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Vision, Cultivation and Spiritual Realm

Preface to the Collection of Ding Sizhong's Watercolours

It i1s an enjoyment to read Sizhong's watercolors. The enjoyment is derived from both the aesthetic feelings of formal values and from the philosophical meditationof the art per se. These
two types of enjoyment melt with each other, inseparable in artistic interpretation. The reason consists in the fact that, in the process of artistic creation, an artist' pursuit of formal aesthetic is
always accompanied with his philosophical contemplation. Even those who seek after purely formal beauty in their art are no exceptions. Nevertheless, Sizhong is not amongst them. His works of
art clearly embody the vivacity that originates from the nature.

Chinese watercolor, introduced from the West, has been strongly influenced by the British school. However, with our own wisdom and history-long art tradition,we have kept on trying and,
gradually, added new features to the western artistic genre. That which gives Chinese watercolor a distinctive flavor is the fruits of applying the concept of freehand brushwork coming from the
Traditional Chinese aesthetic system. The school of imagery, extended from the conception of frechand brushwork, is our conventional aesthetic principle. Presently well attended and well practiced
by many contemporary artists of different nationalities, the school of imagery suggests with depth several rationales of artistic creation and interpretation, and also the dialectic relationships
between artists as subjects and the nature as object, and between artists and their audience. All kinds of artistic creation cannot be isolated from elements of imagery, which represents artists' conscious
Pursuit in exerting fully their powers of creation and imagination. In such artistic creation, Sizhong is one of those who have attained great achievements.

Like many other contemporary artists, Sizhong made his first appearance in the fine arts circles by focusing on representational depiction of natural objects. His earlier representational
watercolors presented distinctive sentiment and verve, and thus were well-received in the circles. In spite of this, he did not cease on what he had achieved. Having steadily imbibed elements of
abstractionism, Sizhong emancipated himself from fetters of depicting natural objects, and turned to creation of imagery, conveying his feelings, emotions, impressions, and memories. Undoubtedly,
watercolor innovation allows of many routes, and taking the route of abstract expression is not all. Representational watercolors have their own space to flourish in so far as they communicate
Artistic conceptions. Sizhong's later artistic exploration does not necessarily mean that he belittles representational depiction and techniques. It is the internal experiences and impulses in his
tasting of and reflecting on the nature that motivates him to make new exploration. Moreover, that which inspires his desire of creation is also attributable to his understanding of artistic modernity
and his enchantment with the traditional brushwork.

Watercolor, in terms of its expressional scope, is most close to brushwork. Therefore, deep understanding of the essential features of water, good mastery of the relations indicated in
the mixtures of water and ink or colors, and skillful control of the mixtures and their potentiality are the basics of watercolor artists. While honing his watercolor techniques, Sizhong, who is adept
At exploring the mysteries of both art and the nature, has turned his eyes naturally to traditional brushwork. He has tried to absorb nutrients from freehand brushwork without losing the essential
Flavors of watercolor. In the meanwhile, he attends to modern art trends in the western world and learns from them. As a result, the accumulation of experience, the broadening of vision, the
enrichment of mind, and the promotion of cultivation are all continually reflected in his works of art and mold his new artistic look.

Viewing his recent works, it is evident that there are no signs of affectation or artificiality therein. In conveying faithfully his personal experiences and reflections, he harmoniously merges
The traditional Chinese brushwork techniques of “Dian (dotting)” , “Ca (rubbing)” , “Cun (brushing shade and texture with light ink)” , and “Ran (tingeing with monochrome ink or colors)”
And the western methods of combining lines and forms. With his practical skills and even more with his perceptive power, Sizhong's artistic language can thus float with rhythm. His near-abstract
Watercolors of imagery are differentiated from many western depictions, and exhibit sentiment and verve characterized of both western and Chinese styles. Some are emotional and intense but
Steady, while others bold and unconstrained but rigorous. Moreover, it is interesting to find that both his early representational watercolors and his recent abstract works follow the same line of
development, though they are conveyed with dissimilar artistic techniques. They seek after an unchanged spiritual realm, a poctic kingdom where his soul can be unified with the nature.

For all artists, two qualities are the most valuable: one is creative invention, and the other professional integrity. Sizhong possesses both. Therefore, there is good reason for us to value

highly his current creation and expect as well with unwavering confidence his even brighter future.

Shao Dazhen

August, 2005 in Bejing
China Central Academy of Fine Arts
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From Old Village to Ding Village

I know Sizhong for many years. When I first met him, he was wearing long beard, a typical style of artists. Now, besides his beard, his hair has grown very long as well. Frankly speaking,
the length of one's hair tends to keep pace with his achievements in art.

At that time, Sizhong mainly focused on representational images which were presented with clear-cut lines and forms. However, now he has turned to abstract impressionism. To understand his
impressionistic expressions, one should have a keen eye. The shift in style from representationalism to abstractness might be another instance of Ding's artistic advancement.

In actuality, Sizhong's artistic maturity was first evidenced in those representational images that he created. Soon after we met, a respectable artist told me that, in Anhui watercolor circles,
only two (one older and the other younger) were laudable and that the senior loved abstract depictions while the junior enjoyed representational expressions. He went on and said that the senior
was Liu Xinsheng and the junior Ding Sizhong.

Not all artists succeed in shifting from representationalism to abstractness. According to Wilhelm Worringer's aesthetic theory, the empathetic impulsion realized in representational depictions
originates in the happy relationship between man and the physical world, while that expressed in abstract art results from the tension agitated by the physical world. Therefore, those artists who
are regular in thinking and mild in temperament are accustomed to looking at physical objects from an established perspective. They settle for the real objects and their commonness or likeness
in artistic representation. They are satisfied with the realization of empathy through projecting sensibilities onto representational images, without considering whether the harmony of hues inheres
in the objects or on the works of art. Although Sizhong, an enthusiastic and energetic idealist, does not necessarily sense tension in the physical world, but have earnest yearning for it instead.
With this yearning in mind, Sizhong has started on a no-return journey of changing the physical objects. His watercolors are diverse in artistic language, expanding from mere representation of objects
to abstract reflection of them.

From Albrecht Duerer initiating the genre of watercolor in the 15th century to William Turner, John Constanble and Richard P. Bonington who brought the acme of watercolors in the
19th century, different styles, particularly Turner's, have attracted Sizhong's attention in his artistic pursuit. Turner, dissatisfied with the fine but stiff depiction of physical objects, commenced
around 1800 to exert his imagination in picturing the changing hues of the nature and the vivid scenes of light and shadow. The shift that Turner experienced is incredibly repeated in Sizhong's
artistic evolution. Take a look back at his Old Village series, Sizhong used forceful strokes and bright colors to express clearly his love for the old village. Admittedly, Sizhong at this stage was
basically a representationalist, but showed potentialities of a stylistic change. If the Old Village series were perfect examples of representationalism, the Grassy Slope and the Memories of Laowang
Lake series underwent evident changes. The exaggerated grassy slope and the positioning of a single tree in the foreground in the Grassy Slope, and the bright and intense colors in the Memories
of Laowang Lake series all signaled preliminary attempts to challenge the traditional representational style. It is evident that sizhong's shift from representationalism to abstractness was a serious
choice and had gradually incubated.

During the same period of the Old Village series but a little later, Sizhong produced Dream of Snow, In the Depth of Autumn, and Night View of the Wintry Pond, which explicitly proclaimed
that his stylistic transformation was at the corner. Subsequently, Impressions of the Rain, Dream of Huizhou, Blue Fog, and the Seasonal Images series came into the world. There were too many
even for me, a friend, to keep pace with him. In his works of this period, representational colors and forms were integrated into impressions and visions. These works presented combinatory levels
of the nature in a holistic manner. All the physical objects, transfigured with intense feelings, seemed to be unchained from the bonds of representational creation and thus could flow with a light
heart and atmospheric rhythm.

I remember that, once in Sizhong's studio permeated with creative spirit, I made a mistake in artistic judgment. Pointing at an unfinished piece on the wall, I hastily concluded that he should
not paint lotus because others' freehand brushwork of this subject matter had reached an unsurpassable height. Sizhong murmured something. It seemed that he did not want to make any hasty
explanations. A little later, Sizhong had a single-person exhibition held at the University of Science and Technology of China Art Center, which was surrounded with dark green and lush trees. All
of a sudden, a series of Lotus came into my view. Looking at these works, I felt shocked and dumbfounded. His world of lotus was abstract and original. Although the forms of lotus
were lost in the gorgeous hues and shades, the shapes were still vividly delineated and teemed with uncontainable vitality. They were Sizhong's watercolors of lotus, which reminded me of Claude
Monet's Water Lilies in his later years. Sizhong's lotus presented us a harmonious integration of the subject and the object, which had not been achieved in those that I had seen.

Yang Chongguang, professor of fine arts at USTC, once commented on Sizhong's Ding Village series and maintained that he created “a never-existing xanadu for our blatant mundane world.”
Yang's comments pointed out exactly the penchant for idealization in Sizhong's works of art. What is more thought-provoking is that, since the appearance of the Ding Village series, Sizhong has
cherished two “old villages.” One is the earlier real Laowang Lake representationally painted, and the other the late visionary Ding village delivered in an abstract language. The order of expansion
conveys to us such a message that he has sincere affectionateness to the Laowang Lake that had nurtured his body and mind. However, it is not the Laowang Lake but the Ding village that is his
idyllic xanadu, though the latter might be nowhere to locate.

I have been wondering whether Sizhong's name has religious implications. In my eyes, Sizhong is a man of burly and strong physique and, at the same time, a man of enthusiasm and sincerity.
[ would like to interpret “Si (temple) Zhong (bell)” as follows: in an age-old temple, which is indicative of a history-long space of civilization, Sizhong attempts to knock with his watercolors on
the old bronze bell at midnight. The sounds of the bell reverberate, not necessarily loud but definitely impressive.

Sizhong has won a number of awards for his watercolors. It might be of little meaning to enumerate them here. I have a feeling that, as long as Sizhong pursues his artistic goals with

perseverance, his watercolors promise to have a even brighter future, which will outblaze whatever he has won.

Tang Yue

September, 2005 in Hefei
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