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Introduction to Zhang Tao

He was born in Anhui, and has been learning the Chinese painting since the childhood following the two famous artists
Wang Shaoshi and Yang Tianxu in Anhui respectively.

In 1990, he graduated from Art Department of Huaibei Coal Industry Teachers College in Anhui Province.

[n 1990, for the first time he held the Painting Exhibition of Zhang Tao in "Anhui Corridor" of Hefei , Anhui Province.

In 1992, he studied in Bejing Fine Art Academy and learnt from Mr. Wang Peidong.

In 1993, the Painting Exhibition of Zhang Tao was held by Beiing Fine Art Academy and the National Art Museum of China.

In 1993, he learnt in Postgraduate Department of Chinese National Academy of Arts, widely learn about the history and
theory of Chinese and foreign fine arts which is a process of learning theories and painting practice.

In 1997, he began to learn the plucked instrument Gugin(Chinese zither) following Yushan Wu School, he has studied the
famous classic songs including Yangguan Farewell( or The Song of Yangguan), ACry Over Yanhui, Wine Fanatic,
Beautiful Night Tune, A Conversation Between God and Man, Wild Geese Alighting on Sand efc.

In 1998, he kowtowed the famous master of traditional Chinese culture Feng Qiyong as the teacher and formally
became his disciple. Under the guidance of Mr. Feng, he perfected his techniques and cultivated virtues, widely studied
the knowledge of classical Chinese literature, history and art, and he also involved in the cultures of Xingjiang province
and middle Asia areaas well.

In 2010, he participated in learning of "the 2nd research class of new Chinese painting" sponsored by Shigi Research
Institute.

From 2000 to nowadays, he has been involved in researches of the western nomad national cultures and arts, marching
the south and north of Tianshan Mountain for multiple times and travelling to the plateau. During this period, he widely
explored the migration history of the western nomad, primitive religion, folk taboo, folk culture and folk art, such as the
grassland stone human statues, deer stones and rock art and so on. In 2002, he became the kyuebaba of Naiman
Tribe in KZ.

Since 2010, he has been accompanying Professor Cheng Yuan from Art College of Jimei University; Mr. Yao Jun,
Mphil from British Wales University: Lady Sophie, PhD Candidate in Beijing Normal University for a long-term grassland
investigation of nomad cultures in Barkol, Changii, lli, Tacheng and Altay regions, also searching and visiting the folk

"Arentes Arken" and "Ahhlebacus”,
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Art and Life - Preface and Confession

At the age of 40, my temper and personality still hindered me from being aware of the
ephemeral and impermanent nature of life. For a long time, | was proud to call myself a
"cynic adolescent"... an epithet plunged in vehemence and rousing passions.

One day, | found out that a former classmate had been diagnosed with terminal cancer.
At first, | was just stunned. Death had always been a somewhat strange, far away
concept. Something far away from me.Then, | started talking with her and as a result, |
felt even heavier and more confused. The deep emotions and attachment for life beneath
her every word seemed to pierce directly into my soul, so in an attempt to ease her mind
| told her: “Look, we are artists. The way we regard and understand life is painting. This
is the very thing that we know can tune our souls and pacify our minds. So, get those
deep emotions and attachments together, pick up your brush and express them with it.
Half a year later, she told me in a way somewhere between relief and joy: “Painting
has gradually wiped out the unbearable pain that | felt before...as | enter the realm of
creation, everything is forgotten. It feels as if | have teared down the shackles of anxiety
and returned to a long-forgotten spiritual ease: to a land full of peace and happiness.
Short after that, | received a message from her daughter: “Mom has just passed away.
She was brave. She died in peace” ... A lump came into my throat as my eyes were
blurred by tears.

As | mourned for my departed classmate, | decided to read the last artwork she created
before passing away -- the depiction of her last emotions was touchingly vivid: the far-
away and boundless mountain is somehow peaceful, somehow quiet; upright pines with
scars of wind and rain proudly hold their ground; colors, withered but full of hope, seek
the beauty of life, as the unevenly scattered abodes depict that very land of bliss amidst
our hearts... In such a solemn atmosphere, joy and sorrow mingle and let the heart flutter
on its own. | could feel the silent impact of this artwork in an inexpressible space in which
dialogue and fine description took place... Upon my dim sight, my departed classmate
grins as she gradually fades into the far-away horizon.

What is life? What is art?

"Boundless grass grows on this land, rises and withers as times goes by".

During the early stages of learning to paint,one must practice calligraphy, seal carving
and the art of imitating classical paintings. Acting upon my first teacher’s guidance | had
to "empty my mind from mundanity, read to discern black from white refuse the honor
to go further and be upright and graceful every second of life". | learnt the style of the
Song Dynasty painters, researched and admired famous artworks throughout time. |'ve
pursued painting in bold, vigorous strokes and also in sophisticated style, |'ve been
young but experienced! |'ve always heard that the use of ink can be divided into five
levels, but also that the five colors will trouble the senses and bother the mind. During
my adolescence, trying to control my restlessness and agitation, | imitated the works of
the ancient ones. From the surface to the actual expression | restlessly kept approaching
them.Day after day, night after night...

One day, | dared asking my teacher: how come the art of those ancient sages who seek
self-restrain and practice the mean is always black and white? Where are the colors?
Why can't we freely expressour perception of the world through bright and vivid colors?
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Why can't we express our most passionate feelings and unleash the warm blood that runs
in our veins to create art?" Everyone remained petrified. "You punk! You young,ignorant,
frivolous, superficial punk!you are not well-read nor gifted! witlessness certainly lacks the
quality of fear!" Terrified, | just shut up, swallowed my doubt and with my tail between my
legs silently plunged into the traditional well known black and white.

If you go south from the Drum Tower, after crossing the Skewed Tobacco Pouch Street,
passing the Silver Ingot Bridge and going around the south bank of Houhai, you will arrive
to the Prince Gong Mansion. Twenty years ago, the Chinese National Academy of Arts was
located at this very spot. In my memories, all along my student life, the sky was always
sort of grey. There are some scenes deeply carved in me, which will never fade away. For
example: during the gloomy, cold winter days where not even a thread of light came across
the blurry sky, only the cooing gentle whistling of a pigeon would come across amidst the
haze. | used to put my head inside my coat’s collar neck as | stepped on the withered
yellow leaves and dirty snow. Sometimes |'d put on a backpack and rode a second-hand
bicycle with the aim of pointlessly wandering around hidden alleys. Other times, | would
stop, look up and contemplate the plastic bags whirling on the wind and drifting far away
up to the distant sky.Lacking the warmth of friends and family and with an equally cold
and empty stomach, a feeling of solitude and helplessness always made me feel the days
were too long. | was now and then consoled and encouraged by several schoolmates for
this feeling, and my only solace was the slight progresses | was making in my art studies.
Anyway, as a young man who couldn’t totally get rid of his childhood innocence, | kept
moving forward trying to seek joy amidst sorrow. On the one hand,| was seeking for art
and the meaning of life, while on the other | kept saying to myself: in a lonely struggle,
there is a light at the end of the tunnel, and as long as there is one, then there is hope.
However, studying and researching both on painting and on the theory of art may not
be as easy as you think. Changing one’s way of thinking and allowing one’s ideas to
be renewed is extremely challenging. Homework had to be redone, and | had to read
numerous books and essays over and over again. Failing to build a proper knowledge
frame during my college made me realize the ignorance of mine and even made me
wonder whether | had or not the abilities to keep on walking along the road of art. The
boundlessness of knowledge and the infinite questions one can ask and never answer
have almost discouraged me to keep learning.The process of doubting, asking questions
and seeking answers is a torture for one’s soul and a challenge for one’s will. The simplest
thing becomes the most complicated issue. To develop art sensitivity is a very, very
difficult endeavor.

| stumbled upon a brochure of one exhibition | did in the National Art Museum of China a
long time ago. | looked at my photograph: a childish, graceful, confused and worried young
man appeared before me, penetrating my heart with two bright eyes. | stared at this young
man suspiciously, as if he came from another planet...or from another life. Is this really
me”? Was that really a part of my life? And now? Is art still my vocation?

Feng Qiyong, my venerable teacher, passed away at the end of a winter in which the snow
refused to melt during the year Ding You. After he did, | thought about him every single
day. The never-ending patience of this old wise man came clear and bright to me. He was
a diligent, responsible person, indifferent to wealth and fame: he was a perfect mirror able
to reflect everything that | was not: the stupid and ungifted student who was never able to
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fulfil his teacher’s expectations.

| started to feel anxious at nights and to toss about in bed.| used to feel my muscles
strained: a very subtle pain constantly reminding me of the years past. As | grow older,
| can feel my body stiffening,slowly sinking. The sense of touch becomes less acute,
clear memories become blurry, covered in haze. The body decays as if you could smell
something is “rottening”. Then for someone like me, who doesn’t believe that human life
just gets narrower every second, it's impossible not to ask myself: Is thi show we should
live? Is this life? What's the meaning of life?" Although it is true that |'ve entered into a sort
of early “male menopause”, when | catch myself saying that “life has been meaningless”, |
think that is a terrible unfair assessment to myself and to my own life. As | was associated
with vulgarity, dealing with society and trying to make a living, | turned back to painting
and hid myself for days in my studio trying again to find solace and to pacify my mind.
Each single day of the past ten years |'ve tried to approach art and life from a
philosophical perspective. | believe that reality affirms the common needs and possibilities
of an intellectual aristocrat by denying his spirit. Whoever you are and however you earn
a living, to resist the alienation of our hearts in an immoral and materialistic present
means to resist decaying, which is the essence, the very spirit of art. This spirit does not
belong to anything or anyone, on the opposite, it is nothing but “a dream of youth". In
other words, every ordinary person who has ideals lives with a spirit: capable of going
beyond age, profession and death. Time flies like an arrow, and it waits for no one. The
gentleman must stand up to face haze and mediocrity! At the end, is all about sincerity.
Sincerity is the only possible way. To be sincere with art means to be sincere with life,
and to seek sincerity in life means to seek sincerity in art...it means refusing to slowly
sink, resign, and numb so called redemption of the self. |'ve always wondered if fighting
against degeneration and decay could it lead us to get rid of our despotic ideologies and
old-fashioned taboos, so as to create —and enjoy —a natural communion of man and nature
brushed by the sounds of a joyful song?

Let's speak up with art!

In terms of art morphology, it is the representation of human and the spirit outcome
from the total upbringing and various social relationships on basis of its aggregation. In
addition to the technique, the skill becoming the art spirit itself by receiving and turning
into the meaning have been emphasized. As for me, ancient Chinese literati paintings,
ones of my favorites, shall accept the viewing and judgement of such rule, even if they
are intoxicatingly charming with high profession in the composition, in determining of the
situation, in the use of colors, in the expression of the use of brushes, in the vivid artistic
conception of the whole picture and in the establishment of painting style. Beyond doubt,
it is hard to control without cultivation and experience for decades. However, the creations
with realistic significance and spirit of the time are not so simple as "painting an orchid
with pleasure while painting a bamboo with anger". Because there are the insight of the
spirit and an intangible hand of value judgment playing a role, whether up and down or
insidt and outside, in order to release the works from limitations of consideration to the
meaning with the shape, even expressing the meaning beyond the shape. In such sense,
tools including languages, forms and techniques as well as approaches such as expressing
emotions through describing the scenery and holding things to convey the will, which are
actually the minds and thoughts as well as constant creatures under the immortal art spirit
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rather than the shackles and chains of life.

Art is the autonomously independent creation of unigueness. In spite of that, the using
ink and brush of ancient Chinese literati paintings is precise and highly stylized as even
a bit doing of self-expression may break the forbidden ground of traditional rules. To the
literati paintings, restrictions from traditional forms, combined with the modern life and
individuals, featured with utilitarianism and fragmentation, make it difficult for perception,
feeling and understanding to well integrate with life. So, in that sense, how can we talk
about the overall perception to the spirit of the time and the expression of the independent
will? Considering stiff mode, obsolete themes, monotonous expressing way(s), with the
addition of little learning, narrow perspective and rigid consciousness, how shall we build
independent will and real feelings by following suit of the ancients? This obviously kills the
faith of art!

| know that the repeated training of traditional ink-brush strokes is a necessary way 1o
recognize and master the traditional painting while the ink language itself may reach a
splendid and wonderful realm. Nevertheless, no data can prove an inevitable connection
between mastering traditional paintings and inheriting the great tradition. For "tradition”,
it can also be divided into "Way" or "tool'. Metaphysics can be referred as Way, while
physics can only be referred to as "tool". I'm not sure whether we shall pay more attention
to "Way" or "tool" in inheriting and carrying forward Chinese cultural spirit of the unity of
multiple nations, the absorption and tolerance and acculturation development. Whereas,
after thousands of years of inheritance, there are only more stereotyped doctrine and
stylized things left. Many ink paintings of brilliant brush strokes, in the absence of the
guidance of the great transcendent spirit, namely "absorption, tolerance and acculturation
development", were finally no more than "replication by transferring" namely, copying
the best works of the ancients, with insipid or monotonous feelings from the form to the
content. In other words, as to the thoughts and feelings of art creation, if the emotions only
follow the stylized strokes of ink-brush while the idea gets used to conventional thinking,
the work is just like the deception of soul.

The art is significantly related to the artist's cultural accomplishment in full dimensions and
the cultivation of transcendence in the life.

Art is the symbol of individual spiritualism, the artist’s penetration force lacking emotions
and passion will become the mediocrity without insight and creative ideas, then the art
work will become some sort of mixed stew.

In my opinion, the sage Confucius once created Quiet Orchid to express the ambition, and
the Gugin technigues which he likes are also the case: Despite the limit of "nine morals”,
the, inimitable art rebellious and struggling, like A Music from Guangling is not excluded.
Similarly, there is method in art painting, the emotional expression in Chinese ink painting
has not only the weak goodness, restrained beauty, but also has the irrigated passion,
reflecting profoundness and strong sublimation. | love the vivid integrity of art and | desire
the heroicness in painting. This is a kind of mettle of small and big art in life unity, as well
as the magnificence of "autumn wind, smart horse and beyond north of the Great Wall".
Such traditions and realms are not only the spiritual inheritance and cultural progress, but
also the boldness and the sublimation in personality.

Art is the transcendental cultivation for both the heart and the mind. To pursue art is the
journey of purifying the mind from the sublimation of thought, or in other words, the art of
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