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Preface

Wong Nan—p’ ing (1924—1985) and the Jade Studio

— An Appreciation of a Distinguished Connoisseur
and Collector

Richard Barnhart

The late Mr. Wong Nan-p’ing was one of the leading 20th century collectors and connoisseurs

of classical Chinese painting and calligraphy, and a very influential figure in the education of
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European and American scholars and collectors of Chinese painting who were developing a deeper
understanding of Chinese art and working to expand its appreciation in the West.

The era during which Wong Nan-p’ing grew up in Shanghai- from the worldwide financial collapse
of the late 1920s and the Sino-Japanese war to WWII and the Communist revolution, to the

great famine of the 1960s and the Cultural Revolution - was one during which much of the art

in China was for sale at one time or another, even the treasures of the old Qing imperial palaces,

which began appearing in the art market in the late 19th century and continued to be sold right
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up until 1949. Mr. Wong’s education and early interest in art were intimately connected to the
distinguished Shanghai coterie of connoisseurs and collectors at the center of the international art
market, and whose collections included art of every kind and every period. He personally knew
both Pang Yuanji (1864-1949), the distinguished collector and dealer, and Ye Gongchuo (1881-

1968), an influential collector, calligrapher, and connoisseur, first as early mentors and later as
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colleagues and friends. Xie Zhiliu (1910-1997), a brilliant connoisseur, collector, and painter,
was another family friend, and in the course of his lifetime Mr. Wong befriended an exchanged
knowledge of art with many of the leading figures in modern Chinese art, including Zhang Dagian
(1899-1983), Xu Bangda (1911-2012) , C. C. Wong (1907-2003), and many others. That he
became one of the most knowledgeable, resourceful, and discerning of collector-connoisseurs will
be evident to all who knew him — including the many influential American scholars of Chinese art
he came to know, from Max Loehr and James Cahill to Sherman E. Lee and Thomas Lawton, and
virtually every distinguished teacher of Chinese art history in the United States and Europe - and
will be demonstrated to the surprise of others in these volumes that illustrate the full range and
depth of his collection of classical Chinese painting (though not of his calligraphy, unfortunately,
an art for which his own training created a special affinity; see especially Shen C. Y. Fu, “Chinese
Calligraphy in the Jade Studio Collection,” in The Jade Studio, Yale University Art gallery, 1994,
pp. 57-66). Paintings from the collection of Wong Nan-p’ing now enrich most American museums
and private collections and the great museums of China and Japan. Fu Shen has also written of
the gifts Wong Nan-p’ing made to Yale University, where we both taught Chinese art history, and
the Yale University Art Gallery may be regarded as representative of the many museums around
the world that owe significant debts to the knowledge and experience Mr. Wong brought to his
collections. Others, of course, include the Beijing Palace Museum and the Shanghai Museum.

Every collector brings a completely personal and unique body of private experience and taste
to the formation of his collection, and among all of them known to me, the collection of Wong
Nan-p’ing stands out most dramatically for the stamp of personality and distinctive aesthetic

taste that its maker invested it with. Nurtured within the elite Shanghai community of painters,



calligraphers, collectors, and connoisseurs, Wong brought to his collection of art the preferences
formed by his early study of Chinese philosophy and his lifelong study and practice of calligraphy;
through calligraphy, he developed an unswerving preference for wenrenhua, or the painting of
scholars, above all others. It would not be an exaggeration to observe that the N.P. Wong collection
can serve as the very definition of the wenren tradition from the Song dynasty through the 19th
century —like an illustrated encyclopedia of a unique artistic tradition. There may be no better
way to understand the form and aesthetic of that distinguished tradition than to study the works
collected in the Jade Studio. They are the physical embodiment of everything that the wenren
practice of painting represented to its practitioners and admirers. And, as one comes to know the
Wong Nan-p’ing collection more intimately, it becomes possible to look at collections of Chinese
paintings in any great museum and immediately identify the qualities that Mr. Wong would have
prized. The art historian Ju-hsi Chou, who defines this preference as “traditional and Chinese”,
identifies it as the “Orthodox tradition” in an essay describing in detail the elements of art prized
by the collector [Ju-hsi Chou, “In Defense of Qing Orthodoxy,” in The Jade Studio, Yale University
Art Gallery, 1994, pp. 35-42]. . This “orthodox” tradition holds within itself characteristics that
can be understood to represent balance, centrality, restraint or moderation, graphic qualities
rooted in the brushwork of calligraphy, and forms always recalling the classical styles of painting
established during the Song and Yuan periods. Nearly all of the practitioners of this manner of
painting had some claim to scholarly education and attainment; they wrote poetry and essays on
the history of art; and their painting is always somehow an embodiment of both history and art.
Preoccupied with old ideals and classical formal traditions rooted in essential Chinese concepts and
philosophical values, this zhengtong or central tradition of the arts in China is especially congenial
with Wong Nan-p’ing’s early education in philosophy and history. To understand this collection
as a graphic embodiment of the ideals of classical Chinese philosophy promoting moderation,
restraint, centrality, harmony, and structured obligation, would be to come a bit closer to realizing
its values and meanings as an ideal developed and maintained throughout the half-century of
turmoil, revolution, war, and unpredictability through which its maker lived.

Ink bamboo, a seemingly mundane subject so rich in associations and meanings as almost to defy
understanding, somehow lies at the heart of scholarly painting in China, and may be said to be
the most basic graphic expression of the entire tradition. The collection of ink bamboo paintings
acquired over the years by Mr. Wong is without parallel, including examples by nearly every great
master of the subject, as well as many closely related paintings of similar subjects, such as orchids,
by other scholar-painters. Twvo of the most beautiful examples of this wenren aesthetic are Zhao
Mengjian’s (1199-ca. 1264) pale and elegant Orchid, and the ink bamboo painted by the Recluse
of the Cloud Forest, Ni Zan (1301-1374).

Both use calligraphic brushwork rooted in the art of brush writing, and both feature inscriptions
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by the painter that are integral to the pictorial composition. The artists’ inscriptions - Zhao's of
a poem, Ni’s of a self-reflection - join the graphic imagery to create eloquent personal expression
in the form beloved as “three perfections”. The graphic character of both image and text is then
enhanced by the addition of red seals, first of the artists themselves, then of later owners, including
those of Wong Nan-p’ing. This is, in fact, the basic character of most of the paintings collected by
Wong Nan-p’ing. He did not care for bold and dramatic paintings in the manner of the Southern
Song court painters such as Ma Yuan and Xia Gui, lacking personal inscriptions by the artist,
impersonal and institutional - such as those that had been prized earlier by Charles Lang Freer, the
founder of the Freer Gallery of Art, for example, most of which are based on Song academic styles
recreated at the Ming court. In the collection of Wong Nan-p’ing were only one or two Ming court
paintings, and there are no paintings by the professional Zhe School masters, who were considered
by connoisseurs to have descended finally into “wild and heterodox” manners not fitting for
elegant collections. Nor did he personally care for the seemingly eccentric or slightly uncontrolled
art of painters such as Bada Shanren; the few works of this type that he owned, such as Shitao’s
“Landscape for Mr. Wuweng”, now in the Seattle Art Museum, look slightly uncomfortable in
the Jade Studio. On the other hand, the Jade Studio is especially rich in the nostalgic, dreamlike
paintings of the Yimin, or left-over Ming loyalists living at the beginning of the Qing dynasty
during the 17th century. Mr. Wong did not esteem professional painters in general, but when he
chose to collect the colorful, handsome, technically brilliant paintings of professional masters such
as Qiu Ying (ca. 1494-1552) who were included in the Orthodox canon, he chose with impeccable
knowledge. One such paining I particularly admire is the beautiful winter landscape painted during
the winter of 1593 by the late Ming master, Song Xu (1523-1602). Song was an important figure
in the establishment of the Songjiang School of painting, of which Dong Qichang was the leading
exponent and a favorite of Wong Nan-p’ing.

It was the scholarly combination of painting and calligraphy that Wong Nan-p’ing cared for above
all, however, and, so, his collection is a rich artistic record of both the art and the lives of Chinese
painters, the events of whose lives are physically preserved in their paintings. This tradition of
wenren painting began during the Northern Song period (960-1127), and was created by men such
as the bamboo master Wen Tong (1019-1079) and his cousin the poet-calligrapher and amateur
painter Su Shi (1037-1101), and their friends the figure painter Li Gonglin (ca. 1048-1106), and
the landscape painter Mi Fu (1051-1107) and his son, Mi Youren (1075-1151). Their works are
exceedingly rare, but many of the paintings in Wong Nan-p’ing’s collection — including all of the
ink bamboo paintings — hark back to the inspiration of these Song masters. Wen Tong is always
almost inevitably recalled 'in paintings of ink bamboo, because it was he who first taught artists
how to invest meanings in this subject. In his bamboo painting he is said to have found all of the
mystery of life itself, and a subject as rich in its morality as the mountains and rivers. And, up to
a point, anyone trained in calligraphy could do it. Ink bamboo is still usually the first subject any
student of ink painting learns. It would certainly be appropriate to regard the Wong Nan-p’ing

collection of ink bamboo paintings, ranging over five-hundred years, as a tribute to Wen Tong and



the quiet, graphic, and reflective aesthetic of his art.

Li Gonglin, the revered figure painter, was another of the creators of wenrenhua, and his preference
for the baimiao, or uncolored style of fine-line ink painting, parallel to Wen Tong’s ink bamboo, is
another essential aesthetic element defining the Wong collection. The beautiful imaginary depiction
of the authoress of the famous Palindrome, Su Hui, together with her text, bearing the name of the
poetess Zhu Shuzhen and the date 1229, is a superb example of this elegant and refined aesthetic,
and a perfect companion to the beautiful calligraphy of the Northern Song statesman Wang Anshi,
also formerly owned by Mr. Wong, and now a treasure of the Palace Museum.

Along with Wen Tong and Li Gonglin, the other great Song wenren artist commemorated in the
Wong collection is Mi Fu, creator of the beloved “Mi-dot style or technique of landscape painting
that would be recreated again and again by generations of painters down to the present day. The
“Strange sights of Xiao and Xiang” now in the Palace Museum is a work by Mi Fu’s famous son, Mi
Youren, who is primarily responsible for continuing his father’s manner until it became a national
emblem of the wenren aesthetic in landscape painting, thanks largely to its appreciation by the
Southern Song and later emperors of China. During the course of his lifetime Mr. Wong acquired
not only this but several other examples of Mi Youren’s work, and they remain at the heart of his
lifelong obsession with the Song masters.

Virtually every great master of the wenren tradition that followed these Song creators is represented
in the Wong collection — excepting only the Yuan painters Huang Gongwang, Wu Zhen, and Wang
Meng, whose work could no longer be found in the marketplace. Suffice to say that this collection
represents the literati tradition of art as thoroughly and as well as any but a few of the largest
museums in the world, and cannot be rivaled among private collections formed during the 20th
century. To know what that tradition was, one need only study the N. P. Wong collection.

My own acquaintance with Mr. Wong was toward the end of his life, beginning in the 1970s, when
I returned to Yale after a few years teaching at Princeton. Fu Shen had replaced me at Yale during
that time before going on to the Freer Gallery of Art, and it was through Fu Shen and the then
curator of Asian art, Mary Gardner Neill (now Nimi Gates), that Mr. Wong had become a generous
patron of the Gallery. Subsequently the Yale Art Gallery undertook what became the exhibition
and catalogue The Jade Studio: Masterpieces of Ming and Qing Painting and Calligraphy from the
Wong Nan-p’ing Collection (New Haven: Yale University Art Gallery, 1994), with contributions
from distinguished scholars of Chinese art such as James Watt, James Cahill, Marshall Wu, and Ju-
hsi Chou, who had all known Mr. Wong. I may note here that the graduate students who worked
with me on the catalogue are now professional Chinese art historians teaching Chinese art at
colleges and universities throughout the United States and Canada. The tradition continues.
During our few meetings over those earlier years Mr. Wong treated me kindly and tolerantly. I had
the feeling he thought I might be able to learn — at least up to a point. In fact, it was only years
later, when I had the great pleasure of studying the brilliant parts of his collection that remained in
family hands, and of joining my graduate students in close and lengthy examination of the works

that then became the basis of the Jade Studio exhibition and catalogue — it was only then that I
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arrived at a belated understanding of the rare knowledge and profound experience that had gone
into the formation of the Jade Studio collection. Unfortunately, by then it was too late for me
to express my deeper understanding of his brilliant accomplishment to Mr. Wong. The years of
studying and looking that had allowed such a comprehensive and masterful group of works of art
to be brought together could not be repeated.

The art of the Jade Studio collection might also lead one to reflect on the generations behind it
that continue back through the Shanghai collectors and connoisseurs of the early 20th century to
their predecessors, and especially to Dong Qichang (1555-1636), whose historically reflective and
graphically inventive landscape paintings were unusually richly represented in the Jade Studio. Still
further back like Zhao Mengfu (1254-1322) and Mi Fu, whose art and aesthetic values were shared
by Mr. Wong, and beautifully embodied in his collection. Here is the very essence of wenrenhua —
the art of the cultured man.

This extraordinary tradition, nurtured over a thousand years in China, was brought to
twentiethcentury America by collectors such as C. C. Wang and Wong Nan-p’ing. My own
experience of both collections had a profound effect on me, as did that of John M. Crawford, Jr.,
another major collector of Chinese painting and calligraphy whose collection I was permitted to
study closely in earlier vears. All of this was a major part of my personal education. Now that the
full extent of Wong Nan-p’ing’s collection of painting is being published in these volumes for the
first time, it becomes even clearer to me how fortunate I and others of my generation were to be
able to see and try to understand a small part of it. Of all the distinguished private collections I've
been able to study over the years, it is the one that seems most perfectly and most fully to embody
the tastes, ideals, and personality of it owner. Wong Nan-p’ing’s contributions to the study,
collecting, and knowledge of Chinese painting and calligraphy in America and the West are only
beginning to be properly estimated now, together with the contributions of C. C. Wang, Wu Hufan,
Xu Bangda, Xie Zhiliu, Zhang Dagian, and the other masters, who should always be remembered

as the teachers of American and European scholars and collectors of Chinese art.

Richard Barnhart

Professor emeritus of art history
Yale University

April 9, 2014

Friday Harbor, Washington

Reference: The Jade Studio, with essays by Richard Barnhart, James Cahill, Ju-hsi Chou, Shen C. Y.
Fu, Chu-tsing Li, James C. Y. Watt, and Marshall P. S. Wu; New Haven, Yale University Art Gallery,
1994. ’
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