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The sketch as art

——significance in the sketch from nature of Ding Fang’s art

Deng Pingxiang

Sketch is a special drawing term which refers molding objects by monochromatic line and
plane with pencil, charcoal, pen and brush. It is one of the essential techniques to format to
practice painters observing and expressing the form, structure, activity and shading value. It
is usually the draft of drawing or creation and also a style of fine arts. Sketch from nature is
also a drawing term which refers a way to do painting directly on the description of entities.
Meanwhile, it is one of the important methods for the beginners and painters to practice the
skill of expressing and to gather materials of creating. These are the commentaries from the
reference book DICTIONARY to the sketch and the sketch from nature. It needs to point out
that those two words are all loanwords which are conceptually from the art education and
profession of western.

Ding Fang was a student from academy of fine arts trained with systemic and strict practice
of sketch from nature. It means not only a level of essential speciality but a formation of
perception, which has the significance of that the elementary education of fine arts make
students face the primary sensual objects by sketches from nature in conformity with the
law of cognition of plastic art to objects and the law of technique practicing.

However, academic education of fine arts gets old habits easily to make the sketch from
nature too technicalization and instrumentalization to lose the importance of art expressing
and then the value of aesthetics, which has been a usual problem in the sketch training of
academies. So there is a point to emphasize and recomprehend the sketch as ART.

The sketch from nature is always an important respect in the art development of Ding Fang
which integrate tightly with his art subjects. He is an artist with better qualified technique
of sketch and perfect mastery of formatting ability, and as well with a sound grip of
understanding to the artic philosophy of sketch.

Ding Fang came into the Central Academy of Fine Arts in 1981 backing on the series of
sketch from North Shanxi to ask for communication and consulting. At that time, there were
active thoughts, academic freedom, abundant talents in the Academy with those professors
learning by teaching, when was a period of great prosperity. In that period, Chen Danging
had teaching assignment on graduation as postgraduate, Yuan Yunsheng was redressed to be
recalled to the Academy, Chao Ge, Yang Feiyun, Wang Yidong and Cao Li etc. were studying
in the higher class of undergraduate course.

The sketch series of Ding Fang has aroused the high attention from the CAFA. I had studied
in the continuing education class of oil painting. I still remember clearly the echo caused
by Ding Fang’s sketches which rose to top when Chen Danging, Yuan Yunsheng, Sun Jingbo
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and Huang Suning sponsored an exhibition for the sketch series in the academy’s dining
room. The fours wrote the exhibition introduction together, showing their great appreciation
without sparing any refined dictions.

Then it had been an affair in the CAFA talked and spread for a long time. I had been
emotional so much to admire the talent of Ding Fang and touched by the heart and vision of
the four teachers.

The affair remained deeply in my mind had been past for more than twenty years. Ding Fang
has grown to be a famous artist in China. The achievement of his art of today and the works
of his sketches of twenty years ago are so consistent in my view. Meanwhile, to look the
sketches of Ding Fang of that time and his artistic expression with a judgment of art history,
we will discover in his art the language logic on expression and the intrinsic form basis of
development.

From art history, particularly from the sketches from nature by Renaissance masters, it
is easy to discover the intrinsic relations between the masters’ sketches and their arts at
significance on the study of style. Obviously, the sketches by masters are not merely the
foundation and source material, it is more mainly to create their unique way of exploring
and form the sketches and individual modeling. It contains the understanding, language
characteristic and form style from the masters in their sketch work, and also the factors
of scheme and symbolism. Therefore, the sketch of masters is an entity of thought, spirit,
decisions and expressions. They solve many basic problems of art in sketching which are not
only about technologies but the conception and esthetics. It can be said that the sketch by
masters is artistic sketch but not only technical sketch, Ding Fang who esteems all along the
masters has manifested fully the above characteristic by his own practice on art.

To discuss sketch from nature in China, a question shall be pointed out specially that the copy
tradition in Chinese traditional drawing study process is not simply a question about study
method but a question about energetic culture in fact. What the copy faces is the secondary
natural text which is the result of what the predecessors felt. Thus, students do not face the
primary vivid nature, the result of which is the passive technical formula but no expression
of their understanding and manner to the objects as no involvement of concept. One of the
important reasons for that the Chinese traditional painting declines gradually to the latter
Qing Dynasty is because of the old copy habit and institutionalize. This enables painters to
face the primary nature to lose their feelings then to be perceptual atrophy and degeneration.
Feuerbach said, Art displays the truth in perception, if a kind of art shut off the relation with
perceptual, how can it not be principle of deterioration. Further more, the transformation
of study drawing from copy to sketch, from the understanding to the energetic cultural
stratification, is the manifesting in visual art that the consciousness of Chinese people
realizes their feeling liberation and perceptual revolution from the lost of feeling.
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From esthetics significance, the attitude of an artist to sketch in artistic creation first reflects
his feeling and his perceptual quality and next reveals the relationships between his art and
his life (perceptual world and feeling object). The feeling is a premise which art produces,
each historical period will form the unique feeling way and the feeling experience. Therefore
art highlights the cultural characteristic and the time characteristic. It said by philosophy
that, the feeling is the intermediary of existence and the non-existence, all transformation of
non-existences to existence must produce in the feeling and become the feeling.

In plastic arts, what most directly to attribute artist's feeling and perceptual quality is the
sketch from nature. People emphasize frequently artist's talent and artistic quality, but
actually of the first importance the sharp feeling and full perception. Regarding a modeling
artist, the manifesting of his perceptual quality, the sketch ability and talent are the most
persuasive power. Ding Fang is an artist who has extremely good feeling and perceptual
quality, which reflected by his artistic achievement and proven by his enthusiasm and
insistence for sketch in these many years.

Ding Fang becomes a mature artist from the school days to today, he always attaches
importance to the sketch and regards the sketch as an absolutely necessary part of art
exploration and creation, and also the main body of art. He often aftertaste what Paulo Kerley
said when he professors sketch that you must start to draw a line to regard taking a walk in
mind. Obviously, Paulo Kerley promotes the sketch to the extent of spiritual expression.

Before I wrote this article, I enjoyed massive sketch work by Ding Fang of all his previous
years, and I sighed extremely with emotion. At this time eager for quick success and
immediate gain, art has not been able to be unconventional yet, but Ding Fang actually put
his great energy in the sketch, this is obviously an energetic strength that we can see in his
arts and also in his sketches. From Ding Fang’s work of sketch, I see his reverent soul and

pleased heart. He really regards what the sketch expresses of each line as taking a walk in
mind.
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The sketch series of the North Shanxi Expressions set drawn by Ding Fang at the beginning of the 1980s
is a kind of art inspired by the mother land. The humanistic value and essence contained in his art is the

fundamental reason for its consistent conformity to the age.
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Ding Fang has been studying calligraphy since his childhood and is endowed with inherent sensitivity
and distinel understanding of lines. The lines in his skeiches usually incorporate the straight pliable but
strong force used in “drawing sand with unyielding wimble” and the dignified and profound characteristics
observed in “thirsty horse galloping towards spring” in traditional Chinese paintings. Thosc lines slowly
drawn by bald pencil on rough paper all converge inward, rendering a substantial and mellow impression

which is full of Ding Fang’s profound understanding of the land represented by the Loess Plateau.
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Ding Fang’s sketches in the 1980s resemble the sketches of Millet, a famous French painter in the 19th
century; at least in the aspect of the simplicity and clumsiness of the lines and the mellowness and richness
of the profiles, the two are considerably similar; the essential difference between the two is: the lines in
Millet’s sketches are soft, and the light and shade are serene, which is formed by the contact between the
rough paper surface and the soft pencil and charcoal pencil, echoing the loyalty and humble tolerance
consistently revered by Millet; by contrast, Ding Fang’s lines show a kind of “dry” perseverance and
solemnity within the continuous calligraphy, formed by the slow and powerful contact between the sturdy
paper surface and bald pencil, which is the characteristics of the land symbolized by the Loess Plateau;
meanwhile, it corresponds tv Ding Fang’s deep affection for Chinese land and Chinese nation; the striking
representation of the above characteristics and affection enables Ding Fang to build up a kind of simple and

mellow tragic heroism.
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