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Preface

The gallery and the works of art you are about to see in this album are gone for
ever.

The works presented in this album are no classics nor master pieces; rather they

are works out of my experience of and reflection on life, works for self-consolation.

There are many truths and values in this world. If your works become an eyesore
and thus have to be destroyed. there must be a reason for it.

If the ordinary people think they can have justice done through legal procedures
once they are involved in civil disputes, big or small, then they are wrong.

Tolerance and forgiveness will not prevail until our national cultural character is
bettered. Only after then will there be less regret and more light in life.

The demise of my gallery has at last released me from the troubles of a nightmar-
ish life. And my whole family also feel relieved with a sigh. We were too tired.

While constructing the gallery, I found my original plan was one thing and its
implementation quite another,

To make a long story short, a legally effective contract between Shenzhen Univer-
sity and me has undergone three major changes with four presidents of the University.

In the course of nine years, the gallery had never been open to the public accord-
ing to the terms of the contract, not even for a single day.

The gallery brought me unrecallable days of the past instead.

I'do not feel proud of the publication of this album at all. On the contrary, | feel
ashamed of my ignorance in my investment years ago and of my unrequited zeal for arts.
It pains me to look at the photos in the album, each of which takes me back to the memo-
rable past,

Having not asked for a cent from the University nor from the State, I collected a
few millions RMB all by myself and started to create an art gallery on a piece of wild land
on campus. We worked for fifteen vears in sunshine and rain. getting to know every
blade of grass, every piece of wood, and every stone of it,

One particular stone reminds me of the Ey
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Liu Zijiang, School of Arts, Shenzhen University

From the perspective of art, the Folk Art
Gallery itself is a topic serious enough for
scholars to think and talk about.

That Mr. Li Ruisheng has completed all
by himself the Folk Art Gallery. an enormous
artistic project, is a miracle. When we exam-
ine the history of the Gallery in the larger con-
text of the history of Shenzhen Economic Spe-
cial Zone, the Gallery becomes part of the glory
and miracle of the city's modern cultural
development. This is not a false analogy, but
a fact. One can unexaggeratedly say that even
if there is only the Folk Art Gallery in
Shenzhen, the city must not be deemed a cul-
ture desert.

Li Ruisheng's art has proven that great
changes have taken place in our age. Li
Ruisheng is lucky: he has created an art of the
very best and the very rare that belong to this
age. The greatness of an age is constructed on
what is ever-lasting; therefore, the conscience
of the humankind must protect the ever-last-
ing that reflect our age.

When [ first visited the Folk Art Gallery
I felt a shock no less in degrees than that when
I first saw the 2,000-year-old terra-cotta sol-
diers of the Qin Dynasty. However, when in
the Gallery I found myself surrounded by a real
world while 1 had a sense of remoteness the
time [ was standing at the edge of the terra-
cotta pit and looking down into it. When we
are swept along with a commercialized urban

life involuntarily, our souls need to be nurtured

“First published on Guasgdong & Hong Kong Informanon Dailv. Aug. 8, 1998

with the nutrients of art. The Folk Art Gallery
is an oasis between modernization and nature
that consoles our paralyzed hearts and rejuve-
nates them.

All the works at the Gallery are works
of grief and indignation when Li Ruisheng un-
derwent great pressure. They undoubtedly
constitute a genuine record of thoughts of this
century waiting to be interpreted in the next.

The Folk Art Gallery has long been con-
sidered a museum of folk customs and art, or a
museum of modern art. Many think of the Gal-
lery as a classical piece of postmodernism
where no absolute demarcation line can be
drawn between art and life, and where the dis-
tance between the observer and the works of
art is reduced almost to nil. So far as I know,
there is not even one such museum elsewhere
in China that has achieved such closeness be-
tween the observing and the observed.

To date there is not a modern art museum
yet in the city of Shenzhen, so the Folk Art
Gallery can rightfully fill that void. Not only
that, because the Folk Art Gallery is built up
completely on private investment. it has set up
a good example for the development of art in
today's China: if private investment is encour-
aged in the construction of private art
museums, quantities of excellent works of art
can be kept from flowing out of China. This
will greatly benefit the generations to come
from the perspectives of culture reconstruction

and the maintaining of the national esteem.
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liEmbling with WondEl

There are not too many exciting things in the
world of art today.

Quite a few friends in the art world enthusias-
tically recommended Li Ruisheng to me: they told
me he was an unusual artist and called his
works of art fantastic creations.

I had my doubts.

Li Ruisheng’s grandest work of art is the Tra-
ditional Chinese Culture Center of Shenzhen
University. The minute [ entered the "Devil’s Terr-
ace", I sensed a sort of "Devilish" intelligence. This
ample intelligence, possessed only by true artists,
pressed on me. | was stunned by its intensity, and
trembled with wonder.

Li Ruisheng is truly a man of courage.

China’s Dunhuang Grottoes are a treasure of

art by hundreds of anonymous artists in a period of

ten thousand years. How many artists of later times,

overpowered by Dunhuang’s greatness, declined to

By Wang Lih

attempt anything so remarkable!

Li Ruisheng is unlike others. Not content, just
to complete a series of small individual works, he
aspired to create an entire aesthetic environment at
a site in China, to do it only in a few years, and to do
it by himself.

Without money, one may not achieve much
in art, but even with abundant resources, no one can
guarantee an artistic career will be successful.

Often, an artist has to endure immense suffer-
ings in life before he becomes established.

Moreover, his success results from his deter-
mination and hard work.

This man of courage eventually made real the
imagined world of the Traditional Chinese Culture
Center, transposing his dream to a solid ground. It
has attracted tens of thousands of visitors from both
inside and outside the country. They come to ad-

mire it and are often stunned by this unique creation.



Usually, there is no final judgment on works
of art.

Li Ruisheng says he left the circles of art ten
years ago, but these ten years fostered in him a more
mature and higher ability which knows the essence
of art.

All the great existing works of art have simi-
lar characteristics. They are complete revelations
of the artist’s mystic inner world. They are wild
expressions of the artist's aesthetic vision.

A great artist never sticks to convention. To
a certain extent, he is "playing" with art. However,
this kind of "playing" is full of deep devotion to art
and is free from utilitarianism.

Li Ruisheng’s works possess these
characteristics. Li Ruisheng himself has such a
playful and yet devotional temperament.

It is not enough to use such words as "bold"
and "resolute" to describe Li Ruisheng’s works.

The Center is a remarkably artistic engineer-
ing project, a grand combination of architecture,
painting and sculpture.

It is traditional, but unconventional.

It is Chinese, but also universal,

Without seeing works, it is hard to appreciate

* First published in The Master of Tradirional Arts. Jiling Arts Press. 1992

his particular way of "playing" with art.

Before coming to the Center, it is impossible
to anticipate the overpowering experience of stand-
ing in its otherworldly atmosphere.

This is a mysiical land.

This is a work of art that can only be achieved
by profound human skill.

Li Ruisheng devoted himself to creation and
in the process he shaped himself into a master of
art.

The Center reminds me of the famous "Bare
Tombstone" of the Tang Dynasty Empress Wu
Zetian.

Let the critics of the present not write a single
word judging Li Ruisheng’s art. His position in the
history of art will certainly be set by the hearts and
minds of the future.

For now, let us suffice that by enormous eco-
nomic sacrifice and unyielding efforts to create this
work of art which enraptures the hearts of its
visitors, an artist has incarnated his unique
personality.

Artists of China should have this kind of
ambition. They should devote themselves to creat-
ing such transformations of the Chinese world.



Spirituality, Art and Architecture:
a Case Study*

"Any work of architecture which does not express serenity is a mistake."
— Luis Barragan

by Stephen lau and Dariusz M. Sadowski

resent an interrelation of the mind, the society, its

Abstract

Ideally, architecture is representative of an interre-
lation of the mind,the society , its artefacts,and its
surroundings. When all of these are properly
considered, harmony results in terms of aesthetics,
function, and compatibility with outer and inner
worlds, including man's inherent connection to
nature. This article discusses the principles of aes-
thetics and harmony, which are most often associ-

ated with the "environmental architecture"

movement, as demonstrated by the work of Chi-
nese artist Li Ruisheng. The overall conclusion
emphasis the universality of these principles in art
and architecture as they relate to the world arourd
them.

From the adobes in the American south-west and
the underground cities in Central Turkey, to the
imperial palaces in China and the towering cathe-
drals in Europe, it is evident throughout tiine and
geography that architecture is a cultural artefact,
Regardless of the motivation behind an artefact,
humans continually strive to define their existence
through the establishment of distinct cultural and
individual achievements. Furthermore, there is an
intrinsic tendency to express our inherent connec-
tion to nature - a connection that can also be de-
scribed as spiritual,

In today’s increasingly artificial world, modem so-
ciety as a whole often loses sight of the issues of
the wider context within which it functions. These
issues include those of culture, environment and
identity on the larger scale and those of spirituality
and connection with the deeper inner self at the most
intimate scale. Instead, the focus has turned to is-
sues of material functionality in their many differ-
ent forms. Architectural design in particular has
fallen to this phenomenon,

Architecture plays a major role in defining the set-
ting in which a society lives. Ideally, buildings rep-

artefacts and its surroundings. Under proper
consideration, a certain encompassing harmony
results in terms of aesthetics, function, and com-
patibility with outer and inner worlds.

The harmony provides a mode of spiritual connec-
tion to nature both in terms of human nature and
Mother Nature, which in turn leads to sense of
serenity. These ideas, which are most often asso-
ciated with the environmental or regional architec-
ture movements, reflect the disparity that results
from man’s conscious attempts to isolate itself from
its ToOts in nature.

Hong Kong today, among a handful of other cities,
stands at the architectural forefront in Asia. Its well-
known skyline and the buildings that form it, are
the result of a sophisticated manipulation of local
constraints, opportunities and confines that produce
the best desirable compromise between financial
functionality and architectural design among many
other factors. However, the designs have fallen into
a formula that, while satisfying certain man-made
needs, ignore, and at times violate, the in themselves
impressive natural elements of Hong Kong. Upon
inspection, the structures, which are in themselves
visually impressive, do not necessarily complement
the aesthetics or the functions of neighbouring
structures. As these buildings lack a sentimental
connection with the people, their culture and the
environment, their design and construction, in turn,
have foregone the opportunity for spiritual
expression. Such trends in architecture, not only
in Hong Kong but also in many modern cities
around the globe are an ever-increasing reality for
their residents.

However, the re-acquaintance of architecture with
the environment is in fact implemented in various
comers of the world. One such example is the work
of Li Ruisheng in Shenzhen. Shenzhen is itself a
rapidly modernizing Chinese city adjacent to Hong
Kong. This article discusses the principles of
aesthetics, harmony and spirituality behind Li’s



creations, while parallels are drawn to the works

and design philosophy of Bruce Goft and Luis

Barragan. The overall conclusion emphasize the
universality of these principles in art and architec-
ture as they relate to the human connection o the

world around them.

Li Ruisheng: an Artist in
Southern China

Throughout history. are and architecture have
clearly reflected the relationship among man. the
environment, and the respective culture. At their
best, the combination of art and architecture in gen-
eral accomplish more than the integration of acs-
thetics and function. According to Li Ruisheng, an
established and respected artist and formerengineer

at Shenzhen University, they have much greater

The art of Li Auisheng

mystical and poetic consequences: they unite "sky,

man and earth."

Li Ruisheng was born in 1938 in Jilin province in
China. His work was exhibited in China, Japan,
Europe, and the United States, and has won na-
tional prizes and international acclaim. His cre-
ations reflect his creative devotion to ideals of art:

to reveal the artist's inner self and to express the

Natural malerials are used both indoors and aut

artist’s revelations on the aesthetic world. Li's an
subtly studies the fundamentals of human existence,
such as the connection of man among each other,
with their artefacts and with nature. Furthermore,
Li aims to communicate the underlying sentiments,
the intimacy and the universality of these
relationships. In doing so. the "sentimentalism”
strengthens the aesthetic vision by bringing life to

art and its surroundings.

With a focus on traditional and almost primitive
forms of cultural expression. Li's work subtly
weaves associated traditional Chinese elements
with intellectual creativity. An epitome of his tal-
ents and dedication as an artist and engineer is the
Traditional Chinese Culture Center at Shenzhen
University completed in 1989, A gigantic solo
undertaking, Li captures the essence of traditional
culture and communicates through the use of
artefacts rich with symbolic details. The Center
comprises exhibit rooms, dining lounge areas. and
dormitories. In it, every stone, chair and sculpture
blend together in an effective use of space to cre-
ate a comfortable atmosphere in harmony with its
surroundings and the wider environment. The re-
sulting message runs at a deeper level, which is
the affirmation of a person’s place among what is

natural,



Li asserts that the basic concepts that make tradi-
tional art successful are for the most part absent in
maodern architecture. In the past, art played an in-
tegral part in the majority of man-made artefacts.
The desi

ation of factors such as maximum utility i terms

1 of the edifice involved the consider-

of function, comfort, cost and aesthetics, all as in
dividual entities and relative to their surroundings.
According to Li. many buildings today are designed
as an egocentric creation of the architect. This
means that essential elements such as aesthetic
compatibility with the surroundings, and in certain
cases, even full-compliance with functional re-
quirements are often overlooked. This occurs par-
ticularly in cities, where the success of a design is
measured with how high it stands. As such, many
communities have become clutters of mismatched

individual products.

Architecture and Nature

One can observe a number of similarities in Li's
work with that of two outstanding figures in
architecture. Luis Barragan and Bruce Gotf. To
Li, architecture should nurture a living, ever-chang-
ing relationship with nature. As evident with the
inclusion of fountains and plants in parks. plazas
and even shopping malls, man is intrinsically at
peace in the presence of natural elements. In tra-
ditional Chinese architecture, nature 1s idealized
and often recreated in the heart of the house, ren-
dering an elaborate microcosm that brings in the
beauty and serenity of nature. At the same time,
an isolated environment from the outside world is
maintained. Li thus integrates nature into the Tra-
ditional Chinese Culture Center in various respects,

beginning simply with the intermingling of flora

with the environment. His emphasis in this regard
is not necessarily to encapsulate nature, but to build
around it and with it, using the resources already

on site,

Luis Barragan believed that a garden is model of
nature that provides a haven from the tribulations
of contemporary life and that a fountain brings
peace and joy that "will str dreams of distant
worlds" (Acceptance speech for Pritzker Prize,

1980). With a similar point of view, Li situated

the four buildings of the Traditional Chinese Cul-
ture Center around a courtyard gaced with trees,
water and sculptures, and within a perimeter of
bamboo groves. Not only does the Center embrace
nature in this way, but it was also constructed with-
out physical alteration to the site. As such, the
Center draws its aesthetic and sensual strength from

the land, thereby bestowing a fundamental sense

of belonging to its visitors,

Taking a step further. Li incorporates these natural,
regional materials into the very structure of the
building itself. Many aspects of the interior and
exterior, including flooring, framing and decor, and
sculpted with materials on site, which in effect har-
monize the architecture with the environment. One
could draw parallels with many kinds of indigenous
architecture, where similar to its principles. this
results not only in economy of construction, but
also in a strengthened synchronization of thought

and feeling with the immediate surroundings.

The conservation principles themselves take on a

special significance, Li works with nature deliber-

ately by optimising the usage of recycled materi-

als both natural and man-made. This underscores
a distinct appreciation of the resources procured
from natural surroundings: a feeling that resources
from nature are precious and should therefore be
respected and preserved. In turn, this view mani-
fests a sense of order in which man and nature in-

teract in mutual give-and-take.
Daylight and Colour

Li carries the natural theme further with the use of

daylight. The inclusion of inexpensive window and

Recycled materials are
integrated into alements
of design.



Large openings provide natura lighting for the spaces

Bold usage of colour accentuates functional uses

Screened natural light subtly defines the curvilinear forms

open portals provide natural illumination to

centuate the subtle

the interiors while they
nuances of design. Additionally, daylight
helps define spatial relationships that con-
tribute to the overall atmosphere in various

rooms and the feelings they evoke.

Li also carefully chooses colours to create vitality
in spatial forms. Similarities to Luis Barragan can
be drawn here. who considers colour secondary to
spatial expression instead of solely for aesthetic
purposes. Whereas Barragan's choice of colours
consisted predominantly of oranges. blues, pinks
and reds, Li prefers the natural tones of the materi-
als to applied colouring. Instead Li selects colours
that enhance spatial perspectives in the form of
supports, arches, signs and other functional
elements, while using bold colours to accentuate a
particular feature, His work combines elements of
traditional art with modern colour concepts to
achieve a timeless sense of harmony between man

and nature.
Space and Form

Along the lines of organic architecture. Li's ma-
nipulation of space and form stimulate the visitors®
imagination in a spirit comparable to that of Bruce
Goff. The Centre entails curvilinear faces that re

gardless of the magnitude of anti-conventionalism,
Invariably follow a geometric logic conforming to
function. Simply, common spaces. such as the din

ing areas, also in matter of fact manner. are de-
signed with wide dimensions to comfortably ac-
commodate heavy traffic. Other parts of the Cen-
tre consist of smaller rooms that stand out indj

vidually yet contribute to the overall rhythm of the
structure. The lavout is spatially efficient while it
complements people’s inclinations and perceptions
of personal space. in places of gatheri ng and places
of privacy and inward thought. In addition. Li's
own humour. wit and imagination with the use of
regional materials personalize the ambience that

inspires both awe and comfort.
Art and Sculpture

The true flavour of the Centre, however. is the use
of original art and sculpture, His picces, created
specifically for the Centre. complement the decor
throughout the rooms and grounds. As such, they
integrate effortlessly with the architectural
elements. making the rooms themselves seem as if

sculpted to enclose or define the spaces. Like the
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Art and sculplure are an mtegral pan of the architecture

buildings. the sculptures are also made from local
materials that, while aesthetically pleasing, perform
a function in educating and invoking inward
though. This in turn may be elemental to the
building, the culture, and the people they represent,
as well as the individuals who see them. In shout,
it1s his art and sculpture that enliven the ambience,
embrace symbaolism and illustrate the universality
of man’s relationship with each other, art and

nature.
Conclusion

The Traditional Chinese Culture Center 1s a suc-
cess in terms of innovation and of popularity. In
the bustle of Shenzhen, in which phenomenal
growth in recent vears has led to greater material
demands, the Center stands as one of the primary
attractions in the city and receives tens of thou-

sunds of visitors annually. At first glance, the

artefacts may not coincide with general notions of

traditional Chinese culture. But, through the com-
hination of natural flora, light, colour and form,
its attraction 1s its deep spiritual devotion to tradi-

tional people culture

The need to achieve outward and inward harmony
is a fundamental need in human nature. The former
refers to sense of accord with the immediate
surroundings, which comprises the environment,
the society, and nature. The successful establish-
ment of this leads to the latter, which in the wider

context touches on a spiritual belonging to the

NI =3 5 Clous R G $ A

The intenor i emphasised by a sensinve use of natural and artificaal lght

atorementioned elements. In essence, the en-
vironment and the mind and soul are
inseparable, regardless of geography and
culture. As such, art and architecture. as repre-
sentations of the mind and soul. have the po-
tential to express and indeed nurture a univer
sal spiritual connection between man and na-

ture at every level.
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