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Abstraction and Concreteness: Zhang Heping’s Oil Painting
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Zhang Heping is one of the few painters whose works bear notable personal imprints in China’s contemporary art world. His oil
paintings show the least sign of restraint, being tinged with shades of strong but delicate colors and accentuating the mixture
between abstraction and concreteness. He juxtaposes concentrated and scattered focuses within one single scene to create
unstable images which eventually betray a mood of quietness and harmony.

At first sight | didn’t appreciate the Chinese flavor of his works very much, thinking that like other mediocre Chinese painters, he
deliberately tried to integrate Chinese and Western elements in his works in an attempt to express the aesthetics and tastes that
are intrinsic to the Oriental art. But | changed my mind when | saw more of his works. In fact, he has made all the best efforts to
create an artistic mood in his paintings while finely depicting concrete images. The mobility of lines is highlighted but well united
with coherent tints and light and shadow. Many of his works can give the audience a sense of illusion and void; nonetheless they
betray strong visual impacts. His works are essentially Western oil paintings. But instead of highlighting textural perfection, he
aims to strike a balance between the artistic mood and concrete images.

Flower Series, Waterside Series, Music Series (Chinese Tunes) and Lotus Series are the works that Zhang Heping has created
over the past five years. In 2003 Waterside Series was exhibited in Singapore, Japan as well as in Taiwan and Hong Kong of
China. The boat is the focal subject of this series—there are boats sailing in the river or the lake, or being anchored ashore,
or dwelled by fishing families. Freehand strokes, with varying intensity, cast rhythmic dynamics on different color masses.
In particular, the water surface, quiet, undulating or roaring, is depicted through the liberty and variety of strokes, forming an
interactive whole with those boats.

Lotus Series demonstrates a different style. The painter presents dynamic scenes with vigorous strokes and intensive oil
pigments. He seems to make deliberate efforts to go beyond the confines of ethical expression of traditional flower & bird
painting, marginalizing the image and texture of the lotus and highlighting its symbolic disposition. The vitality of flowers is what
the painter repeatedly accentuates. Though kept in glass vases, they show unlimited extensibility which makes glass vases
look decorative branches of these flowers. From the serenity of Flower Series to the dynamics of Lotus Series, we can perceive
mutable and immutable elements in his paintings. The setting of the former is always pure white while that of the latter is often
the mixture of black and blue. But flowers growing out of these backgrounds are fresh and lovely all the time. Music Series
(Chinese Tunes) is a much bolder trial. Instead of simply depicting several music instruments, the painter attempts to express
the independent nature of music through seemingly random combination of contrasting color masses and mobile strokes. In
another word, these music instruments themselves represent sounds of nature under the painter’s strokes.

Generally speaking, Zhang Heping attracts the audience with the artistic mood that he creates in his oil paintings. But the artistic
mood is all based on his unusual depiction of concrete images in his works. Elements and techniques he employs are only a
few, but his virtuosity in painting skills are extraordinary. He always makes bold innovations out of conventional approaches.
For instance, black is the basic color that Zhang uses in his oil works, in particular, in those series mentioned above. But black
is applied not merely to depict the shadow part of subjects, highlight the outline of images or present the background. Instead,
black represents more positive implications, adding some sort of stable forces to all unstable elements in his painting scenes
so as to bring a united, cubic effect to graphic perspectives that may be scattered. | am not certain if his virtuosity in the use of
black comes from the inspiration he draws upon from Chinese traditional ink painting. But what is for sure is that it is rarely seen
in classical oil paintings.

Western oil painting values the textual effect while Chinese ink painting pursues the artistic mood. For contemporary artistic
creation, there is no need to draw a line between Western and Oriental art. In fact, the reason, vitality and taste, which ancient
Chinese often uses to appreciate artworks, are also appropriate criteria to evaluate Western paintings. And they have already
been accepted by contemporary Western art theorists. Zhang’s oil paintings look quite reasonable since he doesn't create
novelties deliberately; they are full of vitality since he praises life and nature; and they bear elegant tastes since the audience
can feel the natural beauty and sentiments and ideas of the painter in his works. Appreciating Zhang’s oil works is truly a quiet,
eternal aesthetic experience and is like enjoying an unforgettable spiritual feast.

(By Su Qiming, the director of Taiwan Museum of History and renowned art critic.)
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Some Perceptions from My Painting Practices
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Artistic creation is a natural process where instant inspirations are generated from an artist’s visual and spiritual communication
with the objective world and where the artist’s behavior and feeling interact with concrete images when he is in a special mental
state.

Painting does not necessarily bear many concepts and philosophical values. A painting work should not be a copy of concrete
images or a physical carrier of abstract concepts.

An ideal artistic creation should be an exploration of spiritual states in a natural manner. All things of the physical world should
be in the mind of the artist whose painting brushes move on the canvas with remarkable freedom. At that moment the artist is in
his ultimate ego, without the confines of styles or subjects, trends or authorities. His works should be the authentic manifestation
of his personalities and his spirit is well integrated with his artistic creations.

When the artist abandons conventional restraints and delves into the depth of his true mind, he would find inexhaustible
resources to explore. Artistic inspirations would emerge time and again and he would become truly wise. The result would be so
perfect as if it were the blessing of the God. In fact, all those happen because he finds his true self in his heart.

If a painting work is like a story-telling narration, it would often turn out to be superficial. Hypocriticalness and vulgarity are what
an artist tries to avoid. If an artist is hypocritical and vulgar, he would never reach the lofty domain where his mind and heart is
set free. On the contrary, he would waste his lifetime in playing with trivial skills and techniques.

Images are spiritual symbols that represent the artist’s visual perception and understanding of the world. In my artistic
experiences, | always follow the principle of “seeking richness from conciseness”. | prefer to be driven by my intuition, with
colors and lines colliding on the canvas at my own will. | don’t know if | wield my paintings or my paintings wield me. | cannot say
clearly about the eventual effect, but | can truly feel their existence.

In developing my painting language, | am inclined to pursue the intensity of the layout and spiritual elements in painting works. |
am also interested in seeking what is strange from the unknown world.

In a transformation process from the natural state to painting symbols, | prefer to create what is accidental through freehand
strokes — forms developing from collisions among colors and lines and charms naturally generated from free and rhythmic
movement of painting brushes.

I would lose my interest in painting if | always use one single artistic language. | don't like rational and deliberate planning.
Instead, | expect that possibilities may happen in each of my painting works. My attention is paid to what is valuable in painting
and | try my utmost to catch individualized characteristics of concrete images. | firmly believe that an artist’s value is defined by
the value of his works, not his official title or diploma.

| started my artistic career seventeen years ago. In retrospective, | have much to say about my past experience. All those
mentioned above are my personal perceptions about my oil creation practices. | hope these perceptions and experience would

be helpful to my fellow artists.

(By Zhang Heping)
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Zhang Heping, a graduate from Shandong Arts College and currently a member of China Artists Association.
1992 Studied at the first advanced training course of oil painting run by China Artists Association.
1994 His works exhibited at China Qil Painting Exhibition in Singapore and Malaysia and his exhibits The Grassland No. 1 and No. 2
collected by a Malaysian museum.
1995 Held his solo exhibition in Singapore.
1997 His works exhibited at China Still Life Painting Exhibition.
1998 His works included in China Art Masterpiece Collection.
2000 Held solo exhibitions in New York and Taipei.
2001 His works auctioned at Guardian, Pacific and Rongbaozhai auction fairs and exhibited in joint exhibitions in Guangzhou and
Shanghai.
2002 His works auctioned at Guardian and Zhonghongxin auction fairs.
2003 Held his solo oil painting exhibition in Beijing International Art Gallery,
Flower Series No. 3 exhibited in the 3rd China Oil Painting Masterpieces Exhibition,
Waterside Towns Series included in the Collection of 100 Contemporary Oil Painters,
Held his solo exhibition in Taiwan of China, Singapore and Tokyo.
2004 Music Series No.3—Chinese Tunes exhibited in the 10th China National Art Exhibition,
His works auctioned at Guardian Spring Auction Fair.
2005 Held his solo exhibition in Singapore,
His works auctioned at Guardian Spring Auction Fair,
Many of his works collected by Chinese and foreign art museums, galleries and individual collectors.
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