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Professor Ren Zhiyu and Her Paintings

Written by Ms Tao Luosong
Translated by Mr Tao Jiang

"There arc few women whose charm survives their beanty" Each time I meet Ms Ren, 1 cannot help but think of the famous words from
Fran ois La Rochefoucauld the French author and ideclogist in the 17 ¥ century.

In her career life, Ms Ren worked as a professor at the Painting Department of the Central College of Aris in Beijing which is the best fine
arts institution in China. She was also a visiting professor in Singapore Nanyang Academy of Arts. She is currently living in Australia and is now

more than 70 years old.

i came to know Professor Ren Zhiyu through a painting.

Six years age, L went to visit Ms Liu Zhen. a famous wriler, on her walls displayed many Chinese calligraphs and drawings, among which
a magnificent painting stood out, in it. are several twigs of white peonies lying on a plate, the leaves are green and lifelike, it was beautiful. By the
dainty charms and elegancy revealed in it, one might judge at first glance that it was apparently not from an ordinary hand. Ms Liu told me that
the painter was Ms Ren Zhiyu and this was one of her signature pieces. So T asked Ms Liu to introduce me (o her, this is how [ made acquaintance
with Professor Ren.

[ was living in Campbelltown at the lime I met Professor Ren but later moved back to Cabramatta. So my home was quite close to Ms Ren's.
as there was only a high way bridge between us. The more T became familiar and know her, the more 1 felt she was an uneommon female.

She lives in a two bedroom unit on the third {loor, the garages are on the ground floor, so there arc i fact four levels in the building. Ms Ren
came to Australia in 1989 and on the 21 of September, 1991 she was involved in a car accident at the intersection of Eddy Ave and George St in
Sydney. At the time it happened she was married to a taxi driver in order to get permanent residency in Australia. she was flying back to China
the next day to wait for her application result. She was in a hurry and tried to cross the street on red light, and was unfortunately hit by a car. As
a result her left arm and both legs were fractured, ber head was also seriously wounded. She lost consciousness and was in a coma for several
months.

Ms Liu wrote an article about this accident, titled Ms Ren in Danger, and published on the Chinese Voice™s Daily Guide to Immigrants also
reported it.

At present she has to walk with the help of a walking stick and the skin of her legs has not recovered to the normal colour. "Can you walk
upstairs to the fourth floor?” each time I doubted her ability to climb up so high she would give me a confident answer, "Sure 1 can. 1 can chimb
up.”

The d@cor in the professor’s room is quitc simple. Everything are in neat order: finished and unfinished oil paintings, Chinese style drawings,
canvas, {rames, oils, brushes, turpentine, painting boxes, and a foldable stool.

When T asked her why she didn’t watch television, she said that both her TV and VCR were stolen and she wouldn’t buy any more new ones.
The security door downstairs was installed for this reason, she added.

The first time T went to visit her, 1 gave her a book of mine. Unexpectedly, Ms Ren gave me in return a pile of manusctipt thickly dotted with
small writings. It was so long that [ had o take it home Lo read it.

it wasn’t a novel but some original files recording the path of her life, including all kmds of things from diaries and essays 1o marriage and
divorce certificates. This abundant and relighle data revealed the colourful and winding life of a female artist.

T suggested to her that she publish a novel of it. For this reason, I made many calls and contacted many people. To my surprise, the response
1 got from everyone was that [ was the right person to do the job. However, my daughter was only 5 or 6 years old, it consumed almost all of my
time and energy taking care of her, [ knew T could not have undertaken such a huge responsibility. At last Mr Liu, husband of Mrs Liu, agreed to
do the work. It took him 6 months to help Ms Ren to write and compile the files into a book, which was published in Beijing and titled The Saga
of a Female Painter. Ms X1ao Shufang, wife of Wu Zuoren one of the most renowned Chinese artists, calligraphed the title for the book.

As [ write this article, the book is being translated inio English
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The style of a book of 180,000 Chinese characters is significant. It is not incorrect to say that the book is a novel in a traditional sense, it
records the background and life experience of a famous female artist. But it can also be said that this is a travel joumnal, in the book she depicts more
than 20 countries she has travelled to, including more than 20 countnies in Westem Europe, Singapore and Japan in Asia, the United States in
North America and Australia - the last country of her travelling. Moreover, it might be regarded as a textbook of art because it collects lots of
comments from famous Chinese artists on Ms Ren’s paintings as well as exquisite remarks from the professor herself on some world-famous
masterpieces, which will benefit both amateur and professional artists.

Ms Ren, however. is not a novelist after all, her life and spirit will be better annotated by the drawings she has made rather than such a book
that can hardly be exactly classified to any style of literature. What I intend do here 15 to observe, through one or more pictures of hers, the changes
of her feelings at a certain period in lime.

II

I have seen around 200 paintings by Ren Zhiyu. [ have classified these paintings into two categories: pre 1987 and after 1987. The former
includes those she drew in China and the latter were mainly drawn in countries outside of China.

Among them there are 46 paintings drawn in China which I appreciate very much. But what she drew in China are more than these because
some are too big 1o be carried to Australia, such as the fresco Winter in the Lake of Heaven, which depicts "a winter scene around the Lake of
Heaven in Xinjiang, the Lake being in the centre of the picture with snow capped mountains at the back and frosted cedars in the front. 1t was
hanging on the wall in White Swan Hotel and brought good effect.”!

In 1976 Ms Ren went to Tangshan just after the great earthquake took place. "We drew pictures, recording Tangshau ruined in the earthquake.
Certain particular events were drawn on paper insiead of canvas. afterwards we held a small scale exhibition.” * However, nobody now knows
the whereabouls of these precious files of Tangshan surviving the great earthquake.

In 1986 Ren Zhiyu went to Civil Aviation of Chiua to enrich her experience of life, where she painted a huge preture depicting the magnificent
scene of a Boeing 747 taking off. The picture now hangs at the entrance of the building of the aviator crew in order to remind them of flight safety.
Obviously this painting could not be brought to Australia.

Some of her drawings were lost in Australia. When she was hospitalized after the car accident, her ex-husband sold them without letting her
know.

Twelve amoeng the present 46 pictures are about scenes from Beijing.

Beijing is one of the most famous and oldest capitals in the world, it has many historic and scenic sites. Ren Zhiyu was bomn and raised in
Beijing, she is very familiar with the tradition and culture. Under her brush, are the magnificent Great Wall of China, the Forbidden City, the red
maple leaves in Mount Xungshan, the White Pagoda Temple, and the West Slant Street in the west of the Drum Tower, as well as a picture of the
Xisi branch of People’s Bank, which would bring a even dearer feeling to immigrants from Bejjing.

Ms Ren was born to a scholar family in Beijing in 1932. Her grandfather was a Bagong' in Qing Dynasty; her father was a high school teacher;
hct maternal grandfather was a physician who practiced traditional Chinese medicine. Ren Zhiyu is the second oldest child, she has an elder sister
and a younger sister, us well as a half-brother from her stepmother. The family was quite wealthy.

Ren spent her childhood in a courtyard a1 No.26 Beihe S1, West District of Beijing City. [t was a typical Beijing siheyuan. When speaking
of it in her book, she revealed a deep sentimental attachment, she writes, "My father was a biology teacher in high school, and because he majored
in biology in university, he was fond of planting trees, flowers and breeding bees.. Besides the original two trees in our courtyard, he planted more
trecs, such as apricots before the window, Chinese flowering crab apples behind the screen wall, as well as willows, cloves, sorbaria
kirilowiif«flowering almond and Chinesc dates. The date trees grew from the root of other date trees in our neighbour’s courtyard. That courtyard
had many date trees and the fruits were crisp and delicious. [ have vivid memorties of the courtyard. [t was nice though not so big, and it was
interesting and significant for our children. In spring, there were many flowers, such as cloves, apricot flowers, as well as cirrus flowers; while in
summer you might enjay the jasmines. morning glories, grass and firebugs. The urn before the screen wall is full of lotus tlowers -- one might see
them as soon as he stepped into the gate. The courtyard was quiet and interesting for children, for they could caich bugs there such as firebugs
and katydids..."™
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What a serene, peaceful, and attractive picture! The reason 1 have quoted these words at great length is because the plant-abundant garden
set Ms Ren a foundation for her art style and direction -- it was the root of her art.

She liked to paint the hutongs and locals of Beijing. Many Chinese people from overseas do not know what a hutong is. It is an alley on the
side of some main streets in Beijing. There are big hutongs and small hutongs. one linking with another, one in another. There have been books
written on hutongs in Beijing, in which they made harangue textual researches on the names of hutongs.

The hutongs under Ms Ren’s brush may soon become ancient relics. Due to the rapid construction speed in Beijing, they are disappearing
bit-by-bit and being replaced by high rise buildings.

Ms Ren related in her autobiography that she scarccly drew any pictures during the so-called "Cultural Revolution™ in the period of 1966
to 1976. Therefore, the hutongs she drew were before the Cultural Revoelution, the Beijing not ruined by the Red Guards,

On her painting A Scenc in a Lane, there is an intact stone lion with two peddlers aside, a woman peddler being in while dress and white cap,
with a serene expression, and a little boy is riding a smali tricycle.

A Family Dining in a Siheyuan is about a family of three-the hushand, the wife and their son sitting on short stoals around a short table
enjoying their delicious food while the shelves on cucumber bines fori a coo! shed to keep them away from the hot sunlight.

Such is the life of common people in Beijing, full of warmth, full of fun.

All these were vitally destroyed in the "Cultural Revolution™.

I have seen lots of descriptions in Ms Ren’s manuscript on the topic of the Cultural Revolution. What deeply impressed me were the events
which happened in 1970. During that vear, all the teachers and students of the Central College of Art were transferred to Hebei Province to drudge
in the countryside. They had to travel to Hebei on foot and walk 20 kilometres per day, one of the students who had a lung condition died upon
arrival. Moreover, after a day of hard labour wotk, the teachers had to be "cniticized and stricken” in evening meetings and had to write papers to
confess their "crimes” at night - it was called "taming the eagles”.

These were important inducement for Ren Zhiyu coming to disenchantment The Culture Revolution was the division for many Chinese
intellectuals to disillusion from the communist ideclogy, and the case was the same with Ren.

She was once a radical youth. Before 1949, she entered out of her own will to North-China Revolution University, and later she joined the
Army and matched to South China with the troops, through Nanjing, Wuhan, Hunan, until Sichuan and Tibet.

The five vears of hard life in the army strengthened her both physically and mentally, this might be the reason why shc was stil! able to go
on and continue 1o paint after a series of heavy blows fiom the Cultural Revolution, the divorce with her husband, the traffic accident and so on.

When the [ive years in the army ended, she returued to her former school in Beipng -- Beijing Academy of Arts and now the Central College
of Aris. The dean was Xu Beihong the world-renowned master of art and her tutor was Wu Zuoren whose reputation is on par with Xu.

She still keeps two paintings from those days. They are her early works that are portrails of nude woman and drawn under the instruction
of Mr Wu Zuaren. [n either of the pictures the female model is in a posture of lying on her side, one facing forwards and another backwards,
Though the two pictures are not as skilful as her later works, she treasurcs them very much because they were performed under the guidance of
the famous master.

Afler graduation, Ren rernained in college and wotked as a teacher. The Central College of Arts might be regurded as one of the top art colleges
in the weorld bascd on the training conditions the college provided to the students. Before the Cultural Revolution, Ren Zhiyu had the advantage
of travelling across the country and painted many beautiful drawings, and some of them are magnum opuses of hers.

Of the present drawings remaining in her hand, six were about scenes in Tibet, seven on Xinjiang, four on river-winding villages in South
China, one about Shanxi Provinee, one about Hebei Province, one about Fujian, one on Duhuang Caves, whose historic merits are hard 1o evaluate.

Wu Zuoren, who gave Ren Zhiyu’s art life the greatest influence, went to Qinghai and Tibet in 1943-1945 and drew a large quantity of pencil
skeiches, aquarelle paintings and oil paintings on the natural scenes and people’s life there, among which the famous The Girl Shouidering a Kettle
of Water describing a living scene in Tibet. According to my research, it was the first western-styled painting focuscd on the lifc of Tibet people.

Ms. Ren had a better understanding of the Tibet’ life since she has been to Tibet as a soldier. Among the six paintings on Tibet, two of them
depict scencs in Lama Temples {one is focused on the building of the temple and another on the pilgrims, most of whom are female).

On the picture o[ A Young Lama, a young man about 16 ar 17 years old wears an orange waistcoat and a lama gown in dark rose-red leaning
against the palace wall. We can catch a view of his back and one side of his face, with an expression somewhat elusive. [n the first glance, you may
feel he is happy and quiet, but in another sight he seems in a perplexity. Remote mountains, rivers, clouds and fog forming the setting, what is he
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thinking about? We can'i tell.

The rest three are about daily jife of Tibet people.

A young shepherdess and a horse are there on one picture. The white horse, with a brown ladder on its back and led by the shepherdess, looks
tarmely. Because Ms. Ren has rarely drawn animals, this one 1s the sole big-scaled picture on animal T have ever seen in her works.

On ancther picture Little Shepherd, beside a white sheep, there 15 a little boy with a pigtail on his head and in a white Tibet-styled gown made
of sheepskin. His slightly knitted brows cannot cover the childishness and naivety on his face.

The last one is full of human flavor. A mother and a daughter are silling on the grassland and the mother, with her upper half naked, is combing
hair for her daughter, and the latter is squatting before the former. By their side on the grass, there is a basin made in the inland, and not far from
them, there are four or five sheep grazing grass. Mother is always the most inlimate person to daughter wherever in the world.

I

Xinjiang, the beautiful place of unique geographical landscape and ethnological characteristics, has raised artists” interests for long.
Ren Zhiyu was born on the first month 5%, 1932 (month and day are in lunar calendar) and she felt proud of her birth date.
Tn 1961, at the age of 29, Ren went together with her colleagues in the Oil Pzinting Studio to Xinjiang.

Latcr in 1964, Ren went to draw pictures in Xinjiang for the sccond time, where he trudged to Kuerle, Kashi and Tashi. The painting A Tajiki
Bride was performed at that time. On the picture, there is a marvclously beautiful girl in red bride dress, squatting in a cluster of flowers and
picking flowers. This picture is brightly colored, with the figure clean-cut, revealing a joyous feeling,

The drawings made during her two times to Xinjiang and left to the present includes A Xinjiang Boy, A Xinjlang Girl, Mosque, The Race
Track in Mount Tian, A Canvas, a Jeep and a Cooking Woman, and Summer at Gongnaisi.

Summer at Gongnaisi got popular recognition from famous artists. Just as Red Maple Leaves in Mount Xizngshan on the auturnn mountain
scenery in Beijing suburb, it is a landscape on mountain scenes. [ have been to Xiangshan, so from the bright colors of the forest on the mountain
I could judge at the first glance it was about Xiangshan. 1 have been to Xinjiang, either, but never been to Mount Tian. What [ knew about Mount
Tian was from a photo of the Lake of Heaven in Mount Tian. However, [ recognized on the instant Summer at Gongnaisi was drawn on Mount
Tian. I could not tell the reason because the title was not written on the picture. Maybe it was because the drawing depicted so well the exquisite
scenery and climate on Mount Tian in Xinjiang.

Ren Zhiyu is adept at drawing human portrait and flower piece. The latter should owe to that she has a good understanding of botany, since
his father was a teacher of biology at middic school and there was a "plant-abundant garden” at her home as [ have mentioned. On the piciure
Summer at Gongnaisi, a patch of leg-deep flowers forms the front, with a forest of cerdars at the back and slow-sloped mountains afar. Amid the
flowers, there are two girl picking flowers with their bodies bending. No characteristic of minority can be seen because their costume is very
common. The sky is blue and broad.

Her extraordinary talent to depict regional features can well be seen on her pictures, and fot me, it is of some mystery. It may owe to that
she traveled all over the country.

Of the present paintings, thirteen are purc flawer pieces, including two pieces of Coxcomb, a picture of White Peony and one Chrysanthe-
mum performed at home, the rest were drawn in Australia, such as Cella, A Tree of Little Red Flowers, Yulan Flowers, etc. The Coxcomb is
regarded as a masterwork by everybody whe has seen it.

Ms. Ren treasures the Coxcomb very much and marks it at faney price. Through the many years T have affiliated with the professor, by
listening 10 her talk, reading her book and watching her pictures, [ think her art stylc is sorted to that of aestheticism and classical realism. Only
those that she considered as beauty could enter her picture while those dislikable and ugly were all abandoned. Although she lived in a socialist
country flooded with political doctrines and went through a series of political movements, including the so-called Cultural Revolution, no trails
of these remain in her world of art under her filtration. Perhaps it is from her purpose and intention to create a better art world for us to linger
pleasantly in and forget the troubles in the real one.

Under the direction and example of master artists Xu Beihong and Wu Zuoren, Ms. Ren got a solid foundation for bare drawing. She was also
influenced by Russian realism in her early works, and later she studied the French Impressionist skills of using light. She found the Impressionism
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