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Preface

by Liu Xilin

Among all the flowers the peony,occupies a unique posi-
tion in the eyes of the Chinese people. About fifteen hundred
years ago this wild flower was transplanted to gardens and
crowned the King of Flowers. The peony flower is gorgeous
with luxuriant leaves and a vigorous stem, which makes the
peony a symbol of prosperity and life. The Chinese people
have found sustenance in the peony, and their predilection for
this flowr probably reached its height during the Tang Dy-
nasty. As poems of that time say, “Only the peony is of true
national beauty / All in the capital city are excited during its
blooming season”’, and “When the blooming season comes /
people go to buy flowers in groups. ... Every family follows
this custom / With no exceptions. ™ People in Luoyang and
Caozhou (also called Heze), homes of the peony, were even
more involved during its blooming season in the days. The
peony is tightly bound to the Chinese people, who love
nature, and believe that man is an integral part of nature.

Although the peony can now bloom at any time by means
of modern technology, its original blooming period is spring-
time, as the poem describes, “During the twenty days of the
bloom period, all people in the city are in wild happiness.
And so paintings depicting the peony appeared. As the senti-
mental painter said, “The peony fades so quickly that I wish
that it could last in the world. ”* The peony began to appear in
traditional Chinese painting almost at the same time the Chi-
nese people began to cultivate it. In the Picture Version of On
the Goddess of the Luo River,’ by master Gu Kaizhi of the Jin
Dynasty (about 346-407 A. D.), the peony appeared in the
painting together with the Goddess of the Luo River. Later,
when flower and bird painting separated from figure and land-

CHAE) FREEAFHTEZZ) & ERE
Peony (the Second of the Ten Flower Finger Paintings)
Qing Dynasty Gao Fenghan
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Peony in Vase (From the Flower Album)
Qing Dynasty Bian Shoumin

scape painting, the peony became an independent object por-
trayed in a variety of styles including meticulous brushwork
with sumptuous colors, half meticulous and half free style
brushwork, freestyle ink and wash, and freestyle with sump-
tuous colors. Paintings in those different styles have one
thing in common, that is an aesthetic effort pursue to express
human emotions through the flower. Since the natural world
has always been taken to symbolize the human in Chinese aes-
thetics, the peony has rich spiritual connotations. Under the
pen of Wang Wei, a great poet and painter of the Tang Dy-
nasty, the peony is not the symbol of wealth—“The green
leaves are quiet / Red clothes are getting darker. Depressed
with a broken heart / How can the spring know about her
heart?”® Wang Wei praised the peony’s grace in this poem,
but the main point is that the flower is heavy with worry.
Xue Tiao, a woman poet of the Tang Dynasty, wrote in her
poem Peony, “Last year when the spring faded away with
fallen and withered blossoms / Tears wet my red letter for
you have been away / I am always afraid that we will be sep-
arated just like the clouds over Wuxia Gorge dispersed / Then
how can we manage to meet in a beautiful and secluded place
as Wuling? / I confide my feeling to the flower / We under-
stand each other without saying a word / I just want to sleep
by the flower / To talk about my lovesickness in the deep of
the night.” Poetry had a great influence on traditional Chi-
nese painting, as the sayings go—“A poem replete with
graphic description and a painting with poetic grace,” “Poet-
ry and painting are made by the same rule” and “Painting is
silent poetry.” In my view, great painting is be made and ap-
preciated in a poetic way. Artists in ancient China always
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painted the peony in ink and wash to show their strong will
and their distain for riches and honor. The Ming Dynasty
painter Wen Zhengming once wrote on his painting, “I am
impervious to wealth and power, so my flower is made with-
out color.”’ "

Contemporary Chinese painters have not only inherited
the cultural traditions of the combination of poetry and paint-
ing, but also the way of thinking that man is an integral part
of nature and shares the feeling of a flower. Adding to these,
new painting techniques have been created to bring peony
painting to a new stage. Ms. Yu Qin, an art historian of
modern Chinese painting, has invited several masters of pe-
ony painting to present this album. I hope the people of the
world will like this peony album because it is the spirit of the
beautiful peony fairy maiden, and it is a blessing from Chi-
nese artists and the Chinese people.
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Enjoy Springtime (Part) Modern period Liu Kuiling
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Notes

1. Appreciating Peony by Liu Yuxi of the Tang Dynasty. Capital city refers to
Luoyang City in today’s Henan Province. From the Eastern Zhou to the Later Tang
dynasties, Luoyang was the capital city. It has long been known as the home of pe-
onies, as the saying goes “the peony in Luoyang is the best under heaven. " There are
now nearly 500 varieties peonies grown in Luoyang. The peony festival is held at Lu-
oyang each year during the blooming season, attracting many teurists.

2. Buying Flowers by Bai Juyi of the Tang Dynasty.

3. The Fragrance of Peony by Bai Juyi of the Tang Dynasty.

4. Inscription on Peony Painting by Chen Chun of the Ming Dynasty.

5. The Goddess of the Luo River is said to be Luo Bin, a goddess of the Luo
River. The poem On the Goddess of the Luo River by Cao Zhi of the Three Kingdoms
is a famous love story. The Picture Version of On the Goddess of the Luo River col-
lected by the Palace Museum is said to be a Song copy of Gu Kaizhi of the Eastern Jin
Dynasty.

6. Red Peony, by Wang Wei of the Tang Dynasty.

7. Inscription to Ink and Wash Peony by Wen Zhengming of the Ming Dynasty.
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Butterfly and Peony (Part) Modern period Chen Zhifo
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