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Ranxi’s Dream

In April and May of Northern China, Spring flowers are blooming, filling the air with sweet
fragrance. To add even greater beauty to the season, my friend Liang Ranxi held his Art Show in the
Art Gallery of his school —Tianjin Academy of Arts, meanwhile, an album of his paintings will be
published. As a friend of Ranxi, I have the great honor to write something for him, and this is the
only thing that I can do for him.

When we reach a certain age, we would reflect on our lives. We’ve all experienced joy, bitterness,
happiness, and pains.

Everybody had a dream when he was a child, and dreams do not come out of the blue. There
must be reasons for them. Our dreams might have been different, but they were all beautiful and
hopeful.

However, life is unpredictable, and we would often face various options. We can make some
choices with our own will but sometimes we really have no choice. There are usually three possibilities
for those dreams. Some people are lucky and they keep walking toward their dream; some have to
say goodbye to their dreams; but there are some people who could return to their dreams after making
other options in their lives.

The childhood dream of my friend Ranxi was to paint this beautiful world in his way. We should
say that his dream has come true, although he took a detour.

His four—year study of oil painting in university paved a way for fulfilling his dream. After
graduation, he started to teach in a university and his future looked promising. However, Ranxi had a
strong desire for living a different life and pursuing his own style in painting. In the early 1980s, after
his unusual art show in Tianjin, he went to the United States to further pursue his dream. Yet, dreams
and reality are often on different tracks. Ranxi was lead to a different path by his fate. He stopped his
pursuit temporarily, came back to his motherland and started his own business. He turned out to be
a very successful entrepreneur due to his perseverance and dedication. But all his friends know that he
had never given up his dream.

During the past few years, the success in his business made it possible for him to come back to his
painting. He would either paint in his studio or travel far to paint. He did all this not for profits or
fame, but for the dream in his heart.

Looking at Ranxi’s art works, we can feel the joy and passion he gets from painting. Compared
with the paintings nowadays focusing on concepts and patterns, Ranxi’s works show little preliminary
designs but direct proximity to nature and the painter’s passion and love for his life through
unrestrained strokes and contrasted colors.

Artists have the freedom to express their feelings about life and the world in their works and try
to touch people in their own ways. In Ranxi’s paintings, the rhythm of life and light are clearly and
freely represented in the forms of mountains, rivers, trees, snow, water reflections, and architectures
through colors and strokes. Ranxi’s sensitivity for beautiful things can be felt in his paintings. I
wouldn’t call him a “master” or an “expert” , a term often used nowadays for distinguished people,
because he didn’t care about fame. I just want to say that Ranxi loved painting from the bottom of his
heart. It is this pure love that made his paintings touching and striking.

From his paintings which show his love for life, for this world and the sunlight, we seem to see
his firm steps all his way towards his dream. Ranxi was an ordinary person as well as a successful
entrepreneur. It will be by no means an exaggeration whatever words we use to praise his life with,
but I just want to say:

Ranxi, you did everything you could for your dream and your dream has become a permanent
reality.
You will forever be with the spring and sunshine.

Professor Jiang Lu
Dean of Tianjin Academy of Arts Spring, 2012
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Monologue of a Painter’s Inner World
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Ranxi had told me that he had just finished a group of landscape paintings and invited me over
to see them.

I heard a long time ago that Ranxi became crazy again about painting and often drove to other
provinces to paint. I really wanted to see his recent paintings. As his teacher and friend, I really
admire him for striving for his dream.

In 1968, the Cultural Revolution was not over yet, but people began to wake up and were
no longer crazy about political movements. Painters would gather together talking about arts and
paintings. Among some young painters was a boy over ten years old, courteous and lovely. He was
Ranxi, who at the time was a middle school student. He would watch attentively while we were
painting. From that moment on, he planted a seed for his dream—a dream of arts. During the time
when things were starting to get better, a group of young people were often seen walking on the
streets carrying paint boxes on their backs, looking for new sceneries to paint. These had been my
little buddies who loved painting. Later, I went to work at Hexi Art Club, and part of my job
was to teach painting to children. Nearly 100 children signed up for my class, Ranxi being one of
them. Soon after that, national college entrance examination was resumed and I was admitted to
Tianjin Academy of Arts. Three years later, Ranxi was also accepted by this university upon his
graduation from high school. And so we became alumni.

Soon we arrived at Ranxi’s studio. A white nine—passenger van “Delica” was parking outside.
Ranxi told us that it was his van for especially for painting. Strong scents of paint came out when
the back door opened, and inside it was big, filled with painting boxes, shelves and canvases. Also
in the van were some pot noodles and paints. I could imagine the hardships he had experienced
while painting in the wilderness.

I entered Ranxi’s studio, or warehouse to be exact, as he seldom actually painted indoors. The
walls were crammed with painting shelves. Ranxi showed me his paintings one by one and I was
immdediately struck by his works. The light—hearted atmosphere we had just a moment ago was
suddenly gone as I stood in awe of what I saw.

There were two visual impacts, one was the spectacular image of the paintings: wilderness,
falling leaves, mountain huts, tall trees, rolling clouds, shaking twigs and babbling brooks::-
all simple and pure; the other was the language of them. Ranxi depicted nature through careful
observation and selection, making his paintings a symbolic language. I have seen many nature
paintings and most of them are just a mimic of natural sceneries. However, the sceneries in Ranxi’s
paintings are full of feeling. They seemed to be moving and growing with a life of their own.
Nature merely functioned as a media for him to express his hopes and feelings. By depicting various
forms of the natural world, his passion and love were fully expressed. His paintings embody his
pure and rich inner world and they are both touching and inspiring.

Ranxi became growingly excited as he talked about his paintings one by one. I was touched
both by his paintings and his words. My heart felt like it was being cleansed.

I had not seen such paintings for a long time, and admiration sprang from my heart. What
impressed me the most were the uniqueness of the works, the individuality and pride clearly
demonstrated. We could see that he had been trying hard to protect his garden of purity and
loftiness.

I really wanted to congratulate Ranxi for having his own style and being able to maintain such
a high standard after years of being immersed in the business world. Many people were surprised
that a quiet graceful man could create such powerful and wild paintings. In fact, though having
been a city dweller, he always retreated from the noise of the city into a world of peace in nature.
He often slipped from his comfortable city life and traveled to the far end of the land seeking
remoteness and wilderness. A touch of sadness, bitterness and profoundity could be felt from the
paintings of this gentle artist---

Seeing 1 was engrossed in his paintings, he said, “hey buddy, give some comments.”

“Pretty good but I was wondering why you had to go so far seeking remoteness? 1 asked.

Ranxi replied, “How can I put it? Maybe I should say that it is my love for nature. Before I
entered college, I went beyond the beautiful “Wudadao Area” and painted fields, trees and ‘red

grass’ . I don’t like painting architectures which I think are simply extras added onto nature.”
Talking about the “red grass” , 1 remembered how at the end of 1970s when Ranxi was still



about 15 or 16 years old, he often went to paint in the birch woods near
the back gate of Water Park. After the Cultural Revolution, the place was
paradise for kids who loved painting. Since this area used to be covered by the
sea, the grass here always looked red. In autumn, the yellow leaves of birches
and the red grass made this place very colorful. What’s more, no red papers
against culture were ever posted here. So in a city lacking in natural sceneries,
the “red grass” area was the only land of purity at that time. After seeing
Van Gogh’s paintings, Ranxi painted nature throughout his lifetime because
it was his true love. He searched with his clean eyes for light in the dark
sky trying to capture the subtle changes of color in nature. It was also due
to his love for the “red grass” that he and his friends chose this place for
their art show. He engaged his paintings into nature and made painters and
spectators feel engaged too. That art show was more like a behavior art, very
impressive.

“What a pity. What you did for this city was fantastic and so important,
but it is not being taken seriously,” I was indignant for him.

“That’s ok. I enjoy the process of it.” Ranxi swiftly changed the topic
and started talking about nature painting and his love for the red soil. “I
started with painting ‘the red grass’ . After going to school, I had many
chances to travel and was fascinated about the outside world. In 1983 when
you were teaching in Tibet, Gao Yingjin and I went to visit you. We were
thrilled by the mountains and rivers there, especially the mountains we saw
when traveling on Sichuang—Tibet road. Nature was so beautiful and pure.
After so many years, those beautiful sceneries still linger on my mind.”

“After the hard trip on the bumpy Sichuang—Tibet road, I went back to
school and almost failed to get my diploma because I came back too late. But
it was really a worthwhile trip.” Ranxi smiled.

“Yeah, you really were bold. I was really worried about you-:-” Time
flies. Nearly 30 years have passed, and those memories are still fresh in my
mind. We are planning to go back to Tibet.

“During the past few years, though I was busy with my business, my
heart was always there. I’ m bored with doing business and I feel like a wolf
trapped behind fences eager to escape and return to nature.”

In 1990s, art wave ebbed and arts was moving away from people due to
the economic tide. Liang Ranxi went to the United States with his girlfriend.
After working hard as a waiter, street sketcher, he started to have a stable
life and got an American green card. For many Chinese people living in the
U.S., it is like a mission accomplished, but Ranxi found it hard for him to
fulfill his dream of arts in the U.S. So he came back to China because he
believed that only in one’s motherland can an artist make achievments. After
coming back to China, Ranxi worked hard again in order to make enough
money for his family and for his dream. Later, he started a company with his
friend and their company was listed and was very successful. However, being
a successful entrepreneur was never his dream. So he decided that it was time
for him to think about arts again.

Early 21th century was an era of concept art. Ranxi was lost for some
time but after a careful reflection, observation, and study, he realized that he
was not interested in borrowing concept art from the west as many artists were
doing. He decided to follow his heart and started with nature painting because
to him, nature was always the source of inspiration and passion.

Quiet but enterprising, Ranxi wanted to devote himself to art. He had
the courage to take risks for his goal. On the last day of 2006, after heavy
snow during the night, the white scenery was very beautiful in the morning
sunlight. Ranxi was so excited that he picked up his painting box and began
to paint on the street. He was very satisfied with his work and all of a
sudden, all his understandings about painting came back to him. Soon, he
was no longer satisfied painting in Tianjin and went to Baiyang Lake of Hebei
province, Yimeng Mountain of Shangdong province, and the plateau of Da
Xing’anling in Northeast China. Looking at the rough strokes and strong
colors, I remembered an artist who just had his art show. His paintings
won him both fame and money because they were pleasing to the public. I
asked Ranxi, “You still stick to your rough style with no intention to please
anybody. Aren’t you concerned about how you can sell them?”

“No, I do other things for making money. I don’t want money to ruin
my pursuit for art. I paint to make myself happy and that’s enough. I don’t
even care about having an art show.”

“Despite passion in your paintings, I am surprised to see a little bitterness
and sadness in them.” I said.

Ranxi said, “I don’t know why, either. I used to like the works of
Vincent Van Gogh, Maurice Utrillo, but now I like German painters more,
such as Nolde, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Oskar Kokoschka, and of course
Soutine and the British painter Leon Kossoff. I feel like I have something in
common with them. I don’t like sweetness. I like something a little bitter,
like coffee. 1 like pure black coffee, the way that the taste lingers on my
tongue--+”

“Painting is the best way to relieve me from stress and frustration.
Every time when 1 sit before the enchanting sceneries, my heart would be so
peaceful and contented. All worries would be gone at that moment. When the
passion in my heart turned into lively and colorful strokes, I would be more
intoxicated. That is the most wonderful moment in my life.”

“It’s just too bad that most of my paintings are not finished. My problem
is always not finishing:--” Ranxi claimed humbly.

I told him, “That what I like about your work. I would call it “ a
sense of incompletion” , it arouses people’s interest and curiosity about the
unfinished part.”

We enjoyed talking with each other so much it felt like time flew. Ranxi
had other things to do so we hurriedly said goodbye to each other.

In October 2011, Ranxi went to Heihe in northeast China. He wanted
to record the most beautiful autumn sceneries into his paintings. In the plateu
of Xiao Xinganling and in Jiamusi, seeing red and yellow leaves lying on the
snow, he became excited again. He really liked the grass covered with colorful
leaves as well as the trees and snow there. He was fascinated by everything
that surrounded him and started to paint. Yellow for life, and red for passion.
Yellow seemed to freeze in the snow. Eagerness and hastiness seemed to be felt
in the strokes. Ranxi was so eager to express himself and he was afraid that
he wouldn’t have enough time to finish what he wanted to tell. He felt he
must finish everything on the canvas before it got dark.

Looking at these paintings, we can hear a conversation between nature and
an artist, who loved freedom and strived to pursue his dream. We can also
hear a monologue of a lonely artist talking about his inner world.

Sun Jianping
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Ranxi never bothered to give titles for his paintings. While preparing for
his art show and getting his album of paintings published, his wife, Zhou
Ruifen, asked me to give titles for his paintings. It was hard because Ranxi’s
paintings are like non—title music.

Once we were listening to “the Little Shepherd” composed by Claude
Debussy. When the music stopped, I asked him, “What theme did you get
from the music?” He said, “I could hear the sound of nature and I could
see the color of nature. I could also hear Monet, but as for the theme, it
doesn’t matter.” This is his attitude and understanding about painting.

According to Taoism, “The way that can be named is not the
ultimate way. The name given is not the eternal name.”

When he started painting, he tried to comply with conventional ways in
compositing and in using colors. However, it didn’t take him long before he
began to have doubts about the conventional way and realized that it was by
no means his way. So, for a period of time, his paintings showed a kind of
disorder and irregularity. Wildness could be felt in the way he painted and the
way that colors were used.

He loved nature and had his own understandings about nature. Young
people tend to have two contrasting characters which often make them feel
lonely and confused.

If we say that when Ranxi started painting, Van Gogh’s artworks inspired
him in the use colors, then we can say that he was more inspired by Van
Gogh’s dignity and uniqueness demonstrated in his reverent but unyielding
attitude towards nature. That’s why Ranxi showed great respect for Van
Gogh. In fact, they do have something in common.

In late 1970s, Western cultures and Western thoughts were introduced
into China. Ranxi was greatly influenced by the German philosophers
Arthur Schopenhauer and Friedrich Nietzscheabout compliance. He also
found theoretical resolutions to his self—contradiction between compliance and
rebelliousness. It was natural for him to incorporate his will into nature and
this resulted in his first art show “Blending Art” at which his paintings
were displayed surrounded by nature.

I never believed that “Blending Art” had anything to do with “’85 Art
Wave” , though this art show happened to start China’s behavior art and
was highly spoken at that time. Ranxi challenged himself both in the mode of
thought and arts. It was at this moment that his uniqueness of compliance and
rebelliousness evolved into a higher level.

As an artist of oil painting, it was also natural for him to aspire to see
the outside world.

“Blending Art” was a climax for Ranxi at that time, but after that he
was lost and quiet again. He even stopped painting because he needed to reflect
on himself and find a new outlet for his arts.

He then went on to travel to the United States. He tasted the cold water
of Colorado River and enjoyed the beautiful and spectacular Grand Canyon.
After experiencing the openness of the “New Continent” , he settled down in
New York.

New York is like a cement forest, or another kind of nature and swamp.

Voice over

It is even a battlefield as well as a haven for artists. In order to make a
living, Ranxi demonstrated his compliance and rebelliousness in another extreme
way and thrived in the midst of fierce competition.

As an artist, you can stop painting for some time, but you can never stop
thinking about painting. After getting a sharp insight into the outside world,
he found his own “food” in the hotchpotch of arts.

I didn’t know about his experience in New York until 10 years later when
I went to work there but I won’t elaborate on that here.

He went abroad looking for the root of western paintings but got lost for
some time. Fortunately he got back and found his own arts. He went to the
outside world but realized that he didn’t belong there.

It was wise for Ranxi to return to his motherland where he started to be
mature in his paintings.

His past experiences often flashed into his mind but he began to have a
different understanding about nature and life, which paved the way for having
his own style in painting.

Western philosophy sets man and nature as opponents, emphasizing on
man’s conquering of nature through their rational and logic power, whereas
Chinese philosophy emphasizes agreement between man and nature. Ranxi’s
dual characters demonstrated the sharp contrast between Chinese culture and
Western culture. His recent paintings show that he was trying to reconcile
the differences. In fact, he was trying to adjust himself or his understandings
about painting. Reconciliation doesn’t mean the loss of individuality. Here,
compliance evolves into devotion, and rebelliousness gives way to extrication.
His style became more clear and unique. His eyes and soul became more
sensitive. He was determined to grasp the subtle changes of color and sort
out the most natural order in this busy world. Eventually he was going to
restructure himself.

According to Wassily Kandinsky, title is something redundant or an
obstacle. So titles are not necessary in Ranxi’s paintings.

In his paintings, nature was depicted in the way he felt. He gave no titles
for his paintings and he didn’t focus on anything unusual. He would paint
whatever attracted him. He turned Western expressionism into Orientalaesthetics
which emphasizes on sensibility and environment.

Ranxi has his own language. He started painting at an early age and
later received western education. Living abroad for some years, he developed a
deeper understanding about Western paintings. From realism to expressionism,
he wanted to know more about the essence of Oriental paintings. According
to Book of Changes, images help out meanings and meanings well conveyed
bring about images. Ranxi liked nature painting, but he didn’t care too much
about the details. What he cared about was how he felt about the scene and
then depicted it. He knew what to highlight and what to ignore. He painted
with his wisdom and emotion. He succeeded in combining the subjective will
in western philosophy and painting with China’s image painting.

There are three kinds of artists, those who paint with techniques, those

who paint with brains, and those who paint with hearts. Ranxi belongs to
the last group.
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