
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 

Bigger, Bolder, Better 
by Barbara Coyner 

 
He’s part storyteller, part historian, 
and part movie director. That’s how 
Texas artist Xiang Zhang regards his 
role when he paints. And he takes his 
work so seriously that he combs the 
vast ranching landscapes of the 
Southwest in order to be as accurate 
as possible in his portrayals.  
 A few times, Zhang has even 
invited his wife Lily out to hike with 
him along the Red River in winter to 
see what the water conditions would 
have been like during the famous 
cattle drives of old. From the famous 
American land rushes of the last 
century to the state of farming in 
China to the importance of chuck 

wagons during cattle drives in Texas, 
Chinese-born artist likes to soak in 
the details for his paintings.  
 These days, Zhang looks out 
over a golf course in McKinney, 
Texas, as he paints. The move from 
his 37-acre ranch to the city shows 
that, once again, the 58-year-old 
artist is practicing a sort of “rule of 
nines,” meaning that he and Lily 
seem to move every nine years. 
McKinney, with its historic 
downtown and emerging art culture, 
represents quite a change from rural 
ranch life.  
 “We have a beautiful view of the 
27th hole on the golf course,” Zhang 

says of his new home. “But the most 
important thing is our four-car 
garage. I use three bays for my studio, 
and there are big north light 
windows with plantation shutters so 
I can adjust the light. I set my easel 
up by the window, and it’s just 
right.” 
 Zhang shares the studio with 
Lily, an artist who specializes in still 
lifes in the Cezanne tradition. The 
couple met in Chin at the close of 
the Cultural Revolution, as they 
practiced their English language 
skills while waiting in line at a newly 
opened Western bookstore, and 
married in 1982. 

Simple Pleasure, oil, 20”x 16” 
“I met this cowboy at my friend’s ranch. 

He was about 70 years old and looked so 
handsome on horseback. He lit a cigarette 

whenever he got the chance, during the 
roundup. My friend told me that he was 

the model for Marlboro advertising.” 

Xiang Zhang 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Zhang originally came to the United 
States in 1986 to study at Tulane 
University in New Orleans, 
Louisiana, after having studied in 
China under a scholarship to the 
Central Academy of Drama in 
Beijing, where he learned set design. 
After he graduated from Tulane, 
Zhang made a living working on the 
world-famous giant floats in the 
Mardi Gras parades. 
 Lily joined him later, and the 
two planned their future in America, 

while their daughter Stephanie 
remained with her grandparents in 
China until she was 7. Zhang’s goal 
was to find a suitable home near 
good schools, then get settled, and 
have a good place in which to raise 
his daughter. He recalls studying a 
huge book that detailed American 
cities, finally settling on Plano, near 
Dallas. Meanwhile, his art was 
taking off due in a large part to the 
help of patrons Dorothy and James 
Coleman.  
 The move to Texas shaped 
Zhang in a huge way. As the little 
family gradually adapted to the 
American lifestyle, they explored the 
wide-open spaces near their home. 
“When we moved to Texas, I’d never 
seen a cowboy,” Zhang says. “One 
day we were driving along Highway 
287, near Clarendon, in the 

Panhandle, when we saw a boot 
shop.” 
 The owner had converted an 
old theater into a shop that catered 
to cowboys and told Zhang that he 
could drive along Highway 70 south 
and see many ranches. As they 
passed the famous 6666 Ranch, they 
stopped hoping to find some 
cowboys to photograph. The detour 
was fortuitous, and Zhang formed a 
close relationship with the ranch 
operators, learning about cattle 
drives, chuck wagons, branding – a 
way of life he’d never seen in China. 
Zhang plunged into painting the 
Western cowboy scene, thoroughly 
enamored by his subjects.  
 
 

Wildfire, oil, 36”x 48” 
“The inspiration for this painting was 
from the wildfire on our small ranch. The 
flames were 30 feet high and very scary. 
For the cowboys of the Old West, besides 
giving away their beef for crossing the 
Indian Territory and dealing with 
stampedes, quicksand, and hailstorms, they 
sometimes had to deal with the wildfire.” 
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Soup’s On, oil, 36”x 54” 
“After a long day working in the pasture, the cowboys were exhausted and starving. They loaded their horses in the trailer and came back to the 
chuck wagon to have a cup of coffee and wait for supper. The nice smell of the soup and the fried chicken made them even hungrier. They did not 
care about too many calories. No matter what age they were, each of them could eat three to five pieces of chicken.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Crossing Red, oil, 40”x 60” 
“Crossing Red River for the cowboys of the Chisholm Trail always was a challenge. They had to drive the longhorns across the river as fast as 
they could when the water was shallow, because they water could be 20 feet deep the next morning. Even though the water looked peaceful, 
quicksand often mired the cattle.  

Galloping, oil, 19”x 48” 
“I saw three horses galloping on my friend’s ranch; it was so beautiful. I have a big group of horses in this largest painting I ever did. It does 
not tell any story but conveys their wonderful movement and colors. I have painted a lot of horses. This painting is like a family picture 
including all of my favorite horses on one canvas.” 
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“Cowboys are very real, they are 
very honest,” he says of the many 
working cattleman who have become 
his friends, as well as subjects for his 
paintings. “In the history books, 
they are identified as loyal to their 
trail bosses, and they work very hard 
for you.” 

Eventually learning to ride a 
horse, Zhang grew closer to the 
cowboy lifestyle. “It’s a tough job, 
working all day in the hot sun. You 
have to eat as much as you can as fast 
as you can,” he says, noting that 
cowboys always have to be alert to 
the possibility of stampedes. He 
laughs as he recalls his first invitation 
to the ranch, in which the cattle boss 
told him to be there at 4:30 a.m. for 
the chuck wagon breakfast.  
 It is the horse that often 
connects Zhang’s current life in 

Texas with his past life in China. For 
starters, he was born in the Year of 
the Horse. Growing up in urban 
China, the son of a chemistry 
professor, Zhang suffered through 
the Cultural Revolution, as his father 
was relocated to a collective farm 
outside the city where he was to be 
“re-educated.” Many universities 
throughout the country were closed, 
but one of Zhang’s father’s associates, 
a medical professor, brought Zhang 
skulls and anatomy models, enabling 
the young man to study in depth the 
construction of the human body. 
Hiding the items under his bed, 
Zhang drew when he could, 
perfecting his eye for figurative art. 
He also sketched horses, seeing them 
often as they pulled carts through 
the city. His artistic talents 
eventually earned him further 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
college training.  
 “I look back at my teachers and, 
as we studied oil painting, we 
learned the anatomy of humans and 
how to master that,” Zhang said, 
noting that he not only understood 
what was beneath the human skin, 
but how similar human anatomy was 
to that of various animals, 
particularly the ribs, chest, stomach, 
and shoulders. 

Campfire Serenade, oil, 36”x 48” 
“The chuck wagon was a rolling commissary on 

the long tail drive. It carried everything from 
bedrolls and tools to food supplies. The cowboys 

have three hot meals, sleep, and take orders from 
the trail boss by the wagon. The wagon also was 
the entertainment center. In the late afternoon, 

the cook was singing an old song for the boys 
during the cooking. The cowboys always enjoyed 
being around the wagon where they can reward 
their empty stomachs and get their tired bodies 

rested after a long day. I think the chuck wagon 
was the cowboy’s rolling home.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Once you can see all that, you 
can understand structure and 
movement,” Zhang says, adding that 
he can quickly draw a horse now, in 
any movement, strictly from memory. 
The many years of study, practice, 
and quick sketching added to his 
ability to bring accurate motion into 
his paintings, he says. But, before 
Zhang fell in love with the cowboy 
images he is now known for, he 
painted figures, with ballerinas being 
a favorite subject. Thus, with his 
figurative background and his ability 
to paint horses, he was a natural for 
creating historical Western images. 

Wherever Zhang has been, he 

has found fertile soil for his artistic 
expression. Now that the boxes are 
unpacked at his new home, he and 
Lily find themselves empty nesters, 
with daughter Stephanie back in 
China working on a Master’s Degree 
in Business Administration at the 
prestigious Tsinghua University in 
Beijing. The couple returns to China 
at least once a year to visit Stephanie, 
Zhan’s mother and Lily’s parents. 
“Whenever we go to China, I want 
to get out and see the countryside,” 
Zhang says. “I want to see the 
farmers. The new farmers from the 
city are not like the old ones.” 

While he still paints Chinese 

subjects, Zhang clearly favors 
cowboy scenes occasionally 
incorporating his personal life into 
the paintings in some interesting 
ways. For example, when a wildfire 
broke out on his ranch a few years 
ago, Zhang studied the fire’s 
behavior and managed to work the 
flaming scenario in which cowboys 
were looking back at a range fire. 
Whatever he is painting, Zhang does 
so with a passion, often using 
exaggerated colors to dramatize the 
scene in an attempt to engage 
viewers in a fresh way. 

Oklahoma Land Run 1893, oil, 48”x 82” 
“I have done seven Land Rush paintings. When my Oklahoma Land Run 189 painting was exhibited in the Prix de West Art show at the 
National Cowboy & Western Heritage Museum, many people told me their great grandfathers were there. Fifty thousand people joined in the 
race. As the gun went off, they started running, some on horseback, wagon, bicycle, even on foot. I so enjoy painting the great movements, the 
dust, and the excited expression on the people’s faces.” 
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Painting such subjects as the 
famous homesteader land rush in 
Oklahoma also evokes personal 
reflection. “I like to story-tell and 
have people image 50,000 people 
rushing when the cannon fires,” he 
says. “Some are walking, some are 
riding horses, and some are riding in 
wagons. Many are the poor coming 
to claim some land for themselves. 
This symbolizes America.” Zhang 
recalls in detail his own ceremony to 
become an American citizen, a 
privilege he savors after his 

challenging upbringing in China. 
As he nears 60, Zhang talks 

thoughtfully about his past, his 
present, and his future. His life has 
been like a mixing of the paints, with 
color, composition, and imagery all 
coming together for a good story. 
But to Zhang, the best is yet to come. 
He has cut back on his gallery work 
to give his wrist a rest, but in his 
mind, he still creates, always aspiring 
to paint bigger, bolder and better. 
Fixated on the Old Chisholm Trail, 
he hopes to dramatize the harsh 

conditions as cowboys drove cattle 
from Texas to Kansas. 

“Since I am almost 60, I am 
putting more pressure on myself,” 
Zhang says. “I want to do my dream 
paintings. I want to make them 
larger and put all my imagination 
into them. I want to paint what I see 
in life and combine it with the 
images I see in my mind. I don’t 
want to do paintings that just 
decorate a house; they have to carry 
a story.”
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