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Just as Zhang Ding himself is vague about

the true meaning of his art, the artist’s installations,

hybrid playground-theaters in the process
of becoming dramatic,

allow viewers to play witness to their own fallibility.
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Zhang Ding produces intriguing art, which he then dis-

misses with a gentle smile as “having no meaning.” He does ac-
knowledge that his work should induce a “strong feeling,” but
never lets on exactly what sort. In China as elsewhere, artists
oftenavoidexplaining their works, affectingasimple naturein
order to protect theirideas. Yet even against this backeground
of a widespread refusal to narrate, Zhang Ding seems to go a
step further, raising the hard question of what it means to do
interpretive work, and particularly, how brazen the eritic can
be before venturing into speculation. His output to date, more
notable forits consistency than its volume, leaves the would-be

interlocutor in a bind: If he is simply making interesting ob-

Jets d’art to amuse the public. Fabergé eggs for contemporary

Czars, are we wrong to be disappointed? On the other hand., if
we suspect there are weightier matters involved, then we must
devote ourselves to their lonely excavation.

Born in 1980 in Zhangye, a small town in Gansu Prov-
ince, he graduated in 2003 from Northwest Minorities Uni-
versity with a degree in painting and moved to Hangzhou
to study at the China Academy of Art, becoming in effect an
internal migrant. It was in Hangzhou that the artist began
making films. In 2004, he moved to Shanghai, where he con-
tinues to live and work. Zhang Ding’s early films were docu-

mentary in form, focusing on marginal peoples—minorities,
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A Game of Unclear Direction, 2007, Installation view
ShanghART Gallery, Shanghai

(HAREZA), 2008, 0%, 190 x 100100 cm
The Dream of Yabulai, 2008, Nine - channel video installation,
190 x 100 x 100 cm

urban migrants, homosexuals, and the homeless. This soon
developed into a more elaborate oeuvre of multi-media in-
stallations including quasi-theatrical sets, amplifiers, and
multi-channel videos that, among other things, examined
the relationship between the artwork and the space in which
it was situated, and whether the viewer was a passive or ac-
tive participant in that space.

His first major installation was Big City at BizArt in
2005, but his breakthrough exhibition really came in 2007
with “Tools™ at Building-A in Shanghai’s M50 art distriet.
There were two themes to that exhibition. First was a se-
ries of meditations on the metaphoric and physical qualities
of the cactus, a plant full of contradictions, so sharp yet so
delicate. A bed of cacti mounted in a concave formation on a
large half-drum were methodically vivisected by huge scal-
pels. Another work involved a shower sprinkler system that
watered a suspended cactus to death, the weight of the plant
triggering the water flow—a type of crucifixion. Finally, a
three-minute dual-channel video showed Zhang using cacti
bunched together as a punching bag. It is extremely dif-
ficult to watch—the punches aren’t pulled, though Zhang
took care to try to hit the same spot each time. The second
half of the exhibition involved a mountain of old domestic
refrigerators filled with amplifiers and a simple pull-push
detonator running out to the viewer. When triggered, the
amplifiers blasted out a deafening explosion. Both limbs of
the exhibition meditated on circular systems, the snake that
eatsits own tail. Yet while there are numerous paths for one’s
thoughts to meander in relation to this body of work, within
the exhibition itself the viewer was left still unclear of the ob-

jective of Zhang’s artistic game.
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In 2008, Zhang Ding was invited to undertake a resi-
dency in Vienna courtesy of noted contemporary gallery
Krinzinger Projekte. The result was the exhibition “Wind.”
whose themes were revisited in last year’s solo-exhibition,
“Law” at Shangh ART’s Beijing space. Repetition and refine-
ment is one of the markers of Zhang’s more recent practice.
He works slowly and precisely. his practice constituting an
ongoing reflection upon the path already walked. “Wind”
presented a simple wooden ramp with two diving-plank
wings. Beyond the ramp, large-scale Polaroid prints crowded
into the end of the room, flung there as if by the exhibition’s
eponymous “wind.” There, images of semi-submerged legs
standing in a lake, a tree on a hill, and a blue sky with scat-
tered clouds surrounded a real fir tree. The lighting was ar-
tificial and the gallery space was eramped, the atmosphere,
despite t hose airy landscapes. claustrophobic. These are hy-
brid playground-theaters. spaces in the process of becoming
dramatic. In viewing them, we enter the stage.

This point becomes clearer when we consider Zhang
Ding’s film Great Era (2007). in which the artist revisited
the theme of immigration. It is a poem to the dreams of pural
immigrants and a paean to the Italian film director Federico
Fellini. The film opens and closes with rich red curtains. A
dapper man bicycles through the nighttime streets of Shang-
haiin a reverie, a horse head mounted on his handlebars. He
then participates in an old-fashioned public dance and later
eats at a simple stall. Suddenly he is naked in a grimy bath-
house, paddling fiercely in a shallow pool, the bicycle’s wheels
flinging off water. Finally. we have the stage and its red cur-
tains as a self-conscious nod to a viewing audience.

When asked about his influences, Zhang Ding cites
Zhang Peili, Geng Jianyi. Alexander Brandt, and Liu Wei
the Younger. I suggested to him that his mentors would ap-
pear to be film directors as well as artists, such luminaries
as Fellini and Hitcheock. But Zhang corrects me, noting
how the formerly cited artists precisely develop their ideas.
So what Zhang takes away is not an aesthetic influence but
rather a general methodology or working process. Still, this
conclusion leads us no closer to the meaning of his practice.

Zhang Ding’s next major project was The Dream of
Yabulai, first shown at the ShContemporary Art Fair in
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149



{ fJ F"! ‘rii}iﬁ'hﬁ'fﬁi)) 2009

A Game c.u" Uneclear Direction
allatio

09, In

Studio

ST HEMESRS, E H
F T — N FEHS ﬁ “\“5?_ A 5% 388 31 3¢
RET ZAREE

ke

AL

Bk “EE" BRI
R T KM EETE
HE T T, BB

LX/'—‘f‘Jﬁ;J
I ZAKE &S
'?Hwﬁ%ﬁ

 LEAR

AT
BarE—aaE
= RIERE ( EEN

“iE

& —HHL’*'FJL#’:Jk ﬁrai‘nlpf
— IR EIHR T, A — N EN
ﬂ*“,»Tr‘f-'_J=r—k?‘f’_, Gk, MWES
SHIGLERE -ﬁz BRfE, JLEATLAR EFedILetE
B, BFrilEg “EE” , BRSNS RLE aHiERE:
S|ETEER], FRINAZEEBITHEL, ZHITIF
EHIRATE.
e e TR A2 O e U1 A
SRR ) SR ERMEERRE
BT PRS- KRIARLES,

g

ﬂ'

#, HABSERET .

(5 E

( "“ﬂ'l‘:l’lfﬂéﬂffwiw—fu—ﬁ‘zj,u ) o [EXHARE]

fEIREI R —U\'%Jﬁ PARFLUZEBERNAARET
B PuELEd : , iX 'UK BRI FED
S A BEEES INAIEZX, BETILIRES

z %p it

4= Z iR C./’\
\"){ [ REFC)
F (MG RS

’\._r A l "‘D;f“],

R -3 i‘|. :
o 1“—'[”?’&%111#
15 ki

X

(E( T DT REFH

AN

A — 5B R
R, LRSHERSE
| B SIS IR BRI BRI
S

=Xtk -8

G

ZR

HIA] ll'fmllf_
RTESK M RO
FXPMREESTHEESH
B EEIEAS

B A,

2 i



DR B B T I P ) L
EBATS B A SR A E %,
PNITE 2] S B oot INTRE 12 i N

The scenic displacement creates a
psychic displacement whereby we are
confronted with our imperfect vision,
our “fallible omniscience.”

2009. The work involved a large hexagonal wooden frame
with spokes connecting to a central axis, the whole structure
surmounted with nine distinet videos. The central video
shows a monkey assigning roles, Prospero-like, to eight ac-
tors, who then act out or embody their assigned roles, depict-
ing key moments in humanity’s historical development, such
discoveries as mapping. energy, art, religion and war. “Seci-
ence” isrepresented by an egg beingserutinized under a mag-
nifying glass. The scene becomes disconcerting only when
we realize that the egg is slowly being cooked by its solar at-
tention. The realization hits us like the explosion of Zhang’s
refrigerators, the visceral punch to the cactus. The Dream
of Yabulai was recently remade for James Cohan Gallery’s
“The Tell-Tale Heart” exhibition in Shanghai. The new site-
specific version was dramatically sealed-down to about one
quarter of its earlier size. The screens are also much smaller,
personal in scale, and this time the monkey-god, playing the
role of Brechtian-prologue, has his own separate explanation
stand, just like in a real museum. The setup raises questions
of where exactly the art begins.

Last year was Zhang Ding’s busiest to date. He partici-
pated in ShanghART’s “Blackboard” exhibition, where his
miniature film installation was one of the standout pieces.
It showed Zhang using a hammer to smash a blackboard
covered with illuminated light bulbs, the crashing sound re-
verberating disproportionately throughout the exhibitions
space. This was followed by his solo show “Law.” and a major
piece in “Bourgeoisified Proletariat.” a pop-up exhibition on
the outskirts of Shanghai during the ShContemporary art
fair. “Law” was composed of two parts, one of which present-
ed a diabolical machine recalling Charlie Chaplin’s iconic
comedy of mechanization Modern Times. Yet “Law” was
altogether darker. The purpose of Zhang’s machine is relent-
less self-harm: the contraption smashes blazing lightbulbs on
a conveyor belt. Remember the cyelically destructive cacti
pieces? The works’ logic is relentless and self-fulfilling. The
second aspect of “Law™ was a new iteration of “Wind.” This
time the ramp brought the viewer to a specific view between
fir trees in a Roman loggia. reminiscent of the extreme per-
spective achieved in the Borghese Garden in Florence. The
shape of the stage recalled a sort of erucifix mounted by
stairs, whereupon one was again confronted by a baleful

choice: planks extending into not
right, or, up a slight gradient. a r. m. The
gradient induced a sense of trepidation, and upon reaching
the platform one gazed down into a hemisphere filled with
more blazing light bulbs, inevitably inviting risk. To under-
score the point. a bottle filled with water swung slowly above,
a Foucault’s Pendulum threatening to fall, smashing the
bulbs and causing everything to short-circuit. As viewers we
are placed in the precarious position of angels almost able to
achieve the perspective of God, so-called “Law,” but only by
risking our own life: surely we will fall on the light bulbs too
and be broken, sliced and electrified.

Striking a slightly different note was Zhang Ding’s in-
stallation A Game of Unclear Direction from “Bourgeoisified
Proletariat.” That work comprised a wooden stage raised
about a meter off the ground, lit from above and below. The
piece involved a curious and confusing array of props: aladder,
aramp, salt. a traditional Chinese garden, a peacock. carpet.
andaboat set into the stage itself. Again the viewer wasable to
climb onto the stage, but no prompt was given as to what to do
with the props. Asif in a dream of being naked and exposedin
a public place, the viewer was simply left helpless.

What all of these works have in common is a preoceu-
pation with the condition of observation and participation.
The “strong atmosphere” Zhang Ding invokes is a mere ploy,
priming us for the experiment. What we are required to an-
swer, from the disturbing eynosure of a public stage, is who
is acting. The unwitting player is not immediately aware
they have entered another world, slipping from omniscience
into a dream. The purpose of the shock. whether the cactus
punches or sense of exposure, is to allow Zhang to sing us,
like Ariel, Awake! Awake! Out of our idyll we are torn, the
shock delivering us back to reality, if not omniscience (that
was only evera delusion anyway). Thisis not, however, a play
on Plato’s poor prisoners. We know all about that. The inten-
tion, so lightly made. is to disrupt a stable conception of real-
ity by throwing us into another conception of it, whether the
personal perspective of another viewer, a homeless entertain-
er, the physical one of “Law” and “Tools,” or the theatrical
one of Great Era. Yabulaiand Game. This was of course also
Beuys’ approach—to disrupt the complacency of post-war
Germany, of the middleclass. of conservatism in general, and
to confront the viewer with their complacency.

Ultimately Zhang Ding’s work may be seen as a series
of deconstructed mise-en-scenes. The scenic displacement
creates a psychie displacement whereby we are confronted
with ourimperfeet vision, our “fallible omniscience.” The art
isnotin Zhang Ding’s props but in the moment of realization,
euphoria mixed with horror. We have slipped onto the stage
by aceident and like Hansel and Gretel in the wood, cannot
find our way back. not without first confronting our witeh,
that is, our own alternative reflection.
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