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Sketches in School Days
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Zheng Xin, born in July 1958 in Zhangjiakou City, Hebei Province. He is a professor at School of Architecture, Southeast
University, Senior Member of China Academy of Architecture, Vice Chairman of Pen-and-Ink Painters Alliance.

Prof. Zheng has been working on architectural design and its theory, landscape and architecture, preservation and renewal
planning of historical and cultural blocks. He has published Building on Famous Hills in Southern Jiangsu Province and
other two books, Bauhaus Group: Six Masters of Modernism and Cities and People’s Chinese translations, and more than
30 articles. Among more than 50 architectural projects and urban designs which he participated or presided over, six were
awarded by the state and thirteen by the administration or the province.

In 2015, his work “Hanging Courtyards Urban Design of Qingguoxiang Historical Cultural Blocks in Changzhou™ was
awarded the overall winner of AR & MIPIM Future Project Awards and the winner of its “Old and New™ category.

He spends his leisure time drawing in pen and ink, and his works have been widely appreciated for their elegance.
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My Art Journey

Since childhood, painting as a hobby, has been with me before I realize that I have been over the year of knowing destiny (i.e. fifty). It
is not only a flickering clue that often reminds me of the past, but also a filter that leaves behind happiness in my memory. It can hardly
be known when I began to like painting. Perhaps in the kindergarten I started scrawling with crayons. At that time my father began to
teach me learn to read with literacy pictures, while I was really interested in those pictures themselves form which I wanted to draw.
First I had to be able to read and write the words on the back of pictures in order to get new ones. I was brought up in the vast precinct
of a power plant, at first being looked after in the nursery and kindergarten, and then going to primary school, middle school and high
school, all of which were run by a big power plant in Zhangjiakou. My aunt was a teacher in the Power Plant Primary School, and she
told me that she once took me to the school when I was a preschool boy. I drew a spittoon with chalk on the cement floor in her office,
and that should be my first sketch of still life. To my aunt and other teachers’ surprise, I drew the spittoon into an oval shape, with a
sense of perspective. From their experience, children without training usually drew a circle. Many years later, when I learned that it is an
admirable behavior to see the world with children's eyes, I felt confused. Obviously in childhood T was with adult viewpoint. But that
must be occasional. I remember of the graffiti left on the wall in my childhood home, on the two standing plates ot a small bench or
on the unpainted inner sides of the table. The officers or soldiers in the graffiti were disproportionate, with big head and short body. I
felt relieved for keeping the childlike innocence.

Actually, since childhood our efforts on the art study have deviated from the direction of children’s views. Probably in the third grade,
the school began to offer us art classes. It was just during the ferocious period of the Great Cultural Revolution when most schools
closed up. While in my impression, the Power Plant Primary School had never suspended classes. It seemed that after the principal
had been denounced for several times, pupils continued to go back to class. It was supposed that the rebels must have thought of the
workers’ children who had to be taken care of. Without school children might cause troubles to bother their parents who were fully
involved in the revolution. 1 extremely liked art class. My art teacher Mr. Zheng was almost a versatile person, and we would learn
literature and music under his guidance in the following vears. When the teacher of physics (so called “industrial base™ at that time) was
sick, Mr. Zheng could even take over the class. Once I broke a paper’s corner accidentally, Mr. Zheng satirized that a piece of a good
picture was bitten off by a dog. Though poignant, his words always reminded me to carefully assure the integrity of pictures afterwards.
Once we painted the sacred place of the Revolution in Yanan. In his demonstration by gouache, the sky was red and the whole picture
was bathed in warm atmosphere. But in my impression the sky should be blue, so I performed it according to my understanding. The
teacher's comment was: sometimes the sky was red which moreover symbolized revolution. During the Great Cultural Revolution when
comic series vilifying the overthrown leaders overspread, my talent of paintings could also have a little use. In high school days, Li
Desong, a painter of garrison, borrowed a dorm in the north courtyard from our power plant, where he would carry out his art work
with two assistants. | was luckily allowed to enter his studio watching him painting and listening to his understanding of art. I also took
some of my rough sketches to him for advices now and then. With his help I started series of basic training, including the sketches of
still life or a corner inside my house. Uncle Lee was painting a picture about an army chief visiting her daughter rooted at a farm village
in frontier areas, which apparently was his task as a military painter. Later he painted a landscape in gouache, in which the elevated
bridge across a stream, connecting tunnels through high mountains and lofty hills. It was a spectacular view. 1 was deeply impressed
with that kind of delicacy. I benefited a great deal from Uncle Li’s guidance. After two years farm work in a small mountain village 1
was admitted to enter the Harbin Institute of Technology to study architecture. In four school years, there were two and a half years of
art curriculum directed by the painter Huang Jia. He was both an oil painter and a printmaking artist with great enthusiasm to teach us
first batch of university students after bringing order out of chaos. In addition to classes, he asked us to keep daily sketches, and every
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Saturday night we collected the sketches, observed each other and listened to the teacher’s comments. It was a truly strict training which
substantially influenced me. Besides, we went to Qianshan mountain scenic area for artistic practice. Once I found my burnt umber
pigment used up and had no ideas when painting rock landscape. Mr. Huang mixed with red, vellow and blue, and demonstrated me
how to draw that huge colorful rock which made me with admiration. Years later, in the classmates reunions we still remembered his
pet phrase such as “faming cloud”,“smoke bomb™ and felt genial. What I considered beyond the happiness was that Mr. Huang at that
time should hope us appreciate the magnificent sunset and imagine the rich levers of space, furthermore expressed.

In 1982, I was admitted to Institute of Architecture in Southeast University (SEU), and studied the graduate courses under the guidance
of Prof. T. P. Yang and Prof. Qi Kang. From whom I received strict training of both classical western architecture and classical Chinese
architecture. Prof. Yang modified my arch facade into a full figure with a pencil, clearly expressing from the whole to details that 1
admired unceasingly. Prof. Qi Kang’s pen drawing, either fine or wild, was quite breathtaking. I had copied a book of his drawings in
pen and ink in the library of Harbin Institute of Technology and admired him for a long time. When I had the opportunity to study
under the guidance of Prof. Qi, I felt joyful. From studenthood to the years of working with him later, 1 followed him to go to many
places for sketches. It was really a great time that the teacher and student sketched together and explored art theory together. Thirty
years has past, Prof. Qi as an eighty years old architect adheres himself to architectural design and continues daily painting ceaselessly.
With such words and deeds, I could only encourage myself to make full effects to deliberate and practice meaningful things.

In recent years, pen-and-ink painters have been very active across the country, together with whom I organized the Pen-and-Ink
Painters Alliance, doing some large exhibitions, exchanging art views, learning from each other, etc. That has been very interesting, The
Secretariat of the Alliance opened WeChat platform, successfully introduced many art works of these artists. It also published some
of my works. When I shared these with my friends and the Architectural Department group chat, as if I was holding an exhibition,
thumbs-up were showered from teachers and friends. Secretary Lu advised me to publish an album, so I started to gather my paintings
over the years. Regrettably, lots of them were lost. Still I found some, even including my doodles at the age of primary school. I
divided the sketches and paintings of different ages into six parts, including ‘Sketches in School Days’, ‘Color Paintings’, ‘Sketch
Paintings’, ‘Sketchs’, ‘Studies and Notes’, ‘Design Drafts and Presentation Drawings’, from which one can see the course of my artistic
developments.

“My Home” is the earliest one of the preserved sketches of my school-days. Though childish, it still largely reflects the state of the
home I grew up in. After several times of moving, the bungalow house in the north courtyard has all gone so that this picture
becomes the only connection wi y difficult to forget. The books on the shelf left
by my father have been the guide of my mind. Children then liked reading comic books, while the contents were mainly about so
called model Beijing operas, or stories such as little-red-guards catching the bad guy. Although story was boring, the picture itself
could be the model of painting for a little child. When I was in middle school, senator Guo— the assistant of painter uncle Li—lent
me a human anatomy book for art use, which was drew by an American artist and only for inner reference. 1 seemed to have found
out the treasure. Through the imitation work, I got a certain understanding of human body from the whole to the part. I persisted
in painting during the countryside years, the scene of winnowing was written down after work. In the rest days, my classmates who
went to countryside together with me, posed patiently to let me draw them down. Today, I can find only two of the portrait sketches
for Han Yanwen and Wang Cuthua. Although the technique was somewhat rough, the expressions of their own characters, as well




as their beauty, were authentc. The other day, I sent the pictures to them by WeC hat, they were very happy. What a beautiful youth!
Hard times as it may be, the goodness of life has a more lasting power to give us a better memory. Another art-lover was Qin Yuxin,
who was one year lower than me and often went to sketch with me. Once we followed the shepherd of our production team to graze
sheep in Taihang mountain area. Being exposed to the weather along the way of tramping over hill and dale, we still exclaimed for
the magnificent scenery of nature. I drew many sketches both from life and memory at that time. Now it seems that recording the
scenes by sketch is worthy of recalling, In “Learn from Lei Feng to do good”, which 1 drew during the days when I visited my uncle, a
pharmacist in a steel factory hospital, two primary school girls were cleaning the windows for 721" Workers University of that factory,
while the worker students filed into the building. It was a strange scene. It was the laziness and lack of management of the adult that
provided opportunities for children to learn from Lei Feng. In that village, the farmers asked me to draw pictures on the wainscot
of heated brick bed when they knew I could paint. [ drew landscape by using ink and gouache, then covered with varnish to protect.
The production team wanted to expose and criticize the gang of four after they had lost their power, so they asked me to draw some
caricatures, it might be fighting fire with fire. When the county armed forces department knew 1 could paint, they invited me to draw
posters mostly on militia construction subject. What made me very happy was that all the artistic work could ~count workpoints. It
meant that I could exchange my favorite fine art for the labor I had to do for my living. And it seemed to me that I was getting closer
to the dream of becoming a member of the county cultural house. At the beginning of 1977, I went to see an art exhibition in the
National Fine Arts Museum in Beijing , and was attracted by a large oil painting, which expressed the scene of the Red Army across the
snow mountain under the leadership of Chairman Mao and Premier Zhou. It was very grand and magnificent. [ tried to copy figures
of the two leaders carefully from this picture with pen and ink in my sketch book. At that time, I showed certain confidence about
drawing in pen and ink, but never thought it would come to be main medium of expression during my career. In the same year, a great
event occurred beyond my expectation, which was the resumption of college entrance examination— the historic measure changed the
fate of our whole generation. During the period of reviewing lessons at home, I went to the library of the factory to read the Romania
Pictorial, and drew at will a few news pictures in my notebook. For me, they were some news from another world, which seemed better
than the surrounding world of me. Especially I observed the two ladies reading newspaper by the roadside for their clothes interested
me very much. The trousers would be known as bell-bottoms in later years when they swept the country. When 1 received the letter
of admission from the university, the future seemed bright. From then on, it seems that there would be no need to dream, because
more or less, I have combined the work for living and for interesting together, which means I have been on my way of dream, the only
thing left is to keep walking. From the “Sketches in School Days”, we can see a good progress has been made after I became a graduate
student. That owed much to the formal art training in undergraduate course. At that time, I still kept the interest of portrait painting,
and appreciate wonderful expressions by copying the works of some famous painters.

The second section is about my color paintings. When in college, water color painting used to be the main subject of art class. These
two still life paintings are selected from my class assignments, both of which were given 5 marks. And at that time, my painting
techniques for expression of shape, texture, color, light and shade had been trained in a comprehensive way. The two paintings of
Mt. Lushan was finished when traveling in Mt. Lushan with Yiwan, a friend of mine. At that time the effect of ample water shown in
the picture was my personal pursuit. In 1990s, my water color paintings were significantly different from the previous ones. It became
my essential focus to explore the expressiveness in water color. But while repre-senting texture, light and sense of space as possible
as 1 could, 1 still preserved transparency as the basic character of water colour. Later on, due to tremendous amount of daily work in
profession, 1 was unable to spend a long time painting in water colour without interruption. So pen and ink turned to be the major



medium of my art. Stopping at one certain place at random and taking out the pen to start drawing immediately was a great advantage,
which meant that I could make good use of any spare time in painting, So it is one of the main reasons why pen drawing has become
my major expression way in painting, By the way, as it is shown in the picture Clouds of the Yuanjiang River and Scenery of Scotland
2, adding some light color to pen drawing with water color, watercolor pencil, toner pencil or oil painting stick will result in very unique
effect. And also, the 4 pictures of Details of Chapelle Notre Dame du Haut, Ronchamp were finished with some color toner based on
previous pen drawing, Personally, through description of these details of the chapel in painting, I experienced a strong sense of artistic
expressive force from Le Corbusier, that not only the entire image of the chapel but also every detail of the building can become a
visual theme to be taken in a painting. And this can be called the freedom of the state of art.

The third section is about my drawings in pen and ink. Drawing in pen and ink is an art of organizing lines in the way similar to
copperplate to some extent. After turning to pen and ink as the main medium of my art, I devoted myself to explore the possibilities
of its artistic expression. I wondered what effects would bring about if the size of picture became larger and the touches subtler.
Around 2000, T finished some drawings of sceneries of northern China in comparatively large size, which might be considered as a
kind of attempt. The natural landscape near my hometown Zhangjiakou is really magnificent, especially when you overlook it from
above on the Dam Plateau. In winter the plateau is covered by heavy snow, and forests in the distance enjoy its flourish and tranquility
in the sunshine. On the top of the mountain, the broad perspective is full of beautiful sceneries of northland. In pen and ink, the
blank area of paper can be spared to represent the snowy part of the mountain in a smart way, just as the old Chinese idiom saying
getting twofold results with half the effort. Mount Jiming is an isolated peak standing on the bank of Yang River, at the foot area of
which I was born and grew up. When in college 1 ever drew a painting of its scenery in blue-toned watercolor, which was displayed in
the show window of the teaching building corridor and added with some melancholy poems. In a vast nation as China, every kind of
natural landscape features is own character in different areas. Everywhere is picturesque from the bank of Songhua River to the Sun
Island and Moon Lake, from Yellow River Plateau to Tibetan Plateau, from the east coastline to the south coastline, and among the
hilly areas of Qianshan Mountain, Huashan Mountain, Lushan Mountain, Emei Mountain, Yellow Mountain, Songshan Mountain,
Hengshan Mountain and Yandang Mountain. And | have been to many other nations around the world, too, among which Netherlands,
Italy, Germany and Britain with their meandering farmlands are my favorites. Certainly, architecture is always the theme in my paintings
or drawings. Buildings at different times and in different places appeal a lot to me. The courtyards of old house in Southern Anhui
Province, old houses along the riverside in Wenzhou, a Xiangxi village in dawn light, the house, which was built during the times of
Republic of China, covered by snow, Australian farmhouses dotted in the green field, small shops with walls colored in black and white
on the old York street, all these buildings with distinctive culture background have composed beautiful pictures of colorful landscape.
Rome, an eternal city, deserves to be mentioned particularly. They will be moved not only by the visual effect when visitors see the
ruins of Roman Empire of 2000 vears ago standing still in the center of the modern city. When drawing pictures of the ruins, instead
of taking it as the consequence of destruction, I considered it as something elaborately designed which is well-proportioned and
well-arranged. A few years ago in Liuzhou, a boiler-house in a vinegar factory appealed to me which I personally thought could be a
classic model of modern factory buildings. Its simplicity and lonely beauty aroused my deepest admiration. According to a staff of the
Building Bureau of the city, this work was designed in 1980s by an architect graduated in 1950s from Tsinghua University. The top of
its piers was built into slope in order to echo the gender slope roof above. The ring beam, roof beam and window lintel all made out
of concrete became the ribbons on the pure red brick wall. Meanwhile, concrete blinds of large area, which are good for ventilation,
produced intensive texture on the surface of the boil-er-house. It was designed rigorously and appropriately to such an extent that this



ordinary boiler-house possessed a unique character that was superior to many cutesy civil buildings, which also reminded me of some
other abandoned or to-be-demolished modern factory buildings with the same quality when I was traveling around a few yeats ago.
They are all excellent examples of Chinese modern architecture but without any fame and in anonymity. I only hope that people would
use with caution any universal quantifier when beginning their remarks upon something’s being or not being for they may have not yet
seen everything,

The fourth section is about my sketches. In the past when photos could only be recorded on film, we would take photos quite
discreetly, i.e. we would press the shutter only after finding a good view for the sake of costs. So I drew down landscape or architecture
by way of sketching as often as possible. In recent years, it has become much more convenient for me to use a digital camera to take
photos with large capacity storage cards at my pleasure. In this way, in order to visit more places in time, the time for sketching has
decreased a lot. However, sketching is always a good way to improve our ability of expressing ideas briefly and immediately.

The fifth section is about my previous studies. When I was an undergraduate, copying plans, facades, sections and perspectives from
architectural magazines was a fairly popular learning method among students. As for me, picturesque effects a building might have
seemed more notable. And drawing down some scenes at random on my notebook at the world architect conference in Berlin in
2003 was still an interesting piece of memory to me. When engaged in further studies in Eidgendssische Technische Hochschule
Ziirich (ETH), Professor R. Krammel once instructed me to analyze a courtyard house designed by Mies van der Rohe. One of the
assignments was to draw an abstract picture based on the plan designed by Mies, which, I thought, was much the same as the sketch
version of abstract paintings of Mondrian. In this case, modern architecture and modern painting must really share something in
common in my opinion. The most intriguing thing embedded in the abstract paintings of Mondrian is that each color area may
reach a balance with one another in an asymmetric way. In some of my later practice of composition, according to the framework
of Mondrian’s picture, I tried to introduce some textures in stratum like those of Paul Klees, which produced new interesting
compositions. And by the way, textures formed by architectural material could also be added to the pictures. As for abstract painting,
I would think of it only when I consider the formal problems of architecture. In fact 1 really appreciate the abstract paintings with
spitits of avant garde in early times of 20th century, and I also agree with I Lyotard’s opinion: the substance of abstract paintings is to
express the unshowable and hence is of the aesthetic quality of sublime. Neverthless, apart from the possibility of abstraction related
with architecture, 1 cannot have a better cause to transcend the experiences of the ordinary world for the time being. Perhaps I shall
have someday.

The sixth section is about design drafts and expression. The urban design of South Avenue in Wenzhou was carried out around 1997,
at which time the function of computer software was so much more humble than today that CAD modeling could only produce some
raw blocks. Thus after that, I had to draw more details with sketching paper covered on the CAD model picture, which was copied
later into formal blueprint. And based on that drawing, I continued to make further design and add some light color with color pencils
onto the picture, which then could be delivered as the intermediary result to the local planning authority. The design of catholic
church in Changzhou started in 2009. After investigating into the site, chatting with director Zhao from Bureau of Religious Affairs
and priest Shen during lunchtime, and a small nap later, I spent about two hours to finish the drafts of plans and perspectives of two
different designs, which were accepted by Zhao and Shen in supper. The competition of AR & MIPIM Future Projects Awards held
by British Architectural Review attracts many international famous architects’ offices to attend to every year. One of the categories of



awards is called Old and New, the subject of which I think an urban design of a historical cultural block in Changzhou finished some
years ago really suited to. So my doctors and postgraduates were organized together to engage in rethinking this design. And some of
my sketches reflect the instructive exploration of the design in a fairly short time. The organization of traditional courtyard is very
instructive. But courtyard of traditional Chinese architecture is generally on the ground, while this project constructs the multilevel
courtyard space through the way of platform on the first floor. It provides a rich spatial experience, at the same time making the public
space and private space in proper place. It is creativity. Eventually, our work was successfully awarded the winner of the Old and New
category and the only Overall winner both in the competition. After delivery of the competition work, it came to be winter vacation. 1
drew a normal axonometric drawing of some parts of the artistic workshop area in our design with pen and ink. In youth time, I used
to try many different ways to paint my architectural rendering, such as the bird-view of Martyrs” Cemetery of Yuhuatai (in gouache),
the perspectives of Museum of Henan Province (one in gouache and another by carbon pencil), International Hotel of Huangshan
Mountain (in watercolor) and etc. However, most of them were delivered to clients and their photos were lost for years. The only one
that has been found is a design drawing of CCTV building as a course assignment instructed by my tutor Prof. Qi Kang when I was
a postgraduate in 1983. After finishing this architectural rendering in gouache, I also drew a sketch for it with a carbon pencil during
the days before handing in. When I thought I had finished the work, Mr. Jin Yunquan saw it and told me to be more audacious on the
expressive effect, so I tried to enhance the contrast between light and shade of the picture, as a result of which the decorative lines
floating on the painting became more bold and unconstrained. From a professional point of view, under the heavy mass of the main
building, the studios and the lecture hall achieved a sense of lightness which I would realize years later to be a character of modern
architecture, which might be a kind of consciousness. When putting these two pictures that were 30 years apart in comparison, |
realized that we had always been involved in the intersection of tradition and modernity.

In recent decade, 1 have spent much time on theoretical thinking and a periodical result may be produced this year. In the future I will
have more time to paint. I am not really clear why I always want to paint. Perhaps my sort of ability in drawing is gifted by nature,
or because of my study experience in architecture, I can enhance my observation of a building when I try to draw it from different
viewpoints, or at least I need to express space and form accurately from my imagination. Whatever in short, in this world there are
really abundant beautiful things deserved to be expressed in painting, which exactly happens to be the essential hope for all of us.

The works in this album reflect my artistic development roughly. Looking back the process, I feel that the early experiences have been
of great importance. First I am grateful to my mother for her efforts to give in the turbulent and difficult years an easy and comfortable
home where I might confidently learn painting. In my school days I got earnest teachings from my teachers, and appreciations and
encouragements from my classmates, all of which I cherish a lot. Here I would like convey my sincere thanks to them. And I also thank
Ms. Dai Li for her editorial work.

Zheng Xin
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