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Introduction
Zhiyan Cheng’s Batik and Silk Paintings

Zhiyan Cheng's textile paintings are so richly colored and beautiful that people who have viewed
his artistic creations for the first time, find his artwork to be incredible, because his paintings
were not painted; they were hand-dyed.

Cheng studied traditional Chinese painting when he was a child. At college, he majored in
industrial arts. He was very skilled at Chinese ink and wash, oil painting, watercolor, and

sculpture. However, what he loved doing the most was the traditional Chinese handmade batik.

Traditional Chinese batik belongs in the craft category. The craftsman paints a pattern on the
cloth and the unpainted areas are coated with wax. After dyeing and removing wax, the cloth
shows a white background with colored patterns. The color bleeds through the wax and creates
anatural crackling design. Chinese batik was mainly used for clothing and accessories.

Cheng possessed a keen sense of perception and imagination. He discovered that although
Chinese batik had simple patterns with monotone coloring, its natural cracklings made it a
unique artisticidiom. This led to incredibly attractive patterns in the painting, resembling ripples
on a lake, clouds in the sky, or veined marble. These varied crackling patterns could evoke

innumerable, imaginative responses in the viewers.

Cheng’s goal was to create abrand new art form by adapting Western drawing skills to watercolor
and oil paintings, as well as Chinese ink and wash on cloth. Using Chinese batik dye method to
formulate the colors was part of the process. Cheng began to develop his idea of combining
painting and dyeing when he was in college. He held two solo batik art shows in Beijing in 1941
and 1942. These shows resulted in a wave of enthusiastic approval throughout the art circles.

Cheng elevated batik from a handmade craft to a new, highly elegant, fine art platform.

Dye colors commonly used in traditional Chinese batik, are dark blue, bright red, light yellow
and greenish blue. The dyeing method is simple; the colors do not show layers or depth. Since
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Cheng desired his batiks to achieve the same results as that of watercolor and oil paintings, he
had to use complex painting techniques. His greatest challenge however, was to chemically

invent new dye colors and to discover an entirely new method of dyeing. -

Many kinds of dye pigments existed; Cheng constantly thought about which materials would
produce the best results. His home was transformed from an artist’s studio to a chemical
laboratory. It was littered with chemical dyes and lab equipment. He collected as many dye
pigments as he could and invested countless hours examining the brightness and saturation
qualities of each. He also tested the durability of the colors on the various textiles. If the colors on
the fabric did not debilitate after exposure to sunlight and soap wash, the batik artwork was
worthy to be part of a collection. Ultimately, Cheng selected a vast variety of colors, which

remained constant and durable after the textile dyeing procedures.

Paints and dyes are very different in their application. In oil or watercolor painting, the color
used by the artist is the hue that shows on the painting. With dyes, however, the dye color
usually appears differently after the application. For example, the green dye will show up later
as a dark purple, and brown dyes will appear as grey. Furthermore, dyes, which are initially all
water-clear before application, ultimately create the red, blue, and grey colors after application,
thus, the artist cannot perceive the final color while painting with the dye colors and this is the
most challenging part of the process. Cheng’s vast knowledge regarding textiles and dyes made
him a master of dyeing skills.

The most important artistic aspect of Cheng’s batiks was the variety of his subjects. He could
paint scenery, animals, still life, figures and more, without having the limitation of the traditional
Chinese batik pattern forms. Cheng’s other improved method was to adopt the Chinese ink and
wash painting technique for use on batiks. Although Chinese ink and wash had only one color,
variety was featured through its various shadowing and shadings. This allowed the batik to
appear complex thus, inviting the viewer to venture into the depths of Cheng'’s designs to absorb
the greater details. Itis a travesty that most of Cheng’s single color, ink and wash batiks have
been lost and therefore cannot be shown in this book.

Another of Cheng’s achievements was his silk painting. He was able to express his artistic abilities
by incorporating both his paint and dye methods on silk, much better than on paper. Cheng’s



silk paintings pursued a natural, lifelike idiom, and reflected the traditional Chinese ink and
wash artistic concept. To blend his art motifs, Cheng elected to paint on selected silks. The
natural textured patterns of the silk enhanced the painting, adding depth, detail and reality to
his designs. He used different painting styles based on the painting motifs. With all of these
techniques combined, Zhiyan Cheng created his own silk painting style.

This book represents only a part of Zhiyan Cheng’s collection of batik and silk paintings. Cheng
produced many beautiful batiks during the 1940’s; but most of them have been lost. Cheng’s
family was impoverished at the time; his cloth batiks were used as bed sheets or pillowcases.
Everything that was not used was sold. The few masterpieces, which he retained in his collection,
did not survive the artistic holocaust of the Great Cultural Revolution in China. Most of the batik
paintings in this book were produced after Cheng retired in 1988.

In Zhiyan Cheng’s diary, he once commented, “Fine art is not commonly seen in the creation of
batiks, because it calls for craftsmen and artists who are skillful and knowledgeable both in
painting and dyeing techniques. Through my experimentation, my work alone shows that it is
possible.”
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