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What is art and what is non-art? This is one of the key questions for any
theory of art, one which has preoccupied aestheticians in the tradition of ana-
lytic philosophy for the last thirty years. However, they by no means were the
first to discover this question, which has in fact existed in different forms in
different parts of the world for many centuries. In China, much has been
written which can be interpreted as investigating the concept of art. The com-
pound yishu, the modern Chinese translation of the word “art”, appeared in
ancient Chinese texts as early as two thousand years ago,® but there it has a
quite different meaning which has little to do with the concept of art in its
modern sense. In spite of this, the ancient Chinese wrote a great deal on so-
called true music and true painting, which reveals that they tried to distinguish
between the “true” and the “false” in these art forms. The issue of music must
be addressed elsewhere,® but I would now like to provide a brief introduction
to the concept of painting typical for the ancient Chinese.

Zhang Yanyuan, a famous art historian in the Tang Dynasty, proclaimed
that the kind of painting of a cloud which is made by blowing powder onto the
silk, even though it is ingeniously explained as imitating the natural process of
a cloud being blown by the wind, “it is not called painting because no traces of
brushwork are seen. ”® For exactly the same reason, neither was the splash-ink
landscape considered to be painting, even though it was very popular in later
generations. ® Zhang thought that Wu Daozi’s work was “real painting” rather
than “dead painting” because he did not use graphic instruments such as rul-
ers or compasses, but drew straight lines and circles freehand. ® From such
observations, one element of Zhang’s concept of art can be clearly seen, that
is, painting does not include all man-made pictures, but only those which

@ In “Who are True Artists? An Art Elitism in Ancient China,” I have discussed the concept of art in Chi-
na at greater length, This has been published in Chinese in The Chinese Intellectual (Autumn, 1993),
pp. 65~74, and in Secrets in Painting—A Study of the Aesthetics o f Chinese Painting (Hong Kong:
Cosmos Books, 1995), pp. 9—38.

@ Although there are many papers and books which discuss the ancient Chinese ideas on music, few of
them investigate these ideas from this point of view. I try to do so in “Man, Society and Art: An Anal-
ysis of On Music,” The Stockholm Journal of East Asian Studies, Volume 4 (1993), pp. 73~84, but
this task cannot be completed in a single paper and much more work has yet to be done.

@ Zhang Yanyuan, Lidai Minghuaji, Book 2, eds. Qin Zhongwen and Huang Miaozi (Beijing: Renmin

Meishu Chubanshe, 1963), p. 27.

Ibid.

Ibid. , p. 25. This will be further examined in the following chapters because this simple fact demon-

@ e

strates an aesthetic tendency which is of fundamental importance to our discussion.
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meet certain standards. In these examples, the standard of painting is “traces
of brushwork.”

Elsewhere in the same text, Zhang Yanyuan states that only two kinds of
people were good painters, namely, yiguan-guizhou (which literally means
“scholars in official clothes and hats and descendants of aristocrats”), and
yishi-gaoren (“hermits or eminent men”) . ® Guo Ruoxu, an art historian in the
Song Dynasty, points out that:

By looking at the wonderful works of the ancients, 1 find that most of them were
made by talented scholar-officials ( xuanmian-caixian) or eminent recluses ( yanxue-
shangshi). These persons conducted themselves according to ren (a universal love for
mankind) and strolled in the field of art. They tried to probe into the secrets of the
world and place graceful temperaments in paintings. Since their human qualities are
high, their vital force and rhythm have to be high. Since their vital force and rhythm
are high, their paintings have to be animated. -+- Otherwise, even if a painter exhaust
all his energies in painting skillfully, his works can only be as good as those of a crafis-
man, which are not paintings even though they are called paintings. @

These concepts of painting are defined from two points of view, which are ac-
tually the two most important aspects of Chinese painting. The former, traces
of brushwork, will become the central theme of the present study. Now, how-
ever, in a chapter intended to provide a background introduction, I prefer to
start with the second.

1. Traditional Chinese Society and the Position of Intellectuals

According to Zhang and Guo, a true painter must be cultivated with a humanistic
orientation and either holds an official position, or lives in seclusion. Both of these at-
titudes about the painter’s way of life can be traced to pre-Qin philosophy and are
rooted in the social circumstances of China.

In modern society, a “learned person” usually means one who has acquired
knowledge in a particular subject, but such was not the case in ancient times. A
“learned person” or a “scholar” used to mean one who had acquired the most
“important” knowledge and thus was eligible to join the circle of the literati.
The so-called “important” knowledge concerned politics and administration, as
well as history and philosophy.

@ Zhang Yanyuan, Lidai Minghuaji, Book 1, p. 15.
@ Guo Ruoxu, Tihua Jiarmwenzhi, ed. Deng Bai (Chengdu: Sichuan Meishu Chubanshe, 1986), p. 49. Author’s

italics.
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China has a tradition of recruiting intellectuals into politics. This tradition was
perhaps founded by Confucius, though for him it was only an ideal rather than a re-
ality. Confucius traveled to many states in order to persuade princes and vassals to
practise this, but he tragically failed. Nor did any of his disciples become prominent
statesmen. Nevertheless, the ideas he proposed were seen by later generations as be-
ing necessary and, as an educator, he broke down the monopoly of the state on edu-
cation and initiated the process of educational privatization, which enabled com-
moners to be educated and thus become politically competent. Confucius was rather
conservative in social and political affairs. For example, he tried to restore the
Western Zhou System and constantly dreamt of Duke Zhou (Zhou Gong, who
served as regent after the death of King Wu and was the actual founder of Zhou feu-
dalism). He took fuli as his political program, which can be literally translated as
“resumption of the ritual system”, but can also be translated as “return to proprie-
ty”. However, paradoxically, this conservative in politic affairs frequently was a
revolutionary in the field of education.

The Western Zhou system granted powers only to the nobility and, conse-
quently, education was exclusively the privilege of this class. Confucius ig-
nored class distinctions in this regard and began to receive students of common
origin. This was a significant advance in historical development, even though
it was not politically radical. It not only meant that a number of pupils from
the lower classes were able to join the ruling classes, but, more importantly, it
signified the beginning of the separation between blood and cultivation, which
ultimately led to the division between the nobility and learned men. In the ear-
ly Zhou period, the main contradiction within society was between civilized
people and barbarians. The former consisted of the Zhou clan and their allies,
who took as their mandate to “civilize” the latter. In this situation it would
seem unnecessary to question whether the prestige of the nobility came from
blood or cultivation. Only the noblemen could be educated and it was educa-
tion which confirmed their superiority in blood. “Barbarians,” on the contrary,
lacked both blood and cultivation. However, since the Zhou House intended to civi-
lize the barbarians, the stress seems more to have been laid on the latter, that is,
barbarians could become Chinese if given the proper cultivation. Certain modern
scholars have concluded following this line of thought that the Chinese nation is de-
fined by culture and not by race. This may be correct to some extent, but, at least in
early Zhou period, race was of crucial importance, as were family ties. The Zhou
House tried to civilize the barbariansmainly in one particular respect, that is, to
make them conform to the ruling order. When Confucius tried to implement fuli,
or a return to propriety, he criticized the activity of jianyue (overstepping one’s
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authority) among noblemen and intended to re-organize society with intellec-
tuals as its backbone. Thus, under the banner of li, or ritual, he attempted to
bring about a quite different order from that of Duke Zhou. However, this
plan was premature for his time and doomed to failure. ‘

During the pre-Qin period, there were two terms that referred to intellec-
tuals and cultured gentlemen, junzi and shi. Junzi tended to mean a combina-
tion of morality and ability. People could be praised as junzi and it could also
be said that they tried to be junzi, but directly claiming this for oneself sounded ar-
rogant. © Shi has a more neutral meaning, referring to a particular social class that
existed during the Spring and Autumn and the Warring States periods. This class
consisted of those sons of the nobility who were unable to inherit titles because they
were not the eldest, those people of common origin who were educated to some ex-
tent, and those of certain special abilities. Shi served in the households of the feudal
lords as private advisors, stewards, or warriors. It would be naive to think that shi
had certain actual powers; power was almost exclusively in the hands of the monar-
chies and nobility, who used shi only to strengthen their own positions. For exam-
ple, the so-called four famous princes kept thousands of ski in order both to display
their strength to their lords, and to have ready suitable persons to be dispatched on
missions. @ It was at first in the Qin state, and later in the unified Qin Dynasty, that
a new system began to be established in which the privileges of the nobility were re-
duced and the equivalent of a modern bureaucratic system of administration was set
up. This system provided shi with more opportunities to work in public service rath-
er than as the private servants of noblemen. There are two paradoxes in this case.
Confucius travelled to almost all the important states of his time, the Qin being the
only exception. This fact has frequently been mentioned by historians with regret.
Perhaps in the mind of Confucius the Qin was a backward state that did not deserve
his efforts. However, the system which the First Emperor of the Qin developed in
fact made it possible for those who were learned but without the proper family back-
ground to more easily enter civil service, although the Emperor himself was notori-
ous for persecuting intellectuals. This system was continued in the Han Dynasty,
when the convergence of the bureaucratic system with Confucianism emerged. In
the Han period, several dominant forces were in competition with each other,

@ Although junzi literally means “son of a lord”, which is probably the original meaning, it was apparently no
longer used in this way in Confucius’ time,

@ According to Jia Yi’s Guo Qin Lun, the four princes were Prince Mengchang of the Qi state, Prince Pingyuan
of the Zhao state, Prince Chunshen of the Chu state, and Prince Xinling of the Wei state.
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including members of the royal clan who were either influential in the court or
became powerful vassals in the remote areas of the kingdom, aristocratic fami-
lies whose founders had performed well in the military or in the civil service,
members of the imperial consorts’ families, and the eunuchs. The first three
were relatively better educated while eunuchs came from lower families and
were mostly illiterate or semi-illiterate. In order to staff the lower ranks of the
civil service in such a great empire, many able men of low origin were recrui-
ted. Some of them were eventually promoted to higher ranks on merit, or by
considerations of balancing the power of more powerful groups, though the
number of such cases was very limited.

A Chinese emperor had to select those upon whom he would rely from the more
powerful groups, but each such choice had its potential dangers. Members of the im-
perial clan could take advantage of family ties to interfere with imperial decision-
making, and they might possibly threaten the emperor’s throne or, as vassals, de-
velop independent power in their fiefs. Members of the imperial consorts’ families
could be arrogant in the court and even manipulate the succession to the throne. A-
ristocrats tended to retain and develop their local strength, which could eventually
split the realm. For these reasons, certain emperors tended to place their trust in eu-
nuchs, their personal servants, and eunuchs thus occasionally became powerful.
They might advise the emperor and even inspect the localities and supervise armies as
the emperor’s personal representatives. Nevertheless, the double physical and edu-
cational deficiencies of these people frequently made their presence in politics an ill
omen for the country, as most historians have maintained. Indeed, eunuchs, be-
cause of their lack of knowledge and their experience of serving the emperor in daily
life, tended to follow the emperor’s personal whims without any sense of principle.
In addition, they formed a group surrounding the emperor who often spread rumors
and manipulated significant decision-making. They were what Confucius had called
“small men.” If power was in the hands of these people, it was indeed a bad sign for
politics.

The best way to solve the problem of administrating such a large empire
was to bring in new blood by choosing educated men from the lower classes.
Confucianism provided the theoretical basis for this, but it took a very long
time to break down the monopoly of the upper classes and provide this policy
with an effective system. Although the conception of raising able men was es-
tablished in the late Han Dynasty, a system that operated by means of personal
recommendation still enabled the aristocracy to keep its influence.

After the collapse of the Han Kingdom, aristocratic families became more
powerful, particularly in the series of Southern Dynasties, but these were aristocrats
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who were characterized by their knowledge and talent. The idea that a cultured aristoc-
racy would rule the country presupposed that learned men would play a more considera-
ble role in politics since the importance of talent and ability in political practice became
more and more obvious. ©

As soon as China was once again united in the Sui Dynasty, a civil service
examination system (keju) was established. Both in the Sui and the Tang dy-
nasties, the keju system was used as an important means to recruit learned and
able men from the lower classes and to balance the power of the other above-
mentioned groups, particularly that of the civil and military aristocracy, who
were potentially inclined towards local autonomy and disruption. Men of keju
origin probably had a more symbolic than substantial significance in politics,
particularly at the level of the central government, during the Sui and Tang
periods. The dominant forces in the court were still the aristocracy or members
of the imperial consorts’ families and the number of men recruited in this way
was still very limited. Nevertheless, keju represented a new principle, which
was recognized to be both in accord with Confucius’ ideal and capable of curb-
ing the privileges of the aristocracy. Consequently, although many practical
difficulties prevented this principle from being fully implemented in the Tang
Dynasty, it was developed on a large scale by the Song rulers, who had learned
from the disruptions of the late Tang period. From the time of the Song Dy-
nasty, the men of keju origin became powerful and dominant at the court.
This system was retained in subsequent dynasties, though some detailed chan-
ges were introduced.

In the minds of many Europeans, China used to be an ideal kingdom in
which the age-old dream of the philosopher-king seemed to have become real-
ity. This, of course, was not true. Traditional Chinese society should never be
described as a paradise; the court was rife with conspiracies and the lower clas-
ses suffered greatly. In fact, it was the Europeans who had projected their own
notions of an ideal society onto China, and China was geographically distant e-
nough from Europe to make such an illusion possible. However, Chinese socie-
ty indeed possessed certain elements which provided the basis for this illusion.

The ideal of the philosopher-king ultimately stemmed from Plato, whose utopia
in the Republic haunted the minds of countless thinkers in countless generations after
him. Nevertheless, it was not Plato’ s personal fancy that attracted the interest

® There was a system called jiupin-zhongzheng at that time, which was intended to recruit people of knowledge, a-
bility, and morality into public service. However, this system tended to be monopolized by the aristocrats because
it was based on the recommendations of local offidals. This system also exerted a strong influence on the evalua-
tions of painters and many books were produced in the name of huapin. Among them the most famous are Xie
He’s Gu Huapin Lu and Yao Zwi’s Xu Huapin.



