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Résumé of the Painter

Zhang Ping, born 1934 in Xinxiang, Henan Province, China, is a well-known Chinese
painter. He began his artistic study at the Chinese Painting Department of the Central
Institute of Fine Arts (CIFA), Beijing, in 1961, under the direction of Li Keran, one of the
foremost masters of Chinese painting of his time. Since graduation in 1961, Zhang Ping has
been teaching at CIFA, and is currently professor and director of the Institute’s Landscape
Section.

Among Professor Zhang’s representative works are (the years in the brackets denote the
years when the works were painted):

Ode to Mountains and Rivers (graduation work, done in 1961); The Tiger is Overpowerd
(collection of China Art Gallery, 1964); Mist and Clouds on Peak Tiandu (collection of Great
Hall of the People, Beijing, 1979); Wonderful Lijiang River (state gift to the Primier of
Denmark by Chinese Government, 1984); Sails, River, Gorge (state gift to the President of
Brazil by Chinese Government, 1985).

Since the 1980s, Professor Zhang Ping has done a number of giant paintings depicting the
style of the time and the spirit of the Chinese nation, such as Yellow River, Praise of Taihang
Mountains, Night of Longyangxia Gorge, Azure Skies Over Snows on Yanshan Mount,
Mainstay, The Rock, and Sea. Among them, The Rock received the gold award in the
National Art Exhibition, 1992, and Sea the outstanding work award in the Eighth National
Art Exhibition, 1994.

From 1988 to 1992, Professor Zhang Ping had three exhibitions, including one held in
Tokyo. He also gave three lectures on that occassion. His paintings are widely exhibited and
published in Japan, the U.S., Singapore, Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan.

Professor Zhang Ping’s own paintings collections:

Zhang Ping’s Landscape Paintings (Chinese edition, 1984);

World of Ink and Wash — Zhang Ping’s Landscape Paintings (English edition, 1986);

Zhang Ping’s Landscape Paintings (Japanese edition, 1992);

His book on art:

On Landscape Paintings (1991)
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The painter with Master Li Keran in consultation
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A COLLECTION OF LANDSCAPES BY ZHANG PING
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In Search of Spiritual Essence
® The Art of Zhang Ping’s Landscape Paintings
© By Li Song

Li Keran, a master artist, once commended Zhang Ping,
Huang Renhua and Li Xingjian as the most outstanding of
his students in an introduction to a joint show of their
paintings held in Tokyo in April, 1988. In this introduction
entitled ”Paintings of the Conscientious School” he wrote that
"the characteristics the three painters share in common are
their creative work being based on images of nature, a
serious, persistent and conscientious approach, a disciplined,
substantial, vigorous and sweeping style, and a technique
based on solid training. These characteristics form the basis
of what is called the ‘Conscientious School’”.

Zhang Ping’s art shows strong characteristics of the
”Conscientious School”. Indeed he is also its ture exponent
and a dependable assistant to Li Keran in his teaching on
landscape paintingsThe introduction was a balanced comment
on Zhang Ping’s artistic career, approach and aesthetic
judgment.

Wan Qingli, a student of Li Keran as well as his, wrote
in a reminiscent article on the master artist about his
experience with Zhang Ping who was an instructor while Li
Keran was a professor for his graduate studies at the Central
Academy of Fine Art in 1979. “Master Zhang Ping”, he
worte, “was very meticulous about his sketching. He would
spend a whole day doing one sketch outdoors and work on it
during the night afterwards. He took us on sketching trips to
the Fragrant Hill and Guilin lasting for three months.
(1)”Zhang Ping’s conscientious attitude is well-known to his
friends. However, it was his passion for life and intense
individuality that has given him achievement in landscape art,
which is driven by a patriotic sentiment refined by pondering
on human societies, history and life.

Therefore Zhang Ping’s landscape paintings have a
heroic element. His paintings such as “Triumph over Evil” of
the 1960s, “The Yellow River” of the 1980s and “Towering
Mountain” and “The Ocean” of the 1990s all share a
deep-seated and uplifting heroism.

There are two remarkable phases in Zhang Ping’s artistic
career. The first is the 1960s when his epic paintings brought
much vitality to the Chinese art scene; the second spans from
the mid-1980s to 1990s which saw his innovative attempts at
a stage of growing artistic maturity. He once explained, “To
explore ceaselessly in artistic creation is the destiny of the
artist”. (2)

Urged by this calling, he has experimented with
reforming traditional art concepts and medium and ultimately
he aims to transcent the limitations of himself.

I

While at the department of Chinese art of the Central
Academy of Fine Art, Zhang Ping was fortunate to have
studied with Li Keran, Ye Qianyu, Jiang Zhaohe and Li
Kucan. This experience gave him a solid background of
training which enabled his talent to shine in landscape art. A
painting entitled “Baihua Mountain”, a refreshing landscape
with greenish tones and now in the collection of the National
Art Gallery, was created by him while in his third year at the
academy. With encouragement from his instructor, he created
a series of 13 landscape paintings based on his sketches in the
countryside outside Beijing for his graduation work in 1961
while others were following the fad of doing portrait
paintings. The series entitled "Ode to Mountains and Rivers”
drew the attention of artist Pan Jiezi at an exhibition who
later worte an enthusiastic article commending its “pastoral
images of the new era” and ”innovative richness in landscape
and time dimensions by fresh use of traditional techniques”.
Later on, Zhang Ping studied with a number of master
artists. In 1959 he followed Li Keran on sketching trips along
the Fengsha railway. After graduation in 1962, he studied at
the studio of Qian Songyan in the Jiangsu Academy of
Chinese Art, after which he took sketching trips with Zong
Qixiang and Tao Yiging, both well-established artists, and his
students. During that period, his paintings were elegant and
showed influence of the master artists whom he studied with.



His art took a major turn at about 1964 and he gained a
style of force, weightiness and masculinity. “Triumph over
Evil” created in 1964, taking the theme from a poem by Mao
Tzetung entitled “Dielianhua (Butterfly Passion)”, is vigorous
and sweeping with a shining moon, a fireworks display and a
sea of red flags. This impassioned painting is a fine example
of romanticism rendered through realistic techniques, utilizing
the traditional medium with balanced blending of ink and
colors. The aerial angle that the painting takes creates greater
spacial dimensions. The use of spaces and variance of color
are all to good effect. This weighty historical painting is
nonetheless very graceful. It was acclaimed as one of the
masterpieces of Chinese art from the 1960s and included in
the book “Half Century of Chinese Art”.

“Undulating Mountains against a Fiery Sunset Sky”
done in the same year was again a landscape painting
drawing upon a historical theme with an image of broad
sweep and pathos. The composition is innovative and style no
longer light and elegant. It is closer than before to the
profound and weighty quality of Li Keran, which in a way
marked the direction for his later development.

1

After graduation from the department of Chinese art of
the academy, Zhang Ping joined the faculty as an assistant
professor. Li Keran wrote a couplet for him to the effect of ”
with far reaching aspirations; with no fear for immediate
difficulties.” This became a personal motto_of his, urging him
to aspire for higher goals and settle down for necessary
ground work. According to Li, artists must be persistent and
should not be afraid of ”solitude”, as Qi Baishi once said, in
their endeavors to achieve perfection.

Li Keran also told Zhang Ping, “You should aspire to be
a towering tree, not a weakling bean sprout”; discard the
opportunist attitude and the yearning for fame and profit. An
opportunist will never be an aritist of substance and a
practitioner of Chinese art should be prepared to shine only

after many years of hard work.

Although Zhang Ping did not receive more instruction
from Li Keran than his other students, he did have more
opportunities later for learning from him and arrived at a
deeper understanding of his artistic outlook and creative
approach while teaching and working at the academy. He
was never content with what he had achieved. He sought
improvement by trying to expose himself more to nature and
the real world, studying art theories and experimenting with
new techniques. However, he was yet to.encounter hardship
and trouble. political education and compulsory labor
follwed one other. In the decade after 1964, a period in his
life which should have been most productive, he only had six
months all together to paint when he was commissioned by
the Beijing Hotel to do a few dozens of small-sized
landscapes for interior decoration. Yet just over a year later
he was purged together with Li Keran, Huang Renhua and
others for his allegedly ill-intentioned paintings. The decade
saw his precious time gone to waste but did not blunt his
cherished spirit for art. In the year when the notorious ”
Gang of Four” was ousted from power, he cooperated with
Huang Renhua on a large — sized painting entitled ”Ode to
the Red Flag Canal” after many trips on foot in wintry
weather in the mountainous region of Hui and Lin counties.

The late 1970s and early 1980s saw the prolific years of
his art work. He went on many sketching trips, to Xiangtan
and Shaoshan in 1977, along the Yangtze River in 1978, to
Huangshan Mountain in 1979 and Guilin in 1980, creating
many paintings as a result. These trips followed the route of
Lt Keran’s trips some 20 to 30 years ago. Retracing the path
of his mentor, Zhang Ping was able to study and experience
his art in a more profound way and gain for himself a deeper
understanding and passion for life. His paintings done during
this period show an affinity to the art of Li Keran and were
therefore criticized. Zhang Ping felt depressed but was not
prepared to change. He retorted, ”I must learn from my



teacher while he is still alive. I have chosen a shortcut.”
During this period he was clear that he should try his best to
get into the world of his mentor’ s art only to be able to get
out later. Paintings created during this period were mostly
included in ”A Selection of Landscape Paintings by Zhang
Ping” (Henan Art Publications, 1984), some of which are
representative of his style then, such as “Kui Gorge”, “The
Misty Tiandu”, “White Snow”, and “Guilin Landscape” . His
paintings are original and are not clever imitations of his
mentor’s art. He showed a unique sensitivity to light and
color. Some of his sketches and small-sized landscapes, such
as “An Ancient Ferry Station at Yangshuo” and”A Green
Pond”, show an interesting play of light and color. An
outstanding work from this period is “The Yellow River
“created in 1982.

Zhang Ping depicted in this painting the Hukou Falls,
the most spectacular section of the Yellow River. This is a
scroll of 360 cm in length, showing the gritty waves surging
forth in an overwhelming sweep with heavenly force. It is also
thought to be a reflection of the national revival sentiment
brought on by the nationwide reform after the decade-long
civil turmoil. Zhang who was weakened by an illness then
spent four days doing sketches of the falls in Ji County of
Shanxi Province, which was to become the beginning of the
later painting.

After he completed the painting, he put down two seal
marks to the effect of “the spirit of China” and ”Persevere
and Prevail” which were to speak directly to all its viewers.

11|

Li Keran commended the distinct emotional content and
innovative approach of “The Yellow River” and urged his
former pupil to move beyond “imitation of nature to achieve
a spiritual essence.” This became a new goal Zhang Ping set
for himself.

The mid-1980s witnessed new explorations of his,
showing a more distinct artistic personality and innovative

-

vocabulary in paintings of snow and night scenes.

Night and snow have a cleansing effect and can reduce
images of complexity to those of simplicity. The evocative
and emotional elements will become more intense as a result.
”"The Ode to Taihang Mountain”, “Eternity” and “Night at
Longyangxia Canyon” are cases in point.

”"Ode to Taihang Mountain” depicts a sleepy village at
the foot of the towering Taihang on a snowy night. The
historic imagery of the treacherous Taihang as the archetype
cause of wayfarer’s woes is used by Zhang Ping as a
background for the changes brought about by paved roads,
water supplies and electricity.

In “Eternity” the viewer sees the Great Wall sleep as if in
a slumber of millennia in a summer night washed clear blue
by moonlight. It is a painting of historical pathos with a
weighty sense of eternity.

”"The Morning at Longyangxia Canyon” and ”Night at
Longyangxia Canyon” were created as a result of a sketching
trip to the construction site of Longyangxia hydro- power
station in 1986. The paintings created powerful images of
human construction and landscape by using traditional
techniques.

In these paintings he further developed the technique of
an innovative use of bauxite glue, ink and colors. Bauxite
glue is an important element beside ink and colors in
achieving desired effects in Chinese painting by changing
paper absorbency and mixing the effects of water, ink, colors
and brush work. Yet it is also extremely difficult to use to
good effect.

Zhang Ping was successful in using bauxite glue to create
images of snowy and wintry scenes such as “Winter Hunting”,
”An Outing on a Wintry Day” and “Yanshan Mountain after
Snowfall”. These paintings were done after a visit to the
Harbin Ice Lantern Festival around the New Year of 1986.
The icy world of the great North gave him immense
excitement and prompted his paintings of snowy scenes. His



experiments with bauxite technique show a degree of control
without random effects. The colors were also allowed to
permeate from the back of the paper achieving greater depth
and unified color tone.

“Yanshan Mountain after Snowfall” was painted from
memories of a visit to a mountain village and is an example
of ”achieving spiritual likeness but not mere imitation of
nature.” The snowy scenes of Yanshan Mountain have been a
source of inspiration for many artistically inclined. Li Bo’s
exaggerated reflection of a heavy snowfall on Yanshan
Mountain has been passed down through centuries. Zhang
Ping’s imagery of Yanshan after snowfall was touched off
with sparing colors of black, white and grey, though simple
yet nonetheless potent with passion for the majestic force and
purity of the snow and mountain. In the ultimate quietness
and expansiveness, a man with a bundle of firewood was
going up a river bank and all of a sudden it is full of life.

During the 1990s, Zhang Ping’s art underwent a major
turn with a series of substantial new paintings such as
”Cradle” (1990), “"Rocky Foundation” (1991), “Dizhu Moun-
tain” (1991),_"Towering Mountain”(1992) and the series of ”
Tidal Waves”, “Daybreak” and ”"Ocean”, and ”Frosty Skies”
and ”Desolate Ferry Station”(1993-1994). Although these
paintings vary in subject —matter and composition, they share
a common metaphorical approach with meticulous depictions
giving expression to rich meaning. Most paintings are a detail
part of a scene but with a force and magnitude of full scale
landscape. Breakthroughs were made in blending Chinese and
western, meticulous and expressive approaches ' and tech-
niques.

“Cradle” depicts the surging Yellow River and ”“Dizhu
Mountain” a towering mountain by the Yellow River at
Sanmen _ Canyon, both with connotations of birthplace and
cornerstone of Chinese civilization. ”"Towering Mountain”
draws its inspiration from the Zhumulongma Mountain and
reflects the unyielding and vigorous spirit of the Chinese

nation. Later he moved from painting rivers to ocean.

As the ancients said, “the virtuous indulge in mountains
and the wise in rivers.” Zhang Ping found a likeness between
the ocean and mountains both of which are expressions of
nature and each of which has unique character. In his
paintings of the ocean, the viewer may find his passion for
mountains, a pssion stirred by the vigor, force, nobleness and
accommodating depth of the ocean.

In his maritime paintings, Zhang Ping attempts to
achieve the maximum effects of force and richness, unseen in
Chinese art prior to his. He was a patient and persistent
innovator, trying to achieve the perfect mix of bauxite and
color in rendering the varying light, color, depth and
temperament of the ocean. Sometimes, the color nuances may
seem too rich, which in a larger context may be necessary for
meticulous perfection and an unavoidable sacrifice for his
larger goal in art.

Once he has moved beyond this stage of exploration,
Zhang Ping will gain a greater freedom in a higher realm of
art.

(Written in Beijing in March of 1995)

(Li Song, from Yangliuging of Tianjin, is a council
member of the National Artists Association of China and a
member of its theoretical committee.)

Notes:

(1) Wan Qingli, "Art Based on Virtue-Reminiscences of
My Mentor Li Keran”, Journal of " Fine Artists”, No. 73, 1990.

(2) Zhang Ping, "Ceaseless Exploration”, Japanese
edition of "A Selection of Zhang Ping’s Landscape Paintings”,
1992.
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