. His works are included in the collections of international institutions such 
as the Centre Pompidou in Paris, the Daimler Collection in Berlin, and the Long Museum in 
Shanghai. Ding Yi has been a professor at the Shanghai Institute of Visual Arts since 2005. The 
artist lives and works in Shanghai. 
 
During the early 1980s, Ding Yi developed his first complex series of works with a multitude of 
variations and different colors of crosses. In China, the cross is associated with a wide range of 
non religious connotations. Since time immemorial, the cross has been used as a decorative 
pattern on porcelain and fabrics ; today, the cross is a ubiquitous sign which appears in non 
religious contexts in China's everyday life. Cross shaped crop marks for the cutting lines in 
printing served as a direct source of inspiration for Ding Yi. 
 
In 1988, he painted his first pieces from the Appearances of Crosses series, initially in in k on 
paper, soon to be followed by pieces in oil on canvas or wood. His pictures are entirely made up 
of + and x marks. Several layers of paint and conglomerations of superimposed cross shapes 
were the basis from which the artist developed a rich and varied range of color nuances and 
spatial depth. To create his works using a negative process, Ding Yi re lies on mixed media on 
wood (American basswood). The painting surface is incised by hand with an all over grid. Lines 
in different widths and shapes uncover layers of pigment, texture, and shades of color. Both the 
way the piece is created and the manual working process involved are exact opposite s to the 
appearance of the artwork. Ding Yi s panels are interactive in that the viewer can perceive the 
depth effect of the piece in its entirety, while he is also invited to scrutinize the work at close 
range to explore the depth effect of its incised surface and the mapping of imaginary cities. 
 
Accompanying the exhibition, two publications will be available at Galerie Karsten Greve in 
Cologne: 
 
DING YI. Texts (Chines e; Englis h; German ): Barbara Catoir, Ding Yi, Galerie Karsten Greve, 
Cologne 2008, 5 0 00 euros 
 
DING YI. Scintillement, Text French; Englis h )): Bianca Bozzeda, Galerie Karsten Greve, Paris 
201 4 . 1 0. 00 euros 
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Die Kunst meldet sich zurück
„DC Open“: Ab diesem Wochenende zeigen viele Kölner Galerien neue Programme
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Ermordet auf dem
Weg zum Ruhm?
Artothek: Brigitte Dunkels „Memorial for E.S.“
erinnert an ein Opfer Hollywoods

Erstickt am
ignorierten
Trauma
Analogtheater mit
„Geister ungesehen“

Fulminanter Start
„Forum Alte Musik“ beginnt Sonntag mit
Dorothee Oberlinger und Andreas Scholl


�"#$�� �"�&� trumpft mit
teils atelierfrischen Werken des
ChinesenDingYi auf, dessenAr-
beiten von Kreuzmotiven be-
herrscht werden. Diese erschei-
nen auf handgeschöpftem Pa-
pier und Holz in immer neuen
Variationen und Farbkombina-
tionen.

Mit Stiften, Pinsel und Stem-
peln bringt der Künstler die
Kreuzeauf,die sich rasterförmig
über den Bildgrund erstrecken
und je nach Farbklang unter-
schiedliche Wirkungen hervor-
rufen.

Die schwarz-weißen Werke
erinnern an Schaltpläne, wäh-
rend Hellgrün und Gelb Natur-
eindrücke suggerieren. In den
jüngsten Mischtechniken ver-
wendet Yi Neonfarben und Glit-
zerpigmente, die den Eindruck
vermitteln, als blicke man aus
derVogelperspektiveaufein flir-
rendes Lichtermeer (Drususgas-
se 1-5).

	�"�#$��� ���� widmet sich
höchst aktuell dem Virus und
seinen verheerenden wirt-
schaftlichen Folgen in den USA
bei Nagel/Draxler. Das politisch
motivierte Schaffen der Ameri-
kanerin (Jg. 1985) ist von Cyber-
kultur, Internetphänomenen
und digitaler Bildsprache beein-
flusst. In der neuesten Werk-
gruppemitdemTitel„Coronavi-
rus Memes“ greift sie auf Mate-
rial zurück,das siebei Instagram
gesammelt hat. Die Motive aus
der digitalen Bilderflut bilden
die Grundlage für monumentale
plakative Gemälde, die sie um
Texte ergänzt, die die Bildinhal-
te kommentieren und Betrach-
ter unmittelbar zur Auseinan-
dersetzung auffordern.

Maskenpflicht, Gesundheits-
und Sozialpolitik werden dabei
ebenso thematisiert wie die
massenhafte Arbeitslosigkeit
als Folge der Pandemie. „I miss
working“ ruft einemda eine ver-
zweifelte Frau von einem Groß-
format entgegen. Christine
Wangs Werke und ihre suggesti-
ve Bildsprache üben eine starke
Wirkung aus und zwingen Besu-
cher, Position zu beziehen (Eli-
senstr. 4-6).

������ ����� befasst sich
ebenfalls in seinen jüngsten
Werken mit den Auswirkungen
der Pandemie, auch er hat aus
Reportagen und Pressebildern
Motive herausgefiltert, die ex-
emplarisch den Schockzustand
vermitteln, der die Welt nach
demAusbrucherfasste:verwais-
te Städte, Flughäfen und Bahn-
höfe, Krankenhäuser und Lei-
chenhallen. Der Künstler ver-

sucht in seinen Bildern, „das ei-
gentlich Unvorstellbare zu er-
fassen und zu dokumentieren
das eigene Erschrecken und Er-
staunen darüber künstlerisch zu
verarbeiten“.

PriskaPasquerzeigtdieklein-
formatige Aquarelle in ihren
neuen Räumen am Konrad-Ade-
nauer-Ufer 83 in der ersten Eta-

ge, wohin sie von der Albertus-
straße gezogen ist.

�� ��# ������� erinnert mit
einer Einzelausstellung an den
2001 verstorbenen Künstler
Heinz Breloh, dessen Nachlass
erübernommenhat.Markenzei-
chendesKölnerswardasprozes-
suale bildhauerische Arbeiten.
In dessenVerlauf trug er Schicht
umSchichtmitdenHändenGips
oder Ton auf, bis sich eine
Grundform erahnen ließ, die er
vielfach bearbeitete und dabei
auch den eigenen Körper in den
weichen Gips drückte. Breloh
begriff seine Arbeit als gesamt-
körperliches Ereignis, bei dem
das eigene Maß bestimmend für
die Ausdehnung seiner Plasti-
ken im Raum war. Der enge Kon-
takt zum Material wurde für den
Künstler zum existenziellen Er-
lebnis von Wahrnehmung und
Ausdruck (Aachener Str. 5).

��� ��" �"��$�� stellt mit Mi-
chaelAckermanneinenFotogra-
fen vor, der dem Medium ganz
neueSeitenabgewinnt.Der1967
in Israel geborene Künstler, der
mit 18 Jahren die Fotografie als
persönliche Ausdrucksform für
sich entdeckte, gebraucht die
Kamera auf unorthodoxe Weise
und lässt daraus folgende Be-
lichtungsfehler, Überblendun-
gen, Unschärfen und Bewegung
bewusst zu.

Seine schwarz-weißen Land-
schaften und Porträts, die wäh-
rend seiner vielen Reisen ent-
standen sind, bezeugen seine
Sensibilität für historisch aufge-
ladene Orte wie den jüdischen
Friedhof in Warschau oder eine
jüdische Kindergedenkstätte.
Die vermeintliche Fehlerhaftig-
keit verleiht den Fotografien ei-
ne unverwechselbare Ästhetik,
in der die Zeit aufgehoben
scheint (Gertrudenstr. 29).
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Sie war jung, schön und hungrig
aufeinLeben,dasgewaltsamen-
dete:ElizabethShort.Derbruta-
leundnieaufgeklärteMord, ver-
übtimJahr1947anderdamals22
-Jährigen, beschäftigte in der
Folge surrealistische Künstler,
Autoren und Filmemacher. Als
„Black Dahlia“ wurde die
schwarz gelockte Schönheit
posthum zur Ikone, um die ein
früher Hype entbrannte.

In der Artothek erinnert nun
BrigitteDunkelandie leichtlebi-
ge junge Frau, die grausam ver-
stümmelt aufgefunden wurde.
Man sieht eine medienübergrei-
fenden Installation, in der sich
Fakten und Dokumente, Mythos
und Spekulationen verbinden.
WieSettingszueinemTrashfilm

hat die Künstlerin einige Be-
standteile des großanlegten Ge-
füges arrangiert. Dabei scheut
sie vor Gruseleffekten nicht zu-
rück,wennsieeingoldenbemal-
tes Skelettmit Langhaarperücke
zwischen Schmetterlinge und
Libellen auf grünes Moos bettet.

ÄhnlichverstörendistderGe-
denkraum auf der ersten Etage.
Mir rotem Samtvorhang und
Sitzgelegenheit aus schwarzem
Lackleder wird das schwülstige
Ambiente eines Nachtklubs in
den 1940er Jahren zitiert; dane-
ben ist ein Trauertisch mit Kon-
dolenzbuch platziert, in das sich
Ausstellungsbesucher eintra-
gen können.

An das Glamourleben, das
sich„Black Dahlia“ erträumt ha-

ben mag, erinnert der mit extra-
vaganten Kleidern bestückte
Gepäckwagen. Sie wollte Schau-
spielerin werden; Orson Welles
gehörte kurzfristig zu den Tat-
verdächtigen.

Neben den installativen Ele-
menten benutzt Brigitte Dunkel
dokumentarisches Material aus
dem Internet: ein Polizeifoto
von Elizabeth, Aufnahmen des
vermeintlichen Tatorts in Los

Angeles und der Fundstelle der
Leiche.

Dunkels „Memorial for E.S.“
ist aber vor allem als Denkraum
zu verstehen, in dem Fragen ge-
sellschaftlicher Normen, festge-
legter Rollenzuschreibungen
und deren Gegenentwürfe auf-
geworfen werden. (sty)
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„Wir freuen uns, nach sechs Mo-
naten endlich wieder, endlich
wieder, endlich wieder im Thea-
ter Theater zeigen zu können.“
Ein wahrer Stoßseufzer entfuhr
Dietmar Kobboldt, dem Chef der
Studiobühne, als er 25 (!) zuge-
lassenen Besuchern unter
strengsten Sicherheitsvorkeh-
rungen Eintritt gewähren konn-
te. Theater als Hochsicherheits-
trakt, das drückt auf die Stim-
mung.

Daniel Schüßler und sein En-
semble vom Analogtheater lie-
ßen jedoch alle Corona-Be-
schränkungen elegant an sich
vorbeiziehen angesichts eines
stringenten ästhetischen Kon-
zepts. Die Produktion „Geister
ungesehen – Ein deutsches
Trauma“blicktzurückaufeinEr-
eignis, das sich zum Kriegsende
vor 75 Jahren zu trug. Innerhalb
von sechs Tagen nahmen sich
mehr als 1000 Menschen in der
Kleinstadt Demmin in Mecklen-
burg-Vorpommern das Leben.

Diese Welle des Todes ging
einher mit der Vernichtung der
historischen Altstadt. Ein Ereig-
nis, das eine tiefe Wunde hinter-
ließ, die aber nie angeschaut
wurde.

��"('�����$� ����"�$� �
Gleich mit der ersten Szene wird
die Diagnose gestellt, dass ein
ignoriertes Trauma irgendwann
alle Lebendigkeit erstickt. Ne-
ben fiktionalen Kurzmonologen
der Bürger setzt die Inszenie-
rungdurchwegauf eingeblende-
tes Bildmaterial der Stadt und
ihrerUmgebung.UnterderHand
wird Demmin zum Symbol für
ein Deutschland, das gerne das
Wort „Heimat“ im Munde führt,
die Vergangenheit aber ver-
drängt und die Natur weiterhin
zerstört. Hier verzweifelt eine
Generation an der Sprachlosig-
keit von Eltern und Großeltern
und deckt damit das unter-
schiedliche Geschichtsver-
ständnis der Generationen auf.

Eine kompakt recherchierte
Produktion mit ebenso bitteren
wie süffisanten Untertönen.
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Was für ein Auftakt! Im ersten
Konzert ihrer neuen Saison tref-
feninderReihe„ForumAlteMu-
sik“ zwei veritable Stars aufein-
ander: Countertenor Andreas
Scholl und Blockflötistin Doro-
thee Oberlinger, die ihr Ensem-
ble 1700 mit ins WDR Funkhaus
bringt. Gemeinsam begibt man
sich auf eine musikalische Spu-
rensuche durch Neapel mit Ari-
en und Concerti von Händel,
Scarlatti und Porpora.

Das anspruchsvolle Musizie-
ren inkleinerenBesetzungensei
dieser Tage ja noch mehr in den
Fokusgerückt, soProgrammma-
cherinMariaSpering. Insgesamt
zehnKonzertepräsentiert siebis
Juni 2021 mit Künstlern aus vie-
len verschiedenen Ländern: Vo-
ces Suaves kommen aus der
Schweiz (31.1.), Sängerin Han-
nah Morrison aus den Nieder-

landen (13.6.), die Cellisten
Christophe Coin und Davit Mel-
konyan aus Frankreich rsp. Ar-
menien (11.10.). KölnerBeiträge
leisten das Ensemble Vintage
(8.11.)oderdieStudierendender
Musikhochschule, für die Kai
Wessel Giacomo Grebers Oper
„Ergastos Armouren“ wieder-
entdeckt hat (10.1.). (EB)
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Ding Yi „Highlight“ 
Veröffentlicht am 1. September 2020                                                                                 
GALERIEN  

Galerie Karsten Greve 
 

4. September 31. Oktober 20 20 
Vernissage: Freitag , 4. September 2020 , 11-22 Uhr 
im Rahmen der DC OPEN Galleries 2020 
Es spricht Magdalena Kröner, Düsseldorf 

Die Galerie Karsten Greve freut sich, zum Auftakt der Herbstsaison 2020, eine 
Einzelausstellung mit neuen Werken des chinesischen Künstlers Ding Yi in Köln zu 
präsentieren. Karsten Greve zeigte den Künstler erstmals 2006 in seiner Kölner 
Gruppenausstellung Contemporary Chinese Art, der fünf weitere 
Einzelausstellungen mit Ding Yi an den Standorten Köln, Paris und St. Moritz 
folgten. Dies ist Ding Yis zehnte Ausstellung in Kooperation mit der Galerie Karsten 
Greve. Gezeigt werden neunzehn neue Arbeiten auf Holz und handgeschöpftem 
Papier, darunter Appearance of Crosses 2020-13, entstanden während des 
weltweiten Corona Lockdowns im Frühjahr 2020. Auf der Farbpalette dominieren 
Nuancen von grellem Hellgrün und Zitronengelb, durchbrochen von schwarzen, hell 
grauen und weißen Farbakzenten. Ding Yis Farbkombinationen lassen an 
Neonlichter, Textmarker oder oszillierende Werbetafeln denken. Auf den ersten 
Blick erscheint die ganzflächig von Kreuzformen übersäte Werk oberfläche wie eine 
zweidimensionale, computergenerierte, gedruckte oder gestickte Komposition oder 
wie ein Farbraster. Die neuesten Arbeiten des Künstlers zeichnen sich allgemein 
durch den verstärkten Einsatz von besonderen Farbmaterialien wie Neonfarben und 

DIGITAL
B e i s e l  P u b l i c  A r t  R e l a t i o n s

https://www.bpar.digital/aktuelle-austellungen/galerien/ding-yi-highlight/
https://www.bpar.digital/quelle/galerie-karsten-greve/


Glitzerpigmenten aus, die mit einem Durchbrechen traditioneller Farbsystem e 
einhergehen. In seinen aktuellen Werken experimentiert Ding Yi mit der Darstellung 
von Licht und manifestiert sein Interesse an der Entstehung von ungewohnten 
optischen Effekten von Neonlichtern, Scheinwerfern, Autokolonnen, Werbetafeln. 
Die harte Kontur linie der Kreuzstrukturen erfüllt dabei die Funktion eines 
fluoreszierenden Lichtkranzes, sie dient als Ausdrucksmittel für reflektiertes Licht, 
Glanzlicht Highlight. 
Ding Yi, 1962 geboren in Shan ghai, absolvierte 1983 ein Studium am Shanghai 
Arts and Crafts Institute, bevor er ein zweites Studium mit Schwerpunkt 
traditioneller chinesischeer Malerei am Fine Arts Department der Shanghai 
University 1990 zum Abschluss führte. Nach der Auseinandersetzung mit dem 
sozialistischen Realismus wandte sich Ding Yi als Student verstärkt der westlichen 
Kunst zu und befasste sich mit Künstlern traditioneller und zeitgenössischer 
chinesischer Malerei. Ding Yi wurde als einer der ersten abstrakten Künstler Chinas 
bereits in den frühen 1990er Jahren im Westen bekannt. So nahm er 1993 an der 
Biennale in Venedig und an der Ausstellung zur chinesischen Gegenwartskunst 
China Avantgarde im Berliner Haus der Kulturen der Welt teil; des Weiteren war er 
2001 an der Yokohama Triennale (Japan) und 2002 an der Guangzhou Biennale 
(China) beteiligt. Das Museo d’Arte Moderna di Bologna widmete dem Künstler 
2008 eine bedeutende Einzelausstellung. Ding Yis Werke werden regelmäßig in 
internationalen Einzel- und Gruppenausstellungen präsentiert, so im Januar 2020 in 
einer Einzelausstellung der Nova Contemporary Gallery, Bangkok, und aktuell etwa 
in On Sabbatical im West Bund Museum Gallery 0, Shanghai. Seine Werke gehören 
zum Bestand internationaler Sammlungen, wie zum Beispiel des Centre Pompidou 
in Paris, der Daimler Collection in Berlin, des Long Museum in Shanghai. Seit 2005 
ist Ding Yi als Professor am Shanghai Institute of Visual Arts tätig. Der Künstler lebt 
und arbeitet in Shanghai. 
Die ersten komplexen Werkreihen, in denen immer neue Variationen und Farben 
von Kreuzmotiven auftauchen, entwickelte Ding Yi Anfang der 1980er Jahre. In 
China hat das Kreuz die unterschiedlichsten nichtreligiösen Konnotationen; das 
Kreuz wurde seit alters als ein dekoratives Muster auf Porzellan und Stoffen 
verwendet; heutzutage findet die Kreuzform in China überall im nichtreligiösen 
Alltag Verwendung. Die kreuzförmigen Markierungen der Schnittkanten im 
Druckverfahren waren die unmittelbare Inspirationsquelle für Ding Yi. Ab 1988 
malte er die ersten Werke der Reihe Appearances of Crosses zunächst in Tusche 



auf Papier, bald auch in Öl auf Leinwand und Holz. Seine Bilder bestehen 
ausschließlich aus den Zeichen + und x. Durch zahlreiche Farbschichten und das 
Überlagern von aufeinandertreffenden Kreuzformen entwickelt der Künstler eine 
erstaunliche Vielfalt an Farbnuancen sowie räumliche Tiefe. Für seine Werke, die im 
Negativverfahren hergestellt werden, verwendet Ding Yi eine Mischtechnik auf Holz 
(Amerikanische Linde). Die Maloberfläche zeigt ein großflächiges, per Hand 
geschnitztes Gitternetz. Durch die in unterschiedlicher Stärke und Form 
geschnitzten Linien werden Pigmentschichten, Texturen und Farbtöne freigelegt. 
Die Herstellungsart und der damit einhergehende handwerkliche Arbeitsprozess 
stellen das genaue Gegenteil des Erscheinungsbildes dar. Ding Yis Werke sind 
interaktiv, indem der Betrachter sowohl die Tiefenwirkung der gesamten 
Erscheinung wahrnimmt, als auch aufgefordert ist, nahe an das Werk 
heranzutreten, um die Tiefenwirkung der geschnitzten Bildoberfläche und die 
Kartografien imaginärer Städte zu erkunden. 

Begleitend zur Ausstellung sind zwei Publikationen in der Galerie Karsten Greve 
Köln erhältlich: 

DING YI. Texte (Chinesisch; Englisch; Deutsch): Barbara Catoir, Ding Yi, Galerie 
Karsten Greve, Köln 2008, EUR 50,00. 

DING YI. Scintillement, Text (Französisch; Englisch): Bianca Bozzeda, Galerie 

Karsten Greve, Paris 2014. EUR 10,00. 

ÜBER DIE GALERIE KARSTEN GREVE 
Karsten Greve, seit einundfünfzig Jahren erfolgreicher Kunsthändler, eröffnete 1973 
seine erste eigene Galerie in Köln mit einer Einzelausstellung von Yves Klein. 1989 
kam der Standort Paris (Rue Debelleyme) hinzu und 1999 St. Moritz (Via Maistra). 
Die Galerie Karsten Greve zählte von Anfang an zu den weltweit führenden 
Galerien, sie ist regelmäßig auf Kunstmessen wie der ART BASEL, FIAC und TEFAF 
vertreten und zeigt bis heute wichtige Einzelausstellungen mit Werken 
international arrivierter Künstler wie Lucio Fontana, Piero Manzoni, Joseph Cornell, 
Willem De Kooning, WOLS. Ein enger persönlicher Kontakt des Galeristen mit 
Künstlern der Zeit wie Cy Twombly, Louise Bourgeois, Jannis Kounellis, John 
Chamberlain und Pierre Soulages schuf die Voraussetzung, dass von Anfang an 
Vertreter der internationalen Avantgarde nach 1945 das Programm der Galerie 
bestimmen sollten. Karsten Greves langjährige Zusammenarbeit mit Gotthard 
Graubner, Pierrette Bloch und Leiko Ikemura hat maßgeblich dazu beigetragen, 



dass diese Künstlerinnen und Künstler heute weltweite Anerkennung finden. Die 
Galerie, die dreißig Künstler vertritt und ihr Programm um internationale 
Nachwuchskünstler wie Georgia Russell, Claire Morgan, Gideon Rubin und Raúl 
Illarramendi immer wieder erweitert, ist gleichermaßen führend in 
Einzelausstellungen sowie höchst anspruchsvollen begleitenden 
Katalogpublikationen, die von der Galerie Karsten Greve im Eigenverlag 

herausgegeben werden. 

Bildnachweise: 
Ding Yi , Appearance of Crosses 2020 13 , 20 20 Mischtechnik auf Holz 120 x 120 
cm 
Portrait Ding Yi, 2015 © Ding Yi Foto: Che Haonan Courtesy Galerie Karsten Greve 
Köln Paris St. Moritz 
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CHINA

Shanghai

Ding Yi at ShanghART 

F or the past three 
decades, Shanghai-
based painter Ding Yi 

has remained faithful to the 
singular lexicon of two basic 
symbols: + and x. These two 
elements first appeared in 
Ding Yi’s abstract painting and 
drawings during the late 1980s 
and, in his 30-year career, 
remain the essential compo-
nents of his artistic practice 
and to his ongoing series, the 
Appearance of Crosses. 

His recent exhibition 
Interchange marks the art-
ist’s first solo show with 
ShanghART in 12 years, fol-
lowing museum retrospectives 
at the Guangdong Museum of 
Art and the Xi’an Art Museum, 
and gallery shows in London 
and New York. 

Occupying the spacious 
ground and the second floor 
galleries, Interchange featured 
recent paintings on canvas, 
drawings, and acrylics-on-
paper, as well as paintings on 
basswood panels completed 
after 2015. 

Hard-edged abstrac-
tion and minimalism do not 
adequately describe the com-
plexity of Ding Yi’s work: a 
combination of the two is 
more apt or even a welcome 
contradiction. 

Guided by rationality, 
precision, and the interplay 
between order and disorder 
one feels that we are observing 
aerial views of urban sprawl or 
expansive macrocosms. 

Yi’s color in both his 
paintings and works-on-paper 
has always had an emotional 
tenor or carried moods while 
the all-over grid formations, 
composed by the repetitive (x) 
and (+) patterns, define spe-
cific spaces. 

In newer works 
dynamic shapes emerge, 
ramping up the visual field 
and the rhythm or complexity 
of movement. A fine example 
of this is in the scroll-like, six-
meter folded Accordion Book, 
in color pencil and encased in 
a long vitrine. 

In several new paintings 
on basswood-panels the act of 
scoring or engraving the sur-
faces exposes areas of wood 
grain, a technique that Ding 
Yi began with monumental 
paintings made for his 2015 
exhibition at Shanghai’s Long 
Museum.

This show also features 
Painting Stand (2018), an 
outstanding new sculpture. 
Placed in the middle of the 
ground floor gallery space, at 
first glance the work appears 
as a large rectangular storage 
rack in the form of an open-
aluminum grid. 

Inside are steel plates, all 
similar in depth, fabricated to 
resemble stretched canvases; 
all pristine, blank, and primed 
in high-gloss florescent colors 
with a few black-and-white 
plates dispersed within. 

Smaller plates or fac-
simile ‘canvases’ lean against 
taller or wider ones with 
others stacked neatly upright 
side by side. One might con-
clude the object embodies the 
full range of colors used in 
nearly all of the new paintings 
in this exhibition. 

Commenting in a recent 
interview published in the 
Guangdong Museum cata-
logue, Ding Yi wrote: “The 
evolution of my work could be 
in terms of my materials, the 
palette, and techniques. What 
doesn’t change is the connec-
tion between one piece and 
the next, and the unanswered 
questions from the previous 
painting to the new one. It 
really is quite a deductive pro-
cess—and it’s been happening 
for three decades.” 

Painting Stand, along 

Ding Yi, Accordion Book (detail), 2-17, color pencil and accordion book, 32 x 598 cm.

Ding Yi, Painting Stand, 2018, aluminum alloy & steel plate, 388 x 132 x 260 
cm. Ed.2 + 1AP. All images: Courtesy of ShangART Gallery, Shanghai.

Above left: Ding Yi, Appearance of Crosses 2017-B21, 2017, acrylic on paper, 32 x 43 cm. Above right: Ding 
Yi, Appearance of Crosses 2012-9, 2012, acrylic on canvas, 300 x 300 cm.
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with the rest of this excep-
tional exhibition, not only 
asserts how far the conven-
tions of abstraction and min-
imalism have come to be 
accepted in China, but it also 
makes clear how Ding Yi’s 
singular vernacular and visual 
language endure.    

 
Arthur Solway

• • • 

INDIA

New Delhi

Jangarh Singh Shyam 
at Kiran Nadar Museum 
of Art 

I n the Jangarh Singh 
Shyam: A Conjuror’s 
Archive, co-curated by 

Dr. Jyotindra Jain and Roobina 
Karode, viewers are taken 
on a mesmerizing journey of 
a folk and tribal artist whose 
great talent is evident in his 
every piece. Among the works  
in the exhibition are paintings 
on paper and canvas, terra-
cotta murals, digital photo-
graphs, prints, his letters, and 
reproductions of mural images 
and theater posters incorpo-
rating his art.

Jangarh Singh Shyam 
(1962–2001) brought to life 
gods and demons, shamans 
and priests, birds and animals, 
crabs, scorpions, lizards, and 
crocodiles as well as forests, 
trees, and shrubs. The sim-
plicity and directness in indig-
enous folk art touches the soul 
and the senses. His energy 
and talent live in his inimitable 
visual language, which pro-
jects both ‘the tribal’ and ‘the 
contemporary.’ He is much 
discussed for his creation of 
a new style, which is named 
after him as ‘Jangarh Kalam.’ 

Jangarh Singh Shyam 
was born into a Pardhan 
Gond family in the village of 
Patangarh in Mandla district, 
of Eastern Madhya Pradesh. A 
team of artists from Bhopal dis-
covered his paintings and relief 
works that adorned the walls 
of his community’s homes. 

“Jangarh Singh, a young 
Pradhan artist with an inborn 

genius for drawing and paint-
ing and middling ... was ‘dis-
covered’ when the walls of his 
hut were found to be covered 
with paintings done by him,” 
noted J. Swaminathan, direc-
tor at Bharat Bhavan, Bhopal.

Swaminathan found 
creative affinities between the 

works of the folk and tribal art-
ists and the Indian Modernists 
of the 1970s and 1980s. He 
saw in Jangarh a rare talent 
that combined both schools 
of art. He invited Jangarh to 
move to Bhopal. Jangar’s tra-
jectory is full of changes as he 
embraced different forms of art 

quickly, which was the envy of 
other artists. He learnt print-
making quickly and his relief 
works adorn the walls and turf 
of Bharat Bhawan. He was 
excited when he first encoun-
tered poster colors, noting his 
first encounter with “bright 
poster colors in Bhopal [sent] 

Above left: Jaarh Singh Shyam, An anecdote from the Gond epic: the an- nihilation of sanbarah, the 
boar, 1992, pigment on paper, 144 x 162 cm. Collection and image courtesy: Museum of Art & Photography (MAP), 
Bangalore (PTG.0856). Above right: Jaarh Singh Shyam, The Story of the Tiger and the Boar, 1994, 182.5 x 
151 cm, pigment on paper. Collection and image courtesy: Museum of Art & Photography (MAP), Bangalore (PTG.0840).

Jangarh Singh 
Shyam, Portrait of a 
Barasingha, mid-1980s, 
pigment on paper, 
137 x 233 cm. Collection and 
image courtesy: Muse- um 
of Art & Photography (MAP), 
Bangalore (PTG.00061).

Above left: Jaarh Singh Shyam, An Elephant-headed Crab; a character from the Pardhan myth of 
creation, 1992, pigment on paper, 56 x 71 cm. Collection and image courtesy: Muse- um of Art & Photography (MAP), 
Bangalore (PTG.01754) Above right: Jaarh Singh Shyam, Foreplay of Lizards, 1993, pigment on paper, 141 x 180 
cm. Collection and image courtesy: Museum of Art & Photography (MAP), Bangalore (PTG.0833).
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