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Preface L=

The origin of the Chinese brush can be traced back to the bamboo brushes of the Neolithic Period.
After the invention of bamboo slips, the use of such bamboo brushes became widespread and they
later evolved into the “tadpole brush.” An Introduction to the Seal Script explains, “In ancient
times, bamboo brushes were used to apply paint, but because they were slippery, they were not
so useful for painting. This di[ﬁculty’y)a‘s solved by making their shape thick at the ‘head’ and
thin at the ‘tail’—like a tadpole—»’lzy‘r;’d tﬁat is reason for their name. But now there were none ‘

o
to be seen.” In 1954 in an ancient tomb at the site of Mount Zuojiagong in Changsha, Hunan

~ Province, archaeologists dtscovered brushes made in the state of Chu during the Warring States

period. The body of the brush was made of bamboo, “and the tip was made of br:stly rabbit hairs

“bundled around one end of the bamboo shaft with hempen threads. The hazrs of the tzp were

lacquered to form a sharp point, ideal for mscrzbmg bamboo slips. The Records of the Grami_
Historian says that when the Fitst Emperor commanded General Meng Tian and the heir-
a?ﬁégﬁi\Pu Su to construct the breat Wall, General Méné Tian collected rabbit hair from
Zhonéshan to make writing/ brﬂuﬂshes, and if was ordered that they be used in recording legal

decisions. Thus, many people regard “Meng Tian making writing brushes” as the origin of the
- : : =
brush. g N

In the early peribd, ink was used for painting, not calligré;zhy._Among prehistoric relics dating

back five and six thousand years, not only are there the excavated pottery vessels painted in red,

-
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white, ochre, anid black, but also there have been discovered numerous mineral pigments. Ink pellets

Tl , S = =
discovered in 1975 in a Qin Dynasty(221-207 BC) tomb at the site of Shuihudi in Yunmeng,

Hubei Province, are our earliest known examples of mﬁn-made ink. When the small, roﬁnd ink

pellets were placed on the ink slab, they could not be picked up by hdm( but could only be ground

with a stone. This early ink was made primarily of pine éoOtan_chashioned by hand. During the

Eastern Han period, ink production became more and more refined, the shape became standardized

and the size enlarged. Wei Dan, a native of the state of Wei during the Three Kingdoms period(220-

280), is recorded as the first famous ink maker. =

By the beg;'nning of the Han Dynasty(206BC-220AD) rag paper had started to replace bamboo
slips though its use was not widespread. In 1957, archaeologists discovered in the vicinity of
the brick factory near the Ba Bridge in eastern Xi’an an earthen tomb no later than the period
of Emperor Wu of the Han. In the tomb they found a bronze mirror on which were fragments
of paper made with linen fibres. Specialists refer to this }ind as “Ba Bridge Paper” and regard
it as the earliest paper made with plant fibres. In the time of Emperor He, Cai Jingzhong used
bark and fishing net to make paper, which he pre;'ented to the emperor. The ruler praised his
ability and everyone called his invention, “Marquis Cai’s Paper.” The earliest appearance of the
term “xuan (or rice) paper” is found in Zhang Yanyuan's Tang-dynasty(618-907) text, Famous
Painters of Previous Dynasties: “In the eastern Yangtze River area the land is fertile and people
highly skilled. A family in which a wedding was to occur would prepare one hundred pieces of
xuan paper to which wax was applied so that the paper could be used to make rubbings.” The
eastern Yangtze River area is where Xﬁahih?rtﬁity was located, the city from which “xuan

paper” takes its name. 2

011

1‘5.' 4



012

SiRRd

SILIBUONIEIS SIB[OYDS

The classical dictionary Interpretation on Terms states, “The word ‘inkstone” means ‘grind.” It

was used for grinding and wetting ink.” Thus we can see that the inkstone ori'éinated as a tool
for grinding. The inkstone found in the Qin tomb at Shuihudi was made from a slightly reworked
cobblestone. Markings indicating use and traces of ink identify it as the earliest inkslab we know of.
Inkstones before Sui Dynasty ( 58i-618) and Tang Dynasty were mostly made from gravel. Later they
gradually came to be made of fired clay. But both before and after this time, the four famous inkstone

materials are found: Duan stone, She stone, Lu stone, and Tao stone.

In 986 A.D. the third year of the Yongxi Period of Emperor Taizong of the Northern Song, the
first great compilation to bring together comprehensively and systematically the writings of
several authorities on the brush, ihk: paper, and the inkstone was completed. This was The Four
Treasures of the Study. If wt; iniiestigate further the term “study,” which appears in its title,
we find that its earlies\t occurrence dates to the Southern Dynasties(420-589) and Northern
Dynasties(386-581). However, not until the Tang i)@zasty did the term truly refer to the place
where a scholar reads and writes. We have-examples of this usage in poems \by Liu Yuxi and
Yuan Zhen. In Song times the term conveys the high social status of the scholars whose work
involved study.

What was the “charm” and what were the “elegant accessories” to which literary sources allude when
describing classical scholar’s study? During the Northern Song(960-1127) and Southern Song(1127-
1279) Dynasties, when civil arts were emphasized over military arts, scholars\}my be credited for
developing all aspects of the study. Literary figures of the period, who set the aesthetic standards
for society, along with highly skilled craftsmen “composed” the tune “Elegant Accessories’ of the

Scholar’s Study.” Among them were the famous scholars Su Shi and Mi Fu, as well as the Song

~—
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\Dymzsty emperor Huizoﬁg. From the Northern Song to the Southern Song, as the charm of the study
became ﬁ;lly developed, the tasies, atﬁtud;é,'hmc\esof the scholars became the standards for
the age. In Su Shijian’s “Postface” to The Four Treasures of the Study we see how highly the people
of that time regarded brush, ink, paper, and inkstones. ‘

\

"

A rich variety of accessories accompanied “the four treasures of the study.” The late Southern
Song literati figure Zhao Xihu distinguished fourteen c/ategories of objects: the ancient seven-
stringed lute, the ancient inkstone, the antiqde ritual vessels, scholar’s stones, screens, brush
holders, tea basins, antique ink, antique and contemporary stone carvings, antique and

contemporary prints and paintings, together with incense, tea, paper, and ink.

During the Ming Dynasty(1368-1644), when literati culture reached an extremely high point of
development, accessories of the study gained universal recognition among the literati. Although
their practical value was in fact low, the literati sought them because of their desire for a refined,
elegant, and secluded lifestyle. Gao Lian, a Ming scholar, observed, “The tools of the study are
not toys. As the ancients said, ‘Superior brushes and inkstones are the greatest joys in one’s
life."” By examining the writings of the Ming literati we can gain a better understanding of
their appreciation of the accessories of the study. The more people sought these objects, the more
refined their craftsmanship became. In his Notes on the Implements Used in the Study, Tu Long
of-the Ming identified forty-five types of accessories among which were the brush-holders and
inkstone screens mentioned by Zhao Xihe, as well as compartments, ancient coins, and other

things. ; S =

Literati figures of the early Qing period, engaged in the pursuit of antiquity as had scholars in
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the Ming, but during the later part of the dynasty they started to cultivate the style of scholars
more recent times: composing poems, painting, doing calligraphy, and carving seals. Thus, while
producing a considerable body of creative work, literati at the same time searched for excellent

accessory pieces for the study.

In Suzhou, a place whose grace is noted by the literati of Ming and Qing times, an abundance
of products, a prosperous economy, and a flourishing culture was matched by no other place.
As the literatus Wang Shixing noted, Suzhou intellectuals chose to avoid politics and to
immerse themselves in antiquity and the arts. Because of their expertise in imitating ancient
calligraphy and paintings, they inspired the entire country to follow their practices. Whatever
people from Suzhou declared élegant, everyone found elegant; and whatever they deemed
vulgar, everyone found vulgar. Among the “four treasures of the study,” the inkstones from
Huo Village in Suzhou’s Lingyan Mountain were well known, but, alas, they never really
gained popularity. Gu Erniang, a Suzhou native during the Qing Dynasty(1644-1911), was
famouéiforiherr'iz:nkstone designs. "She -used only Duanzhou slate, and légend tells how she
selected the best slate using the tips of ﬁer toes. As to the Republic of China(1912-1949),
Chen Duanyou from Changshu city was recognized as the “ultimate master.” During Qing
Dynasty among those skilled at making brushes, there@as Wang Yongqing of Suzhou's Wu
County. The literature of the time reveals his secret methods. Song literati praised the gold-
flecked but otherwise undecorated paper from the Wu area as “the best” paper for writing. Cao
Sugong, one of the four great ink-makers in Qing Dynasty earned his fl;;?!e when he presented
his ink to the Kangxi Emperor when the Emperor visited the south. During Qianlong and

Jiajing Periods, Cao Dechou, the 6th generation of Cao Sugong, set up the branch ink shop

- in Suzhou as a way of dominating the market. At the time the Suzhou area was recognized as
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\hbme to the most advanced techniques for making all the accessories for the scholar’s study.
: ey

o< f =

A major achievement of the Suzhou Museum’s exhibition, “Elegant Objects from a Scholar’s

Study,” is that we have gathered together three thousand pieces, thanks to the kind énd

generous donations frmh the descendants of He Cheng, Liu Yazi, Wu Hufan, Gu Gongshuo

~and his brother, Qian Yong and his wife Xu Yue. Moreover, dﬂé to the great effort devoted to
this exhibition by our Museum staff, we were able,to‘é}:ow such famous pieces as the Inkstone
from the Chuanshilou Collection, the Brush Pot and Brush Holder with the Inscription “Zhu
Sansong,” seals made by Yang Xie, and ink made by the famous ink producers Fang Yulu,
Cheng Fengchi, Cao Sugong, and Hu Kaiwen. : o
Chinese scholars, especially those who lived after the middle Ming period, were deeply concerned
with creating for themselves elegant study spaces that were finely furnished and tastefully equipped.
Sometimes these considerations were even more important than the act of reading, which took place
in such surroundings .Over 200 pieces selected for this catalogue are among the artefacts of the study

 described above and are at the same time the “delightful objects,” discussed by Shen Defu in the late
Ming Dynasty that brought more elegance to the study. We hope that these exquisite objects of the
scholar’s study will offer a grand picture of their history, reanimate memories in the minds of viewers,
as well as inspire further scholarly research.

~__ Academic Committee, Suzhou Museum
October, 2011
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