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PORTRAYING LANDSCAPES
WITH SENTIMENTS AND FREEHAND BRUSHWORK
—A Review of Zhang Renzhi’s Paintings

by Shao Dazhen

Zhang Renzhi is a painter who has aroused attention in the painting circle in recent 10-odd years.
Such attention has not been a result of media propaganda or flattery by irresponsible critics. Instead, it
has been a result of his achievements in creation. Through hard work and silent exploration, Zhang has
buried himself in the continuous improvement of his works and incessant purification of his per-
sonality. As a result, he has gradually established an image of his own in the art circle and won respect
from his audience.

Zhang graduated from the Traditional Chinese Painting Department of the Central Academy of
Fine Arts in 1962. Although he was lucky enough to be taught by such master painters as Li Keran and
Ye Qianyu, the teaching principle followed in the department at the time of his schooling was integra-
tion of the Chinese and the Western painting skills, a principle that gave top priority to sketching,
modeling and painting from nature in the training of students. Although some attention had been given
to the artistic appeal and taste of traditional Chinese painting, such attention was far from enough.
Those who received academic training were usually strong in painting from nature and models, but lacked
the appeal and taste of traditional Chinese painting. Such a situation was not so apparent in fig-
ure painting because traditional figure painting has been on the decline in China since the Qing Dyna-
sty and there was a tendency to borrow the Western skills of sketching and modeling to invigorate fig-
ure painting in China. The satisfaction and excitement generated by realist figure painting covered up
the above-said weakness from people’s attention. In paintings of landscape and birds, especially in the
former, however, the weakness came into full exposure. Chinese landscape painting has its unique
system and aesthetic standards. Different from the Western landscape painting, Chinese landscape paint-
ing stresses vivid expression and bold outlines instead of painting realistically as in the case of an oil
painting. Emphasizing unrestrained manipulation of the brush, Chinese landscape painting calls on the
painter to carefully observe and study nature so as to get experience and inspiration from nature and
lay the basis of artistic creation. Chinese landscape painting also uses the method of sketching from na-
ture. It uses this method, however, mainly to improve skills, deepen impressions, and collect source
materials for the purpose of artistic creation. Spreading a piece of Xuan paper, a Chinese traditional
landscape painter will produce images of hills and ravines standing in his mind instead of any realistic
scenes in nature. Landscape paintings are, of course, closely linked with natural scenes and are by no
means imagined out of the void. Since Chinese landscape painting has aesthetic requirements and fairly
well developed models of its own, beginners must first of all gain a clear understanding of these require-
ments and models. They will also have to start by copying so as to learn the precious experiences of
their predecessors and avoid blind practice. Painters who have received orthodox training from colleges
of fine arts will have to learn the lesson of ‘tradition’ before they can come somewhere in Chinese tra-
ditional painting. This lesson will include the manipulation of the brush and the creation of the moods
of painting. They may also borrow from the ancient and modern concepts and experiences in Western
painting to blaze new trails, just as in the case of Lin Fengmian and Wu Guanzhong (who have mainly
learned from the early modernist art developed in Western countries). In this sense, integration of Chi-
nese and Western painting skills is a very important topic in the creation of modern Chinese landscape
paintings. This is especially true for those who have first learned the skill of Western painting and later
taken up Chinese landscape painting. During the process of integration, one may be more Western or
Chinese in terms of application of skills. All must, however, develop a style of their own and the spirit
embodied in their works must be Chinese. The latter, namely, the “Spirit of China”, is of special im-
portance.

Zhang Renzhi has taken the road of integrating the Chinese and the Western painting experiences,
laying his main focus on the former. After graduation from the Academy, he has buried himself mainly
in the study of tradition, in-depth observation and study of nature, and incessant experiments with new
artistic creations. In the study of tradition, he has tried to get into the essence and learn the skill by
observation and copying. He has also tried to observe and study nature by sketching from nature. He
has traveled throughout the country and created large quantities of sketches, of which some are artistic



creations themselves. His painting style has been changing all the time, a demonstration of his dissat-
isfaction with himself and his hope of new breakthroughs. With a solid foundation, namely, a strong
ability in sketching and modeling, great accomplishment in tradition, and rich life experience, Zhang
travels along a wide road of artistic creation. Some of his paintings are more realistic, some are more
imaginative, and some are more expressive and abstract. Zhang mainly paints landscapes, and flowers
and birds once in a while. He is especially good at painting lotus flowers. The traces of Western real-
istic painting are still clearly visible in Zhang’s works. What Zhang has tried to do, however, is to bring
realistic painting into line with the aesthetic standards of Chinese painting. As a result, Zhang’s works
have become ever more distinctive in terms of traditional features. A review of his latest works shows
clearly his efforts to improve the wholeness and simplicity of the looks of his paintings and the force
and taste of his brushwork. As a matured artist, he has come to the ever fuller awareness that painters
must get their nutrition from life and must be full of life. Painting, however, is a world different from
real life and objective nature. The most difficult thing in painting is, so to speak, to paint a kind of spirit.
The ‘spirit’ on paper is embodied in a natural object and as such is only superficial. What comes
from the inner hearts of painters will be most forceful and most impressive. Chinese freehand brush-
work is, of course, an art emphasizing the creation of images. Chinese painting tells the ideas,
emotions and inner minds of painters via natural objects that are neither true to life nor untrue to life,
via brush and ink, and via demonstration of painting skills. This is different from Western painting which
achieves expression via abstract dots, lines or faces. In Chinese painting, reproduction of objective
items and natural scenes is closely linked to the expression of the inner feelings and the personality of
painters. Zhang Renzhi has mastered this rule in Chinese painting, and as a result can integrate Chi-
nese and Western painting skills with ease and fully display his painting talents. In Zhang’s works,
realistic painting and modeling have gradually been integrated into the domain and turned into part of
Chinese landscape painting. It can be said that the landscape paintings Zhang has created by integrat-
ing Chinese and Western painting skills are of Chinese tradition as a whole, with just some details
being painted with Western painting skills. Even these details, however, have been created through
digestion, absorption and transformation of Western painting skills. Natural as it is, such integration
never gives one the impression of farfetchedness. This is, perhaps, the major characteristic differing
Zhang Renzhi from those painters who, having first received college training in realistic painting and
later entered the field of Chinese painting, are still struggling in the cocoon of sketching and modeling
and can never get the essence of Chinese freehand brushwork. Zhang Renshi still has a long way to go
in this direction, of course. But Zhang has already chosen his direction and set up his targets. He has
artistic pursuits, and has already reaped encouraging results.

Before conclusion, I would like to say something about free painting and ‘creation.’ In recent scores
of years, there is a tendency in the Chinese painting circle to interpret ‘creation’ as production of major
painting works or works that are produced meticulously and structured complicatedly. As a result, the
tradition of ‘freehand painting’ in Chinese freehand brushwork has been gradually abandoned. ‘Produc-
tion’ of works has now come into vogue, while ‘painting’ of works has been losing attraction. By pro-
duction, I have not taken into account those works that have been produced with special tricks, works
that stand, in my eye, even farther away from Chinese paintings. What I am talking about here are those
produced scrupulously for major exhibitions. What differs Chinese paintings from foreign ones is that
the former comes out directly from the painter’s brush and ink, through which the painter expresses his
or her state of mind and intelligence or tells his or her thoughts or emotions. Paintings can be pro-
duced, but they can be produced only on the basis of painting. Painting should be relied upon as the
major method. Although a painting that has been delicately produced to fully occupy a piece of paper
but that has neglected the skill of painting may look magnificent, it will lack appeal and be untrue in
feeling. It will not stand looking, or impress the readers. Zhang Renzhi has well handled the relation-
ship between production and painting. He creates on the basis of sketching and pays close attention to
painting in both sketching and creation. His paintings appeal and stand scrutiny.

I was told to write this article when the new collection of Zhang Renzhi’s works is going to the
press. Taking the opportunity of reviewing his works, I have also said something about Chinese paint-
ing as a whole in the hope of getting comment from Zhang Renzhi and other colleagues.

Written in the Central Academy of Fine Arts, Beijing
November 6, 1998
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EXPLORING IN DILIGENCE AND SCALING HEIGHTS OF SPLENDOR

Sun Ke

Among the traditional Chinese painters at home, Zhang Renzhi has always been known for his di-
ligence in thinking, diversity in style and consistency in self- transcendence.

Art creation is part of man’s sophisticated mental and cultural activity. It stems from and ends up
in expounding the ideas stimulated by the objective world in the mind’s eye of an artist and the image
reflection of his or her thoughts and sentiments; hence, the aptitude vary widely with the disparity in
one’s talents, experience and schooling. That is why creativity represents the fundamental feature of
art, while uniqueness in vision and expression is all the more valuable for an artist. Upon graduation
from Central Academy of Fine Arts (CAFA) in 1962 , Zhang Renzhi entered into the Beijing Studio of
Traditional Chinese Paintings (BSTCP) as a professional painter. There and then he began to reveal his
intention to go his own way in the field of art. As far as personal character is concerned, Renzhi is
known for his straightforwardness and stubbornness among his friends. But could he or couldn’t he get
free from the shackles of scholarly sectarianism and traditional conventions and inch up to the ideal of
art peculiar to him? Of course, that hinges on his decades of art creation practice. The very fact that he
has refused to budge from his original intention after trudging a road of hardship for well over half of
his lifetime shows that he is never anxious about his personal gains or losses once he has recognized
the goal of his career, and that he is ready to forge ahead towards his personal ideal of art, tirelessly
and uncomplainingly. The success he has won to his credit is precisely a reward well due to him.

Zhang started in 1953 his nine-year basic painting studies, first at the secondary school affiliated to
CAFA, and then at the CAFA’s Department of Traditional Chinese Painting (DTCP). In his virtually as-
cetic student life in the regular professional training, he not ‘only acquired a good grounding in art, but
more importantly, made firm his conviction to dedicate his whole life to art and fostered in him an in-
nermost temperament. This was a psychological feature common to all youths of art in the 1950s and
1960s. I was his intimate schoolmate. Recalling the past, I find we were so naive in those days: so full of
illusions and fine hopes about art and human lives. While paintings of human figures that reflect real
life became most popular at the time and were considered most promising and most likely to be selected
for painting exhibitions and publications, together with fame on the painting arena in their wake, Ren-
zhi as a fourth-year DTCP student, chose the landscape painting as his life-long career. This indicated
that he was relatively free from social utilitarianism. Moreover, he was devoted to the hall of art in his
mind’s eye and to his deep love for the natural beauty of rivers and mountains. To compose his gradu-
ation work in 1962, he opted for the southern Anhui mountainous villages and to Huangshan and Jiu-
huashan Mountains for sketching, in the hope of verifying what he had learnt from classroom with the
real rivers and mountains. He painted a set of landscape paintings entitled “In Memory of the Southern
Yangtze Valley” as his graduation creation, depicting mainly the fields and gardens, rivers and moun-
tains on the southern bank of the Yangtze. What an enchanting picture the southern Yangtze was in
the mind’s eye of a northern youth! And what an inspiring and refreshing mood the paintings seemed to
convey! Viewed from today’s perspective, the painting skill might look a bit immature, but it was indeed
a significant step forward in Renzhi’s landscape painting career. It showed that he wanted from the
very beginning to bring out the inspiration he felt about rivers and mountains and tried his best not to
follow the old rut.

Upon graduation from CAFA, he was lucky enough to be assigned to BSTCP. This was quite a
crucial step towards his later creation career. As is known to all, the teaching at the CAFA’s DTCP in
the 1950s and 1960s inherited the idea of “transforming Chinese painting” with Western methods, the
idea as handed down from Kang Youwei and Xu Beihong on the one hand. But on the other hand, the
art itself was viewed as decadent and unable to reflect the reality of society in the eyes of revolutionary
fine artists, who just entered the cities from the Liberated Areas and looked at traditional Chinese
painting from an angle of “revolutionary utilitarianism”. So they naturally matched with the teaching
line of Master Xu. Furthermore, art education in those days mechanically adopted the Soviet model,
stressing ‘‘sketching as the very basis for all formative art”, and traditional Chinese painting was no
exception. The fact that Mr. Li Keran’s teaching method for sketching from still landscape took shape
and being adopted until the 1980s was precisely due to its compatibility with the general guidelines in



those days. While the traditional Chinese painting teaching method, which is pattern-conscious and based-
mainly on oral communication and mental perception, and with imitation as the starting process,
was never applied in the DTCP. In curricular arrangements, while painters of the traditional school
were invited from outside the academy to give lectures and performance in the department, they were
merely for show as an auxiliary means in systematic teaching. Viewed from today’s perspective, the
teaching method of CAFA's DTCP in those days, while admirably fostering in students an ability to
sketch from real life, was, however, plagued by all sorts of problems arising from its defective estrange-
ment from traditions, underestimation of the aesthetic values of traditional Chinese painting and
inadequate research on the format system.

In the summer of 1992, Renzhi came to BSTCP, where he got the very chance to make up his lesson
of tradition. In the early 1960s, BSTCP gathered a 20th- century galaxy of traditional Chinese painters
of the Beijing school. It ran a postgraduate class for newly-admitted young painters, with key subjects
on ancient painting theories and imitation of famous paintings from the Yuan, Ming and Qing dynas-
ties, together with supplementary courses on the history of Chinese and foreign fine arts, appreciation
of Chinese poetry and Song ci as well as Chinese calligraphy and seal cutting. In his post-graduate stu-
dies, Renzhi practiced under veteran painter Qin Zhongwei. For two years and more, he dedicated him-
self to imitating over 100 traditional model landscape paintings, which contributed greatly to his under-
standing of landscape painting in terms of its connotation and brushwork quintessence. While imi-
tating the styles of ancient paintings, he had a perusal of the modern, great master of traditional land-
scape painting Huang Binhong’s works and managed to get a feel of the art’s development pulses. I still
remember the days between 1963 and 1964 when we pool our heads together to appreciate and discuss
Huang Binhong’s art, exclaiming beyond words for his fabulous craft and superb world of perception.
This revealed he had at that stage some understanding of the essence of traditional culture and widened
his aesthetic vision about works handed down through ages. Such perceptive understanding had opened
up new vistas for his later exploration and creation in landscape painting.

The emphasis on stylized patterns in traditional Chinese painting stems not only from the centuries
-old Chinese reverence for the teacher and his teachings, but more importantly from the fact that the
art, from its rules on composition down to the usage of ink and brush at every turn, including textu-
ring, applying, dotting and dyeing methods, was all summed up by the ancients in set vocabulary. All
this is to be systematically grasped and skillfully applied by the performer, just as a Beijing Opera per-
former must follow the stylized patterns of performance in singing, recital, fighting and hand or foot
movement. But mastery of such stylish patterns is merely a prelude to the art. It does not mean that the
painter should copy them mechanically or use them as “spare-parts” to patch up his works; quite the
contrary, he is to perceive the quintessence of the patterns and apply them subtly. As an ancient saying
goes, the artist should behave like the “scales of fish that penetrate the net.” And this is precisely what
Mr. Li Keran meant when he said we should be able to “break into” in order to “break out” of the set
patterns.

The next issue lies in establishing one’s own school of thought after apprenticeship under a great
master. Traditional Chinese painters have all along held teachers in great esteem. This naturally stems
from different sects of art and sectarian biases, which are nothing extraordinary in art flourishment
and appreciation, but which inevitably entail defects in the similarities of the same school. Such a phe-
nomenon was not rare in the annals of traditional Chinese painting in which innumerable cases can be
traced. And this also found expression in the teaching method of CAFA’s department of traditional Chi-
nese painting. Take for instance the section of landscape painting. Works by graduates in the 1950s and
1960s in their later career mostly appeared as landscape paintings of the Li school. Few of them can be
described as of a different school. This is a convincing proof of the difficulty involved in indi-
vidual originality and in going one's own way. This instills in me the idea that Renzhi was probably
trying his best to shatter the fetters of thought when he repeatedly changed his style of landscape
painting over the two decades, constantly opening up new visions in subject matter and exploring
in search of new ink and brush language.



A teacher’s mission is to impart knowledge, remove doubts and give proper guidance. Whether or
not a student can attain any accomplishment in his long-term creative career after graduation depends
on his frame of mind and talents. Traditional Chinese painters trained in the 1950s and 1960s like
Zhang Renzhi used to receive Western training in plastic arts first and then make up the lessons on the
traditional Chinese painting concept and the ink and brush skills later. That was the training method
known as the blending of the Chinese and Western schools. Viewed from his schooling and tempera-
ment, Renzhi’s landscape paintings are naturally a mixture of Chinese and Western styles based on the
former while absorbing the quintessence of the latter. This was also due to the fact that after gradu-
ation he came to BSTCP, where he found himself in a work environment and artistic atmosphere vastly
different from those in CAFA. Prior to this, his works betrayed the influence of Mr. Li Keran's style.
From the late 1970s and on, he began to show the clues of breaking a new trail in his style of painting.

To summarize the artistic features of his landscape paintings, I roughly divide them into four cate-
gories: sketching from real life; experiment in the abstract; lyrical portrayal by ink and brush; and
portrayal of plain and elegant ideas.

That Renzhi is adept at sketching is well recognized by his peers. Since the late 1970s, he used to
make a sketching trip almost every year, leaving his footprints north and south of the Yangtze River,
especially in Sichuan, which being his frequent haunt. In later years, he often portrayed Qingcheng,
Emei and Jiange landscapes paintings. His works feature delicate and penetrating insights, lyrical
mood, free and smooth running and great expressiveness. Confronted by the nature, the painter cher-
ishes a strong patriotic feeling characteristic of a poet; he makes great exertions to discover and dig
deep into the beauty of the objective world, and to stimulate an inspiration and desire for portrayal.
Through artistic screening and perfection of painting skills, he highlighted his aesthetic feelings in his
paintings, accomplishing the mental interactions between nature and the painter’s feelings. This is pre-
cisely what was known as “the universe affording us all things to depict” and the physical world “link-
ing us with God to work miraculous wonders”. So, such real emotion sketches are far beyond the scope
of camera-type of field sketches. They are, more often than not, graphic and harmonious works of art
as a result of the painter’s rediscovery and courageous choice made according to his personal aesthetic
needs and through the combination of his mind, eyesight and hand movement, together with his ex-
quisite art skills. Paintings like “V-shaped Waterfall at Mt. Huangshan”, *Clear Sound Wafting over the
Shuangqiao Bridge on Emei Mountain”, “The Lapse of Years and Months and the Roaring Sound of
Sweeping Waves” and the series of Beijing landscape paintings are all his masterpieces. In the fall of
1984, he went to Suzhou and Wuxi for sketching, pacing up and down and roaming leisurely every day
in front of the houses with black tiles and white walls and classical gardens in the region of rivers and
lakes. He was greatly moved by the wonderful ideas and profound liberal arts behind them. Later, with
changeable and flexible lines and dots, textures and brush strokes, he painted a series of works on
horticulture garden landscapes which being deep and serene, elegant and graceful, full of interest and
charm. At ordinary times, he often observed and tried to fathom out the Beijing metropolis and suburbs,
often memorized the common scenes of lakeside in the spring and of the weeping willows hanging over
the palace walls. He would portray them with his brush now and then. Revealing a rhythmic mood from
amidst the plain and a good grounding from amidst the common, such works of art are well beyond the
reach of green and immature hands. Totaling almost a hundred, such Beijing landscape works can be
categorized into sketches from genuine feelings.

In the mid-1980s, Renzhi made a trip to Zhangjiajie in western Hunan Province, called Wulingyuan
in its entirety. The queer configuration of the earth’s surface and fascinating rivers and mountains
went far beyond his expectations and gave him so fresh and new aesthetic revelations that he racked
his brains to convey a vivid and lifelike image of the fabulous landscapes.. After his return, he made
quite an attempt to create in the abstract. It occurred to him that if he were to focus on depicting the
unique scenes of mountain rock structure, he would at the very most produce something like magnified
potted landscapes devoid of any aesthetic flavor. Thereupon, he employed casual dotting lines and
moderate brush stroke textures to shape abstract picturesque paintings in a seemingly unwitting man-



ner. He composed the scenery in an orderly manner just as a jazz player gave an off-hand performance
to the rhythm of the drumbeats in a seemingly chaotic melody or tune. Such works were indicative of
the painter's attempt at exploring a new language of expression. Their appearance might have been
somewhat connected with the “new tide” surging in the fine art circles at the time, as they were thin-
ning out later in the 1990s. This was so probably because the scenario became different with the change
of the time. As a result, the probing shifted for another direction, but the painstaking explorative
effort was most praiseworthy. From the “Zhangjiaje Series” collected in this album, one can perceive the
change in the painter’s style. So I would rather refer to such works as an experiment in the abstract.

Born into a scholarly family, Renzhi was tutored from childhood by his father and elder brother
and had a good foundation in Chinese calligraphy. As an ancient Chinese saying goes, ‘““Chinese calli-
graphy and traditional Chinese painting are of the same origin.” So, to have a good grounding in the
former would naturally make it much easier to go in for the latter. As far as the formative language is
concerned, traditional Chinese painting focuses on brushwork except in the field of art composition, i.e.
the proper locale of application. Be it freehand or fine brushwork, it involves the vigor and charac-
ter of brushwork and interactions between strokes from the very beginning. Besides, there involve such tech-
nical problems as evoking ink application with brushwork and brushwork with ink application. To
tackle the series of technical skills as mentioned above, apart from the expertise on hand, it all depends
on the painter’s own capacity of comprehension. As things stand, the creation of traditional Chinese
paintings is done mainly through the medium of the brush and Xuan paper in different variety, while
the personal character and aesthetic appeal of the painter are communicated mainly through the vari-
able changes in brushwork, thin or bold, quick or slow, straight or curved as in the application of dots,
strokes, waves and curves. This is almost tantamount to the concept of “brushwork above everything
else”, a concept which implies the compatibility between Chinese calligraphy and traditional Chinese
painting in their abstract aesthetic approach. That is why almost all the traditional Chinese painters
from ancient times have been adept at Chinese calligraphy. Furthermore, as far as the art of compo-
sition is concerned, there is a complete set of unique laws governing traditional Chinese painting, es-
pecially landscape painting, not only stressing transparency with scattered dots, but sometimes even
breaking down the limitations of time and space to fabricate. Traditional Chinese landscape painting
requires the painter to get intoxicated with the rivers and mountains, cherish everything in the universe
in his mind, and grasp the thousand li mountainous landscape within one-foot space, “composing his
manuscript picture encompassing all the queer peaks.” On top of these, he has to commit the inspira-
tions of the rivers and mountains to the ink and brush, lending them an outward appearance and an in-
ward natural beauty. Renzhi’s paintings on such great rivers and mountains as the Three Gorges, the
Lijiang River and the Huashan Mountain, are mostly works of such a category characterized by general
summation in composition, magnificence in atmosphere, boldness in brushwork and profound depth in
implications. Thus, I have categorized them as lyrical portrayal.

With the advance in years, and the change of personal experience and the frame of mind, Renzhi
occasionally returned to composing classical paintings from the mid-1980s. Among the earliest works in
this respect was “The Evening Bell in a Mountain Temple” then followed by “The Desolate Temple on
the Snow-capped Mountain,” and “High Mountains and Flowing Waters,” as well as some poetic
paintings characteristic of the Tang Dynasty , and so on and so forth. Such works served to release
the painter’s lofty mind, his simple and supernatural humor in his brushwork, which was steady and
penetrating, fresh and smooth, carrying lofty and lingering flavor or taste. I have categorized them
into the portrayal of plain and elegant ideas, which indicated that Renzhi’s landscape painting art was
approaching perfection in brushwork.

Starting in early 1990s, it seemed to me that Renzhi was again thinking calmly and cool-headedly.
This showed him to be entering a new stage of exploration on the format. Apart from being keen on the
format in composition, he seemed to focus more on the expression of emotion and charm and to the sim-
plicity of brushwork. With a tinge of peace, tranquillity, and simplicity, his works at this stage were
often painted in pale ink, in slender yet vigorous lines, using texturing methods occasionally and apply-




ing light and elegant colors, giving a general impression of high-caliber photography. Pleasant to the
eye and natural and unaffected, they are characterized by novelty in the common, a poetic appeal in the
plain, and the harmonious blending of the objective and subjective worlds. They give a message that the
painter intends to return to a plain life after accomplishing the height of splendor. On the basis of sum-
ming up the sketching, freehand brushwork and abstract experiment of the past, his most recent works
tend to focus on building an imaginary environment of peace and solitude, good for travel and for dwell-
ing, indicative of the painter’s affinity to and admiration for nature as well as his aspiration for living a
secluded life in mountains and forests. Of course, generally speaking, he has always sustained
an artistic style of easy access, characterized by refreshing brightness, affinity to nature and inner
beauty.

In the concept of art cherished by Zhang Renzhi, “change” is a constant. The Chinese have all long
deemed the way as immutable and the rules as mutable. The laws governing the operation of all
things are immutable, but man's subjective cognition and expression keeps changing and deepening all the
time. Take for instance the history of development in the art of landscape painting. The ways of paint-
ing rivers and mountains have always been changing since the creation of the two Li's, the Jing,
Guan, Dong, Ju, Liu, Li, Ma, Xia, Huang, Wang, Ni and Wu schools of thought......, and above all, have
been advancing in the course of change. As a matter of fact, is it not true that the whole history of Chi-
nese art was advancing in the course of evolutionary changes generations after generations? If we
make a comparison between the general features of today’s landscape painting with those of the art in
the early 1900s, the tremendous change would be stunning to our ancients. Of course, as one of the
two great world art system, traditional Chinese painting as opposed to Western art hinges its everlast-
ing vigor precisely on its uninterrupted evolutionary change.

Time is elapsing fast. Renzhi is now 60. As a Chinese painter, he is entering a stage of maturity and
yields, so to say. I believe he will cherish every opportunity to scale the new height of art he has been
aspiring for, with his consistent diligence, zeal and tenacity. This is our expectation of him. As a close
schoolmate and old friend of his, I can claim to have followed with close attention his decades-long ex-
plorations. Of late, Renzhi asked me to write an introduction to the album of his works accumulated
over the years. So I have committed his story to the pen in the foregoing paragraphs.

Written in early winter, 1998
At the author’s study in his Beijing residence
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