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With Flashes of
Delight in His Eyes

By Xiang Hua

Zhang Hui rarely talked about painting when the two of us went biking. Perhaps it was because painting is
not so important to cycling, in the same way cycling is not so important to painting. While we cycled through
mountain trails, sweating and striving, the elements of our personal backgrounds faded far into the distance.
Instead, it was the mountain forests that provided our common background. But the absence of paintings in
our cycling conversations was more likely due to that fact that Zhang Hui himself was a person who preferred
to speak little, in cycling, in painting, or in other pursuits. Although I might be usually considered a relatively
quiet person, compared with him, I am a bit talkative. The world around us, when seen in comparison to
Zhang Hui, is tumultuous, far from knowing balance.

To find serenity in our city is not easy. Zhang Hui seems quite sensitive to polluted air and to noise. One
could say that he longs for fresh air and quiet. While cycling, we might find ourselves on a quiet lane winding
through the countryside, a small reservoir ahead of us, in a scene uninterrupted by cars and or by tourists,
with the sinking sun casting a sunshine that lingers on the waters. At such a moment, Hui might become
excited. But this excitement is not that where words flow forth. Instead, his eyes would radiate flashes
of delight. In such encounters, he would say a short phrase with a soft voice: “It’s very nice...” When he
makes such a simple remark, there is as much feeling as in a lifetime of my more enthusiastic expressions of
excitement.

I hear that there is a river near Zhang Hui’s apartment complex where he often likes to take a walk. He
wanders along the banks of the river at dusk, when the sun slowly sinks into horizon, the sky glows with
evening red, and the waters reflect shadows of buildings and sunset. Perhaps sometimes he says: “It’s quite
nice...” Unlike many others or me, he does not spend his time rushing from one dinner party to another,
chatting away or oversleeping. He keeps himself busy doing what others would not care to spend time on,

while freeing himself from things that keep the rest of us busy.



What is dusk anyways? Perhaps it is just a phenomenon of sunlight. There is nothing special about it. Sunset
spreads over all sentient beings, but, at the same time, is ignored by the majority of them. However, it means
a lot to a few. All its beauty is given by nature in the form of particular moments. Or one might say those
particular moments envelope the world of human beings, taking our buildings and our tempestuous vanity
and turning bad into good. They freeze mountains, forests and cities in an instant and create firm memories
in Hui’s mind. From these come the inspirations behind the paintings of Zhang Hui.

I remember the first time I visited an exhibition of Zhang Hui’s paintings. Right inside the pure-white room
with white ceiling and walls, his paintings were full of color and radiating light. Suddenly 1 found myself
caught by some sensation that was indescribable. I carefully looked around at others in the room. They were
chatting, wandering and eating. I wondered if there was someone who shared the same sentiment with me. It
was a tender and soft feeling, yet it powerfully overwhelmed me with its gentle yet sorrow descent, like fine
drops of rain settling into a thirsty spring night.

Beauty is the twin of sorrow. Perfect beauty goes together with deep sorrow. To make such remarks when
considering the painting of Zhang Hui is not to invoke the sentiments of the petty-bourgeois gazing into a
glass of champagne. Instead, it reflects a feeling that is almost more religious in nature. In the world created by
Zhang Hui through his paintings, there are mountains, water, light, men and women. One is one, two is two.
Everything is pure and simple. Adding complexity or second meanings is not the goal. Between humanity
and the sun, mountains and water, or trees and buildings, neither dominates over the other, either in terms of
significance or of the weight of emotion they carry. Letting go of differences of status in the life of this shore,
a perfect equality of all beings is found on the other shore of the spiritual world. All are equally emotional and
equally lonely. The borders among them, dissolved.

[ very much believe that Zhang Hui’s paintings reflect an eastern philosophy. Although the ancient Chinese



loved natural scenery with mountains and water, they also tried to avoid being slaves to nature in their art.
Nature does not dominate people in any simple manner. In Zen philosophy, nature means something when it
stirs up ripples in one’s mind. In my opinion, to paint the ripples out on canvas is what a painter tries to do.
The sun in Zhang Hui’s painting is no more than a simple red orb radiating geometric rays, a mark. All the
figures in his paintings, whether mountains, water, urban buildings, roads or lovers embracing, are all painted
as marks. But, in this philosophical tradition, the marks seem to be signifiers without signifieds. I admire
the straightforwardness of Hui and the absence of false sentimentality in his paintings. He expresses his true
feelings without disguising them and there is a clearly-felt vitality behind the gentle beauty of his painting. He
does not indulge in the emotions of a minor ego.

When it comes to Zhang Hui—be he a cyclist or a painter—I have few hints about his inner world. Is it
simple and clean? Or deep and complicated? Or both at once? Quite possibly, it is layered: simple and clean
inside, surrounded by a thick complexity. Yet I believe it is a waste of effort to try to probe into a painter’s
world merely through his paintings. In fact, if I said that a painter paints the ripples out on canvas, I have not
spoken truly. What more would you expect to know about an artist if the ripples of physical world upon him
are also symbols? A painter, while constructing his inner world on canvas, also builds up a protective wall.
Even if it is possible that the land inside the castle wall is empty, the thick wall is still necessary. The artist
only opens a small window in the bricks, which gives outsiders a peek into the inside. And the view through
such a window is the artwork.

[ respect the master of the castle who has true feelings. Zhang Hui’s paintings do not try to stir up instant
shock and sensation, but they slowly penetrate into the heart like pervasive mists. A viewer, while gazing at
the scenery of his works, might feel as if being taken to familiar old days or to a vaguely visible distant point.

It is hard to tell. On the opening reception of his show, Zhang Hui welcomes people with kind smiles. His



