


tarn down before he could get back 1o revisit, Using his maemaory and those of his assorted aunts
and uncles, and calibrated by the fixed dimensions of the tennis court that was the house’s
special feature, he conjectured his former reality back into existence. The resulting twenty-four
canvases brim with subtle references to the intertwined languages of architecture, painting, and
Chinase, as well as to this project of recanstruction through imagination,

The eycle begins with a historical exposition in the form of a timeline, placing the house's
construction and destruction into the larger story of Diao's life and carear, After this opening
salvo come a numbor of canvases based on the drawings made by his relativaes—here the
enlarged back of an envelope, pasted to the canvas in a subtle homage to the act of mounting
traditional Chinese paintings; there the silkscreened, not-to-scale rendering of his civil-engineer
unecle. Than thare are sevaral meditations on tha tennis court, its straight lines and nght angles
aevoking both abstract painting and modern architecture. Some contain hand-scrawled text
giving the basics of the historical story as fillered through Jung Chang's Wild Swans. The fact
that Diao’s father died on a tennis court a world away in New York lends an added poignancy 1o
this otherwise role melric device; and the implicil significance of the court’s presance in terms
of the (upper class position and {(Weslern-leaningl cultural orientation it signifies need not
even be spoken—Ihis nonchalance itself a knowing nod 1o the hierarchies embeddad in every
so-called “standard” unit, and thus to the project of insttutional critigue with which he has
been associated,

One particularly stirnng vertical canvas creates a gnd out of canceled envelopes beanng the
addrass of the house, the only 1extual documentation that conflirms its erstwhile existence.
Inside this yellowed envelope Diao found several property documeants, including a seal-stamped
deed, which is reproduced in anather of these documentary paintings. But the envelope painting
does its work not only in rehashing this lone shred of proof as a defense against madness, but in
its formal resonance with the gnd of Manhattan and evan the alevation of a skyscrapar, forms
which had long since replaced the Sichuan town mansion as Diao’s real home. One isolated
gem presents a stylized gingko leaf, referning 1o the trees that surrounded the house but also 1o
Ellsworth Kelly's leal drawings.

Finally there are the laxt paintings: two each to render the characters “to construct” and “to
destroy,” one of the “construct”™ canvases showing with numbered strokes how 1o “construct
the character to construct.” Another two canvases label the site of his home according to its
various incarmalions—one proclaiming “Da Hen Li” in vinyl stick-on characters produced in New
York's Chinatown, highlighting the discrepancy between the painted surface and the tacked-on
signifier, another proclaiming * Sichuan Daily”™ in that newspaper's ol licial calligraphic typelace
and the eolors of the PRC flag. Thase are complemented by two final works in which Diao's
own Chinese characters tall stories, contained by the grids of calligraphy practice noteboaks,
The stories are simple and expository: “1 lived in this house until | was six,” begins one, in



characters that look like they might have been written by a six-year-ald. Diao makes no secret
of his relative illiteracy in Mandarin, itself a direct product of the same historical forces that
appropriated the Da Hen Li House, The cycle ends with a drill, interrupled mid-sentence like
any good fractured narrative. The sentence, repeated one and one half fimes, reads “4 Chinesa
who has no Chinese language education.” The sentence structure is reversed in Chinese,
such that the repeated clause reads “who has taken no Chinese.” It is cut off mid-sentencea
but hints at an infinite repetition, like some modernist flourish meant to go on and on, a
Greenbergian trajectory extending infinitely, bravely forward. Here again the materiality of the
charactors themselvas—the visual compasition of the typeface with which Diao etches out
these words—is itself proof of their textual truth, a sort of rebuttal to the artflanguage divide
with which he has worked for so long, made possible by the unigue signifying properties of
Chinesa characters.

David Diao’s position is bookended by Chinesenass and architecture, themes which he had
until now not chosen to explore together. The thumbnail biographies give us two parallel,
somehow equally poignant details: how Diao was born in Chengdu and left under duress al
age six whean the People's Republic was founded, how he now spends his free tme tending
toa home by Marcel Breuer. Between those two points came a painting career on the embers
of the Mew York School, played out against the vicissitudes of a larger art-histonical context
strangely parallel to those he faced in leaving China—conceptualism echpsing Greenbeargian
abstract painting just as the Communists eclipsed the Nationalists. Perhaps coming up against
the ends of these two systems has endowed him with a sensitivity to the undersides of
the narratives written by their replacements, as well as a healthy skepticism about the linear
schematics {Alfred Barr's birth of modern painting chart, his own progression of homes and
studios) with which we simplify history. Diao said in a 1996 interview that he tends to "use
[mimself] as an instance of a more general condition, and to “locate [himself] as complicitous
and thoroughly implicated in the very formations that [he] addresses.” In the Da Hen Li cycla
paintings, he is able to do this in a manner no longer simply intellectual and theoretical but now
personal and evocative. In this inherently fulile act of seeking to reclaim a bygone space and
time, Diao places his typical pictorial wit and skepticism into a new context of histonical pathos.
In exploring the physical building that was literally the site of and container for his Chinese
identity, these works by Diao reconcile two of his most prominent interests,
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