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A Representation of the Contemporary
Traditional Chinese Painting:

The Art of Jao Tsung-i

Maria Cheng (¥§ ¥ %) Tang Wai Hung (S 1% #)

Introduction

Chinese painting is a microcosm of the Chinese culture. Starting from the Neolithic stone
carving, excavated colored pottery, earliest paintings on silk, Grotto murals, brick and lacquer
paintings, to the evolving genres of figure painting, birds-and-flowers, and landscapes, the
growth of Chinese painting inevitably reflected the change of cultural development and social
phenomenon. The term “traditional Chinese painting”, therefore, should be regarded as not only
a mainstream of the specific historical period, and it also witnesses the prosperity and adversity of
that period and reflects the social, philosophical, or political convictions of this form of art and
artists.

Chinese painting is a unique form of Chinese art and part of the Chinese culture and history.
It provides an evidence of the development of the five thousand years of Chinese civilization that it
records, decorates, educates, and expresses the feeling, character and the learning of the artists
as well as the people at different period of time. The term “traditional Chinese painting” thus
should not be interpreted as painting in a traditional style, otherwise it will become a synonym of
“archaic” or “conservative” painting.

As genres and modes of Chinese painting have been changing in accordance with the
development of Chinese economy and civilization, the term “traditional Chinese painting” refers
to something that is ever-changing and ever-developing in techniques, forms, subjects as well as
its inner-content. It has different implications in different periods of time. The essence of
traditional Chinese painting in the present age is expressed through the artists’ perception of life,
their ideas and sentiments of the outside world adding beauty to the inner world of their
paintings.

This article aims at restating with evidence the apparent features of what traditional Chinese
painting was in the mind of Chinese people in different periods of time up till the contemporary
moment. In particular, the art of Jao Tsung-i, which is an emblem of the literati in the 20" to
21" century, will be taken as an example to elaborate the above-defined features and demonstrate

such ever-changing nature, and therefore will act as a distinct example to the contemporary
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traditional Chinese painting. We refer to the works in Collected Art Works of Jao Tsung-1

(Tang, 2006) as the major reference of Jao’s achievement in the art of painting.

Meaning of Traditional Chinese Painting in various time periods

A form of record

Chinese painting has a long history, however, the origins of Chinese painting may vary
according to different schools (see Wu, 1997; Yu, 1998; Zhang, 2002), and up to now, no
conclusion has yet been reached. Nevertheless, traces can be found in the remains of painting
thousands of years ago. Painting or engravings found on precipitous cliffs in Qinghai, Sichuan,
Yunnan and Guizhou in Southwest China; Fujian in East China and Mount Yinshan in Inner
Mongolia; Altai in China’s extreme west and Heihe in the far north are good examples. The
objects painted and engraved were mainly hunting scenes, and images of nature such as the sun
and the moon, wave and cloud. Themes of these rock paintings (& & ; yan hua ), depicting
religious rituals, production and human activities, such as hunting and fishing, though may vary
from the southern and northern areas, the painting itself was a form and tool of record of the
economic and social life of the ancient ancestors of the Chinese people. These paintings convey
messages and information about how they were threatened by the wild and cruel environment and
how they had survived. In addition, a decoration of this kind also gives us a rich imagination of
these ancient, primitive ancestors and their custom of face-painting and body-tattooing which
expressed their aesthetic understanding and psychological condition and embraced cultural
connotations (Song, Zhang and Zhang, 2006).

We can also take reference from the record of the “Myth of the God of Water” (JK#1{# i) in
Li Daoyuan’s (i 75) Commentary on the Waterways Classic ({/K&E) ;5 shui jing zhu), (Yu,
1998: 11)M. According to this book, Lu Ban (#3f), the legendary founder of craftsmanship,
recorded the appearance of the God of Water with his feet. In such perspective, painting is also
being utilized as a way of recording.

However, this function of painting as a form of record diminished in the later period. In
accordance with Record of Painting Collection of Emperor Huizhong (‘& Fl i it ; zuanhe hua
pu) (Yu, 1964: 127; Barnhart, 1997: 110 — 112), Gu Hongzhong (F#H ] H c. 910—c. 980), a
court painter who served the last prince of the Southern Tang state, was sent to surreptitiously
glance the scandalous and depraved behaviour of the statesman Han Xizai (§# EE#f). In the
handscroll “The Night Revels of Han Xizai” (i EEil{i %% B [# ; han xizai yeyan tu) attributed to
Prince Li Yu (Z=45), a setting of palatial rooms with the portrait figure of Han Xizai was seen,
and a debauchery and debauched life of a privileged stratum was depicted and recorded.
However, in the postscript of this record, the editor of this book pointed out that this kind of
painting should not be regarded as what painting should be. That is to say, painting aiming at

recording is no longer regarded as a mainstream.
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A form of decoration

Since the period of New Stone Age, art began to serve as a decorative means. As explained
in Wikipedia (2007a), “Earliest Chinese painting was ornamental, not representational. That is,
it consisted of pattern or designs, not pictures. Stone Age pottery was painted with spiral,
zigzags, dots, or animals. It was only during the Warring States period (403 — 221 B. C. ) that
artists began to represent the world around them. ” The earliest works of Chinese art acting as a
form of decoration emerged with the Yangshao culture ({Ji#8324,), as it occurred in the Neolithic
Age about 5000 B. C. to 2000 B. C. (Wikipedia, 2007b), and Longshan Culture (FE 11| X /t) was
a late Neolithic culture which was also noted for its high-quality black pottery (Wikipedia, 2007c).

These cultures saw the flourish of coloured pottery making with a design of human faces,
fish, deer, frogs, the sun, the wave, etc. , indicating that painting was being used by the ancient
Chinese in decorating their daily accessories. Some of the patterns or designs on the potteries
found in Yangshao and Ma Jiayao (K %%) are very realistic, but symbolic patterns are also
found. For example, the pattern of a cross has already been recognized by the archaeologists as
the symbol of the sun. And in the two typical types of Yangshao potteries called Banpo and
Miaodiagou, a series of multi-coloured geometric patterns of spirals and arcs painted in broad or
thin horizontal bands, with some in zoomorphic and anthropomorphic patterns are found (Wu,
1997: 17 -18; Yu, 1998: 2-3).

According to Zhang (2002: 10), four characteristics of these paintings are noted. First,
such kind of printing is closely related to the kind of life that people of the Neolithic Age
pursued, and it reflects their feelings and emotions. Second, these paintings, though decorative,
express the active and vivacious life of their creators, and are closely related to the decorative
painting on lacquerware, or painting per se, that developed in later ages. Third, some of the
signs that appear on the coloured potteries which look like writing may have been the forerunner
of the hieroglyphic writing that matured during the Shang and Zhou dynasties, or sixteenth to
fifth century B. C. And fourth, judging by the rich, unearthed materials, Chinese painting and
Chinese industrial arts have developed side by side, and such a parallel development has
contributed tremendously to the national characteristics of Chinese painting.

Besides the prehistoric potteries and inscriptions on bones or tortoise shells in the Shang
Dynasty, painting being used as a form of ornament developed till its climax in the Shang and
Zhou Dynasties — the period of bronze civilization, and it developed from a sign to a decoration of
bronze and pottery utensils. And the designs that decorate the pottery and bronzes of ancient
time are the beginnings of pictorial art and painting while oracle bone writing and bronze
inscriptions are the roots of calligraphy (Hough, 2007a). Thousands of bronze vessels that were
used for ritual purposes (Falkenhausen, 2001), for memorial ceremony, for holding food or
wine, can still be seen in the present. The patterns on the early Shang bronze vessels, though
simple, had already a great sense of design. Up to the early Zhou Dynasty, the patterns of bronze

vessels had already been very delicate and elegant with ornate zoomorphic and geometric motifs,
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and its design, including those of legendary animals and birds, real animals and birds, plants,
clouds and waves, were all done in a very skillful way. As observed from a duck-shaped lacquer
box with dance and music scene, it “demonstrates the artist’s awareness of the divergent
functions and visual effects of representation and decoration” (Wu, 1997: 19), and similar work
integrating both geometric and pictorial elements “shows remarkable advances in both spatial
conception and temporal representation” (Wu, 1997: 21).

In the later days, painting was being used as design on clothing in the Zhou Dynasty. In the
ancient Chinese classics, the design for the emperors and various ranks of officials were recorded
in details; other evidences were also found in the stone paintings ( # 1% f1; huaxiang shi) of
Wauliang Shrine on which the hats and dresses matched with the ranks and titles of their masters
(Wang, 2004). Further, as exhibited in the two famous excavated silk banners “A Woman, a
Phoenix and a Dragon” (ZE 4 #EJE\[E ; meinii long feng tu) and “An Immortal Riding on a Dragon”
(NWHIBEE 3 renwu yulong tu) which are the oldest surviving silk paintings (ff & ; bohua), a
remarkable artistic achievement was seen (Wu, 1997: 22; Zhang, 2002 12 — 14; Fong, 2003:
265). And painting applied on various instruments, weapons, clothing and vessels continued to
be the major form of painting up till the Han Dynasty while silk painting reached its artistic peak
in the Western Han Dynasty.

In the Han Dynasties, painting started to be used as a decoration of houses for immortal and
tomb. According to the excavated grottos and tombs, six major themes of murals are found:
first, celestial phenomena, gods and goddess; second, legends of sages, dutiful sons and women
of integrity; third, daily life of the masters of tombs; fourth, outgoings of officials with carriages
and horses; fifth, production within manors which reflects the condition of the manor economics;
and sixth, buildings and towers (Jin, 1997).

In a tomb of the Northern Dynasty, the wall was decorated with an engraved painting of
Seven Worthies of the Bamboo Grove (7T#k -+t #; zhulin qi xian). And during the mid-Tang
Dynasty, the disciples of Wu Daozi (521, 685—758) began to paint landscapes and Buddhist
portraits in a more free style, definitely also indicating that those paintings aimed more at the
purpose of appreciation and decoration of the Buddhist or Taoist temple (Zhang 1963: 176 —177;
2001: 82). In Volume 9 of Famous Paintings through History ({JE & H:L); lidai minghua
ji), there are records of many painters who painted the walls of the Buddhist or Taoist temples
for ornamental purpose. Take one example, Zhang Cang (5kji ), one of the disciple of Wu Daozi,
acquired a swift brush style and his inspiration is like a fast flowing spring. According to the
literature, Zhang Cang could paint ten walls in a temple in less than ten days (Chen, 1987 191).

In the recent decades, the tombs of Prince Zhanghuai (F {2 K1) and Princess Yongtai (7K %
/N ) of the Tang Dynasty were unearthed by the archeologists. And the walls of these tombs
were all decorated with paintings of the portraits of the masters of the tombs and also their
attendants. These paintings, though, have its religious reason, the sense of decoration is quite
obvious as those attendants were being painted so they could still serve their masters in the other
world.

Apart from being a form of decoration for the immortals, painting, starting from the late
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Han Dynasty, also served as an ornament for the houses of mortals. Xue Ji (BEFg, 649—713),
who was very skillful in the painting of flowers and birds and figures, was especially famous for
painting crane which symbolizes longevity. In fact, the painting of six-fold screen of cranes was
initiated by him (Chen, 1987 86).

Starting with the Eastern Jin Dynasty, painting and calligraphy in China were the most
highly appreciated arts in court circles and were produced almost exclusively by the amateurs,
including the aristocrats and scholar-officials, who had the leisure time necessary to perfect the
technique and sensibility required for great brushwork ( Wikipedia, 2007a). In the ;I‘ang
Dynasty, the painting for decorating royal buildings and houses of the nobles and senior officials
became the main trend of painting. One famous painters of this kind was Li Sixun (Z= 8 3], 653—
718) who was a great-grandson of the founder of the Tang Dynasty as well as the representative
painter of the period of the Emperor Xuenzhong (f % 5%). According to Famous Paintings
through History ({J#X % #H5); lidai minghua ji), Li Sixun, being a royal relative and a
general in the period of Emperor Xuenzhong, had access to all the treasures of the palace. Both
he and his son Li Zhaodao (=l i) were very skillful in landscape painting. Li Sixun is
particularly renowned of his superb capability in capturing the spirit of landscape painting.
Emperor Xuenzhong once asked Li Sixun to paint landscape on the wall of Datong (ki) palace
and on screens, and he said to Li Sixun a few days later, “Your landscape painting on the screen

”

can actually generate sound of the river. "'*) Li’s epoch-making landscape painting was so highly
appreciated that he was later recognized as the founder of the Northern School of Chinese painting
(Chen, 1987: 99; Ferguson, 1927: 68; Cohn, 1950 45 —47).

Painting for decorative purpose was more obvious in the Song Dynasty. Plentiful examples
can be found in various records of painting history. For instance, according to Ye Mengde’s
Bishu Luhua ({#¥#%%55)), the original Royal Academy was at the back of the Superior Court,
and it was divided into three parts with walls in between. Bao Xun (ffi3]), an academy painter
painted flowers and bamboos on the walls, and on the opposite wall, Guo Xi (ZBEE) painted the
evening scenes of Spring River”. And when Guo Si (%5 ), Guo Xi's son, passed the Royal
Examination, Guo Xi was so glad to paint four walls of landscape in the Temple of Confucius. The
painting was strong as well as elegant that Guo Xi said, “These are the best of my work”*,

From all these historical records showed above, we can see that painting, no matter on
various media such as the walls, paper, or silk, was employed for various decorative purposes

particularly for official buildings as seen in the Tang and Song Dynasties.
A form of education

Apart from the recording and decorative purposes, Chinese painting also holds a didactic role
both in ethical and religious contexts. In accordance with the Confucius sayings, the Shang
people emphasized on religion (BE A ¥ ; yinren shang gui), and the Zhou people emphasized on
ritual (JF] A 1 ¥ ; zhouren shang li). It is noted that in the Zhou Dynasty, another form of

painting as a kind of ritual paraphernalia on the walls of national temples (52 8] ; zong miao) of
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the emperors-and the temples of senior officials gradually took the place of design as the major
trend of painting. It is recorded in Chapter 3 of the Analects of Con fucius [3:15] that Confucius
once visited the previous national temple of a ruling house of early Zhou Dynasty and made a

statement after viewing the paintings on the walls:

When Confucius entered the Grand Temple, he asked about everything.
Someone said, “Who said Confucius is a master of ritual? He enters the Grand
Temple and asks about everything!” Confucius, hearing this, said, “This is the

ritual. 7t

It is evidenced that Confucius was deeply impressed by the past glories of the Three Dynasties
Period of Xia, Shang and Zhou as reflected in the painting.

According to archeological discoveries and records, the paintings of the Shang and Zhou
dynasties were not restricted to decorations on vessels. Throughout the feudal Zhou dynasty to
the Han dynasties, there were already temple murals depicting stories and portraits with
distinctive facial features, clearly having a didactic purpose and ethical function. And palaces and
temples, as well as royal tombs, were decorated by sumptuous mural paintings, with religious
and moral themes (Cheng, 1994: 5; Liao, 2002: 11). The distinct example is found in Wuliang
Shrine which was a small ancestral temple built in front of the tombs of the Wu family who
worked as officials for generations at the end of the Eastern Han Dynasty. This shrine is famous
for the beautiful paintings and fine stone inscriptions.

In the Han Dynasty, all the rulers had their palaces decorated with elaborate murals with
two thematic categories: ethical and religious. Since Han Dynasty inherited a centralized
administration and a big-landlord economy, the government attempted to control and uniformize
people’s thought so as to strengthen its feudal rule (Zhang, 2002: 19). In Wu's view (1997,
27), “The imperial promotion of Confucian ideology inspired two related kinds of painting:
illustrations of Confucian moral tales and iconic images of Confucius and his disciples, which were
both displayed in the palace and copied throughout the country. ” And Confucian ideology and his
aesthetic perspective have great influences on Chinese painting later on, especially the figure
painting (Chen, 2003). A scroll painting by a pre-Tang master Gu Kaizhi (fi{ 2 , ca. 345—406)
titled “Admonitions to the Court Ladies” (% 83 f{ [ ; niishi zhentu) is feudal and moralistic in
conformity with the Han tradition and belongs to the didactic kind of painting favoured by the
early Confucianists, illustrating a moralizing text which is made up of advice on matters of
deportment delivered to ladies of the imperial harem by the Court Preceptress (Cahill, 1977, 14 -
15; Shaw, 1988: 193; Zhang, 2002: 39). In Sullivan’s (1999: 21) view, “Two thousand years
ago, in the Han Dynasty, the painting was generally a portrait or an illustration of a story, a
descriptive poem, or a classical or didactic text. ”

On the other hand, Buddhism and Taoism have also tremendous influences on Chinese
painting (Shaw, 1988). The wall paintings in the Buddhist and Taoist temples that existed in the

late Han Dynasty and up to its climax in the Tang Dynasty can also be regarded as a form of
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education, either in rites or religion. Zhang Yanyuan (3E %) once said in his work Famous
Paintings through History, “The mission of painter is to express human relationships for

"“J This quotation can represent what painting should be at the pre-Tang

didactic purposes”
period. Among the temples and grottoes excavated, Buddhist themes stressing the ideas of
transmigration from the “bitter sea of life” were found on the murals painted during the Northern
Dynasties (Xiao, 2002: 23). In addition, religious painting with scenes of the Buddha preaching
with monastic ideals and doctrines are widely seen on the walls of the Dunhuang Murals (Shih,
1993). '

In the later periods, religious paintings flourished in the Sui and Tang dynasties. The
“Master Painter” Wu Daozi (i) who painted murals on more than 300 walls in palaces and
temples were noted for his outstanding Taoist and Buddhist figures (Wu, 1997: 73; Xiao, 2002
29). His religious paintings had strong impact on the common people. His depictions of Hell in
the Xiangji Monastery and in the Guizong temple of Lo Shan were so terrifyingly real that many
people like butchers and fishmongers who saw his paintings ceased their butchering activities and
changed their occupations, cultivating a moral life and following vegetarian diets, causing fish
and meat markets to plummet (Chen, 1987: 209; Wu, 1997 74; Fong, 2004: 264).

A form of self-expression of feelings and sentiments

Chinese painting developed into another direction at the post-Tang period. Song Dynasty,
the next era after Tang, is a significant period in the history of Chinese painting as painting is
being regarded as an independent as well as a superior form of art. For example, an imperial
academy of painting, which was much larger than its predecessors in terms of scale, was
established within the government structure. Artists or painters associated with the academy
were well paid and ranked as high officials (Zhang 2002: 92). Since then, painting was not just
for didactic or decorative purposes but developed as an essential discipline of Chinese art.

Painting was then pervasively used as a medium for self-expression by the Song literati and
painters. It became a form of art to represent literati’'s own feelings and sentiments and that
resemblance in shape and form was generally not the main concern of painters. As in a poem by
the great Song scholar and poet Su Shi ( #§ i, 1036—1101), “if anyone discusses painting in
terms of formal likeness, his understanding [ of painting] is nearly that of a child” (Bush 1971
26)'"". When Su was challenged why he painted the bamboos with vermillion as there was no real
bamboo in such colour. Su simply responded that “were there any bamboo in black”®! | as he
referred to those bamboo paintings commonly in ink. Su’s painting of bamboo was, however,
initiated from his own feelings, a representation of self-expression of sentiments at that particular
moment through the special form of art, without any concern about resemblance issues, or any
thought of ornamental purposes. In fact, some of Su’s bamboo paintings in ink were drawn from
the bottom edge of paper up to the top seam with no indication of any bamboo nodes.

Another outstanding painter at the same period, Mi Fu (K77, 1051—1107) , who was also

an expert calligrapher, is renowned of his special and unique representation of art. Mi used



