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Characteristics of Chinese Flower-and-Bird Painting

Poetry and painting have joined hands in China since many great
painters in the past dynasties were also men of letters, who painted to convey
their poetic ideas to their pictures. This tendency is evident especially in the
flower-and-bird paintings, which often mean to entertain the spectators with
the same enchantment as a poem. Chinese tradition honours flowers, and each
flower of good renown stands for the symbol of a virtue. Chou Tan-ih, a
scholar of the Sung Dynasty, said, ‘“The chrysanthemum is the hermit among
flowers, while the mowtan peony the wealthy man and the lotus flower the
perfect gentleman.” His saying refers us to some historical accounts. One of
the earliest great poets of China, Tao Yuen-min, a hermit of the Tsin Dynasty,
is supposed to be the first discoverer of the virtue of the chrysanthemum,
which blossoms despite of the attacks of the thrilling wind and the heavy
frost. This flower has since stood boldly for the virtue that a lonely hermit
may like to possess. Men of great fortunes, on the other hand, prefer the
gorgeous colours of the mowtan peony. Legends tell us how kings and queens
fondly developed it 'in their gardens. The lotus flower, in Chou Tan-ih’s
opinion, represents the high character of a gentleman. The beauty and
fragrance of the lotus flower, he says, has never been defiled by the dirts of

the muddy pool in which it grows.

Birds, insects, fish, rocks, and utensils are accompaniments to flowers,

and each adds a new theme to a flower painting. A crane, for example,
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suggests longevity, because an old Chinese legend says that a crane lives to one
thousand years of age. It is the Chinese custom to celebrate the birthday of
an old man by presenting him a painting of a crane under a pine tree. Mandarin
ducks and swallows are very often seen in pairs. Painters used to depict two
mandarin ducks swimming in a water-lily pool or two swallows flying amongst
willow trees, to mean happy matrimony. Ten magpies stand for a lucky omen
while a peacock with a spreading tail congratulates the opening of a shop.

A butterfly adds life to spring flowers and a cricket comes with the arrival of

autumn.
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The Origin of Chinese Flower-and-Bird Painting
Experts of flower-painting first appeared in the Tang Dynasty (618-
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905A.D.) and more than twenty of them can be found in the records of “History
of Tang Painting”. Among the most famous are Penn Luen, To Kwang-yen
and Tan Cheon-yau. During the fifty years of the chaotic state of the Five
Dynasties that succeeded the Tang Dynasty, flower-and-bird painting was more
prosperous than other divisions of painting. Huang Chuen and Hsu Hsi
represented two different schools. The former was regarded as the founder of

the realistic style while the latter the Chinese impressionistic.
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Realistic Flower-and-Bird Painting of the Sung Dynasty

The flower-and-bird painting of the Sung Dynasty (960-1276 A.D.) was
a continuation of the Five Dynasties, and the Huang and the Hsu schools were
still prevalent. Huang Chu-cho, son of Huang Chuen, was highly honoured by
the Emperor and given a position in the Imperial Academy. His style of
realistic painting was therefore more influential. During the later reigns,
however, the descendants of Hsu Hsi found new patrons at court and a combined
technique of the realistic and the impressionistic styles became in fashion in the
Imperial Academy. Among the best known are Tsu Pai, Tsu Koh, Wu Yuen-yu,
Chao Cheon, Yih Yuen-chi and etc. Before the government of the Sung Dynasty
moved to the south, in the last days of the period generally called the Northern
Sung Dynasty, Emperor Hui Tsung (Chao Chi) claimed to be the greatest patron
of art, he himself being a great versatile painter of no small renown. The
Southern Sung Dynasty also produced quite a number of excellent painters of
flower-and-bird, among whom Li An-chung, Li Tih, and Lin Chung were best
noted. All these painters developed a common attitude towards art, i.e., art as
an artistic representation of nature. A close observation of nature was therefore
a necessary course of study. Historical accounts tell how Chao Cheon carefully
studied the dewy flowers every early morning, and how Yih Yuen-chi built his
own garden with pools, rocks, plants and birds in it, and even went far away
into the great mountains for the study of wild fowls and animals. Another
story tells how the great painter Emperor Hui Tsung saw one day a peacock
sauntering under a lichee tree by a ratten pedestal and he at once told his court
painters to do this delightful scene. To his disappointment none could produce
a painting that might conform to his command. A few days later the Emperor
pointed out that they all did something wrong with the peacock lifting its right

leg to mount the ratten pedestal. The Emperor said to his bewildered court
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painters, ‘“When a peacock ascends its steps, it invariably lifts its left leg first.”
With gaping mouths the court painters willingly admitted the truth of the
Emperor’s criticism.

It is not easy, of course, to do all these careful studies of nature for
those amatuer painters who are more often engaged by some other errands.
Men of letters in China, by the way, are usually fond of painting and calligraphy.
Two great writers of the Sung Dynasty, Su Sih and Mi Fei, invented a new
style of painting, called the literati style. They insisted that paintings were no
copies of nature, and they even went so far as to say that paintings might bear
no resemblance of nature at all. It is a famous saying from Su Sih that it is only
a child’s standard of art to judge a painting by its likeness to the subject. What
did they do then? They played with ink and brush, and the strokes they laid
here and there on the paper only expressed their feelings and emotions, never
meant to describe things. But the literati style was now only at the beginning,

after all, and few artists practised this theory till the Yuan and Ming Dynasties.
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