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Paintings on Folding Fans :

A Miniature History of Painting Art in the Ming and Qing Dynasties

The history of Chinese folding fan painting can be traced back
to the North Song Dynasty (960~1127). At that time, renowned
scholars including Su Dongpo, Zhao Yanwei, and Deng Chun loved
folding fans. Gradually, as instruments used to induce airflow for
the purpose of cooling, folding fans became carriers of calligraphy
. and painting. Zheng Yuanyou, a scholar of the Yuan Dynasty
(1271~1368), praised the landscape painting that Zhao Qianli, an
artist of the Song Dynasty, painted on a folding fan in a poem for
its magniﬁcen; ambience. Zhan Jingfeng, a calligrapher and painter
of the Ming Dynasty (1368~1644), described the silk folding fan
paintings by Ma Yuan and his son, Ma Lin, in his Review of Eastern
Paintings: “The bamboo and crane painting by Ma Yuan and the
sweet osmanthus painting by Ma Lin were originally painted on the
two sides of a folding fan. Both of the two folding fan paintings were
painted on silk, with obvious lines made of folding.”

Early in the Ming Dynasty, folding fans became popular
among members of the royal family. Inspired by the exquisite
folding fans sent by Korea as tributes, Zhu Di, or Emperor Chengzu
(r.1402~1424), ordered artisans to produce a large quantity of
similar folding fans, with which the emperor rewarded his officials.
Zhu Zhanji, or Emperor Xuanzong (r.1425~1435), showed even
greater favor of folding fans than his grandfather Zhu Di. In 1427,
the second year after he ascended the throne, Zhu Zhanji, who was

expert in painting, painted a hermit reading under a pine tree together

AR T E

with his boy attendant and another hermit picking chrysanthemum
flowers respectively on the front and reverse sides of a huge folding
fan that measured 59.5 centimeters long and 152 centimeters wide. In
this way, the emperor expressed his yearning for an easygoing life in
wilderness. Soon. folding fans spread from the royal family to people
from all walks of life, and Sichuan, Jiangsu and Zhejiang provinces
became major producers of folding fans at that time. Moreover, it
became increasingly popular for calligraphers and painters to write
or paint on folding fans.

The production, appreciation and collection of folding fans
reached the zenith in the Qing Dynasty (1644~1911). Shops and
merchants specializing in hand fans business mushroomed throughout
the country. Of them, the most famous were Qijianlong, Dailianzeng
and Hezhongxing in Beijing, Yangliuging in Tianjin, and Wangxingji
in Hangzhou. The number of artists engaged in folding fan painting in
the Qing Dynasty was obviously more than that of the Ming Dynasty,
so was the quantity of folding fan paintings that remain today.

Despite the fact that Ming and Qing paintings primary exist in
forms of scrolls and albums, folding fan paintings reflect the history

of painting in the Ming and Qing dynasties in a microcosmic manner.

Apart from court painters, Jiangsu and Zhejiang painters,
who were collectively known as the “Zhe School,” dominated the

art circles of the early Ming Dynasty. A number of excellent artists



emerged during the period, including Bian Jingzhao, Zhao Lian,
Jiang Zicheng, Guo Chun, Xie Huan, Dai Jin, Li Zai, Shi Rui, Zhou
Wenjing, Shang Xi. Ni Duan, Lin Liang, Liu Jun, Wang E, Lu Ji, Zhu
Duan, and Wu Wei. By that time, as a newly born art genre. folding
fan painting had yet to be widely accepted by court painters and
Zhe School painters. Only a few artists attempted to paint folding
fans, of whom the most famous was Wu Wei (1459~1508), a court
painter and a representative of the Jiangxia School of painting. A fan
bearing his painting Ladies is now collected in Shanghai Museum.
Wu’s figure paintings are very special. His Spring of Wuling and
Singing and Dancing feature delicate brushwork, which modeled
after the style of Li Gonglin, a renowned painter of the Northern
Song Dynasty. On the contrary, his Reading under the Tree and Tai
Chi feature bold and vigorous lines, which modeled after the style
of Tang-Dynasty (618~907) painter Wu Daozi. Despite their varied
styles, all of his paintings depicted figures vividly and accurately
and demonstrated Wu's great accomplishment in painting. Following
Wu Wei and Dai Jin, many other artists of the Z;]e School began to
draw figures and landscapes on fans. Those folding fan paintings,
including Watching Waterfall by Zhang Lu, Sun Rising by Jiang
Song and Snow Landscapes by Li Zhu (both collected in the Palace
Museum in Beijing) and Reading in Riverside Pavilion by Li Zhu
(collected in Shanghai Museum), on the one hand, demonstrated
that those artists learned from the court painting of the Southern
Song Dynasty (1127~1279) and formed a simple but bold painting

style, and on the other hand, they evidenced that those artists had got

accustomed of the unique formats of fan paintings and mastered fan
painting skills.

By the mid-Ming Dynasty, along with the rise of the Wumen
School of painting, folding fan painting had gained popularity. Many
artists entered the realm of folding fan painting, and they created
countless masterpieces, such as Shen Zhou’s fan painting Small
Pavilion in Woods, Wen Zhengming's Excellent Scholar‘with Pines
and Rocks, and Chen Daofu’s Red Plum and Daffodil that are housed
in Shanghai Museum, Xie Shichen’s fan painting Landscapes that is
collected in Tianjin Museum, and Wen Jia’s fan painting Mountain
Pavilion and Double Trees and Wang Guxiang’s Plum Blossoms
and Daffodil that are housed in Nanjing Museum. Painters from the
Wumen School. represented by Shen Zhou (1427~1509), inherited the
painting styles of Dong Yuan of the Five Dynasties (907~960) and Ju
Ran of the Song Dynasty. At the same time, they learned more from
painting maters of the Yuan Dynasty. For instance, they inherited Zhao
Mengfu’s art philosophy that advocated “combination of calligraphy
and painting” and “old sense of painting.” They also learned the light
ink-and-wash brushwork from Huang Gongwang and the ingenious
poetic style from Ni Zan, and modeled after Wang Meng and Wu
Zhen’s meticulous but elegant painting style. Like Yuan-Dynasty
painters, they paid great attention to the expressiveness of every
stroke, so as to depict emotions behind images and create an elegant
atmosphere. With their paintings, they expressed their certain moods or
their views of the world and tried to pursue the compatibility between

art and morality and an easygoing, scholarly style.
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The rise of the Wumen School of painting not only rejuvenated
the scholarly painting of the Yuan Dynasty and enhanced the
cultural connotations of their painting, but also pushed forward
the development of art in the Ming Dynasty. Many artists from the
Wumen School, such as Lu Zhi, Qian Gu, Chen Chun, and Zhou
Zhimian, realized great achievements in their respective realms.
Their unique styles were illustrated on their fan paintings. For
instance, Chen Chun’s fan painfings Peony (collected in the Palace
Museum) and Flowers (collected in Guizhou Museum) demonstrate
the charm of the freehand ink-and-wash flower-and-bird painting.
Zhou Zhimian’s fan paintings Flowers (collected in Tianjin
Museum), Plum Blossoms and Birds (collected in Guangzhou Art
Museum), and Two Swallows and Pear Blossoms (collected in
Shanghai Museum) combine realistic and freehand styles.

In the late Ming Dynasty. various schools of painting emerged,
including those named after their places of origin such as the Huating
School. Songjiang School, Yunjian School, Xin’an School. Wulin
School, and Jiaxing School. By the time, it had become a popular
trend for artists to paint hand fans. Fan paintings by artists from
every school of painting can be found today. Among them are The
Landscape Painting after Ni Zan’s Style (collected in the Palace
Museum), The Picture of Landscapes (collected in Shanghai Museum)
and Hazy Islet and Rolling Hills (collected in Anhui Museum) by
Dong Qichang (1555~1636), a leader of the Huating School: The
Picture of Landscapes (collected in the Palace Museum) and Mountain
Residence (collected in Anhui Museum) by Zhao Zuo (fl. early 17th
cent.), a representative of the Songjiang School; High Tower and Wild
Geese in Autumn (collected in the Palace Museum) and Mountain
in Clouds (collected in Hubei Museum) by Shen Shichong (fl. early
17th cent.), head of the Yunjian School; Enjoying the Moon on an
Autumn Trip (collected in the Palace Museum), Distant Mountain in
the Sun (collected in Anhui Museum) and Pines and Hawks (collected

in Tianjin Museum) by Cheng Jiasui (1565~1643), a pioneer of the
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Xin"an school; Water Pavilion in Autumn Forest (collected in Nanjing
Museum), River and Mountain in Flying Snow (collected in Sichuan
Museum), Listening to Spring in Water Pavilion and Plum Blossoms
and Birds (collected in Guangzhou Art Museum) by Lan Ying
(1585~16667), a founder of the Wulin School; and Cranes Guarding
Plum Blossoms in Chilly Winter (collected in the Palace Museum)
and Plum Blossoms (collected in Anhui Museum) by Xiang Shengmo
(1597~1658), a leader of the Jiaxing School.

Dong Qichang, who ever served as the Minister of Rites, was
the most influential painter in the late Ming Dynasty. He took an
active part into art practice. In addition to folding fan paintings,
he also created many landscape paintings in forms of scrolls and
albums. Moreover, based on the theory of the Zen Buddhism that was
divided into the north and south sects, he defined scholarly painters
who focused on ink-and-wash painting as the “South School™ and
artists who excelled at color paintings as the “North School.” Dong
declared himself as an orthodox representative of the “South School”
and listed Zhao Mengfu of the Yuan Dynasty and Shen Zhou from
the Wumen School into the “South School.” Influenced by Dong’s
elegant and freehand painting style and his art theory that advocated
the “South School™ was superior to the “North School,” painters at
that time preferred to copy ancient paintings and indulge themselves
in seeking the fun of brushwork. They attempted to depict their
intricate thoughts through the use of various techniques such as
wrinkling, brushing, spotting, and rendering. Moreover, they pursued
the variation and fun of brushwork, as well as the classic, elegant
style that the “South School™ advocated.

Chen Hongshou (1597~1652), a painter of the late Ming Dynasty,
was also worth mentioning. Immune from the trend of modeling
after ancient paintings, his figure and flower-and-bird paintings
demonstrated a unique style. In his fan paintings such as Picture of
Figures, Daffodil. Bamboo and Rock, Flowers, Rocks and Butterflies

(all collected in the Palace Museum), and Picture of Figures and



Their Tales (collected in Shanghai Museum), Chen incorporated the
techniques of folk block print into his figure painting. He excelled at
enhance the expressiveness of the main subjects through exaggerating
the features of the figures and contracting them with background
characters. In terms of painting style, he pursued classic beauty and
stressed decorative effect. He also skillfully created such decorative
effect in his flower-and-bird paintings. Chen’s painting style cast a far-
reaching influence on painters in the late Qing Dynasty. including the
Four Rens of the Shanghai Painting School (namely, Ren Xiong, Ren

Xun, Ren Yi, and Ren Yu).

In its early years, the Qing Dynasty implemented a series of
political policies to reinforce its reign and eliminate the capitalism
sprouting in the Ming Dynasty. It also took iron-handed measures to
prohibit thoughts that called for innovation and fought against feudal
etiquette. In this circumstance, the literature, art and philosophy
circles began to be dominated by conservatism, instead of innovation.

At that time, conservative painters represented by the
“Four Wangs™ — namely, Wang Shimin (1592~1680), Wang
Jian (1598~1677), Wang Hui (1632~1717), and Wang Yuangqi
(1642~1715) — became the mainstream in the art circles. They
worshiped Dong Yuan and Ju Ran of the Five Dynasties Period and
Huang Gongwang, Ni Zan, Wu Zhen, and Wang Meng of the Yuan
Dynasty. They also advocated the scholarly painting theory of Dong
Qichang, and attempted to model after ancient paintings in every
stroke. Just as Wang Hui said in his Qinghui Painting Postscripts,
“an accomplished painter should model after the brushwork of Yuan-
dynasty painters, the intricate thoughts of Song-dynasty painters
while learning the style of Tang-dynasty painters.”

Of course, the Four Wangs did not merely copy from ancient

artists, but incorporate their innovative understandings of art. While

learning the dynamic, elegant style of Yuan painters, they abandoned
the carelessness illustrated in paintings of the Yuan Dynasty. This
was evidenced by Wang Shimin’s Picture of Landscapes (collected
in Tianjin Museum) and another fan painting of the same name
collected in Shanghai Museum, Wang Jian’s fan paintings Fishing
Hermit on Flower Stream (collected in the Palace Museum) and
Fishing Hermit on Clear Stream (collected in Shanghai Museum),
Wang Hui’s Magnificent Landscapes (collected in the Palace
Museum) and River Town in Early Summer (collected in Jilin
Museum), and Wang Yuanqi’'s Picture of Landscapes (collected in
Liaoning Museum) and A Copy of Yi Feng’s Landscape Painting
(collected in Jilin Museum). They added vitality and dynamics to the
painting style of the Yuan Dynasty. For instance, they maintained
aesthetic appeal of Huang Gongwang’s landscape paintings that
typically featured “magnificent mountains and lush plants,” but
rejected the lonesome, desolate ambience that met the Taoist and
Buddhist aesthetics in the paintings of the Yuan Dynasty. Eventually,
they formed a mild, conventional style that combined tradition
and innovation. This painting style conformed to the Qing rulers’
advocacy of peace, elegance, and fairness based on the Neo-
Confucianism, thus winning their favor and support. For this reason,
it was deemed as the orthodox schopl of the landscape painting
throughout the Qing Dynasty. At that time, painters who followed the
style of Wang Hui were called the “Yushan School,” including Yang
Jin, Hu Jie, Xu Rong, Li Shizhuo, and Monk Shangrui. Followers
of Wang Yuangqi, including Tang Dai, Wang Jingming, Huang Ding,
Wen Yi, and Wang Yu, were called the “Loudong School.”

In the early Qing Dynasty, there were another two painters
famous for fan painting: Wu Li (1632~1718), who excelled at
landscape painting, and Yun Shouping V(I633~1690), who was
skilled in both landscape and flower-and-bird paintings. The two
and the “Four Wangs” were together known as the “Six Famous

Painters of the Early Qing Dynasty.” When he was young, Wu Li
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learned from Wang Shimin and Wang Jian. For this reason, Wu
also adored the painting style of Huang Gongwang and Wang
Meng of the Yuan Dynasty and Tang Yin of the Ming Dynasty. Wu
converted to Catholicism in his middle age. His trip to Macao, then a
Portuguese colony, enabled him to have a close contact with Western
painting, which broadened his artistic vision. Through absorbing the
advantages of various painting styles, Wu formed his own style that
featured depiction of real scener&l. His fan paintings. such as Poetic
Meditation of Forest Lake (collected in the Palace Museum), Spring
Wild Geese in South China (collected in Shanghai Museum), and
Picture of Landscapes (collected in Tianjin Museum), demonstrate
that his landscape paintings boast novel composition and powerful
strokes, quietly different from the painting style of the Four Wangs.
Yun Shouping focused on landscape painting in his early years and
then shifted to flower-and-bird painting. He realized remarkable
achievements in this genre of painting. Based on the styles of Ming-
dynasty painters Shen Zhou and Sun Long and the boneless flower-
and-bird painting techniques of Xu Chongsi of the Northern Song
Dynasty, Yun invented a new flower painting style that used no lines
but directly applied color pigments on paper. The style was known
as “Orthodox Sketch School.” Yun created a number of fan paintings
depicting flowers in this style, such as Poppy Flower collected in the
Palace Museum, Orchid and Rock collected in Liaoning Museum.
Chrysanthemum and Colored Rock and Autumn Flower collected in
Shanghai Museum, and Peonies in Spring collected in Jilin Museum.

As conservative painters represented by the Four Wangs
dominated the art circle, the Four Monks (namely, Zhu Da
1624~1705, Yuan Ji 1642~1707, Kun Can 1612~1673, and Hong
Ren 1610~1663), the Eight Masters of Nanjing, and painters from
the Xin'an Painting School began to call for art innovation. Of
them, the Four Monks made were the most famous and influential.
Despite the fact that they also inherited traditional styles of ancient

artists, they refused to stubbornly follow old rules and downgrade
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the landscape painting art into a display of painting techniques
such as wrinkling. brushing, dotting, and rendering. They persisted
that while inheriting traditions, artists should draw from nature and
depict “everything in the world” in a way that combined objects and
subjects. Such an idea was illustrated on their folding fan paintings.
For instance, Yuan Ji trekked hundreds of miles to Lushan Mountain
and Yellow Mountain to draw inspiration from nature. He advocated
that a landscape painter should “travel all peaks before he drafted his
painting.” Moreover, he created many excellent landscape paintings
that featured powerful brushwork and ingenious composition. For
example, his fan painting Marvelous Peak (collected in the Palace
Museum) illustrates the magnificent Lotus Peak and Wenshu Temple
with the technique of “creating something from nothing.” In the
painting, floating clouds bring out magnificent mountains. Such an
illustrating method was unprecedented. No artists could create such
an excellent painting without personally being there.

Most of the Eight Masters of Nanjing and the Xin’an Painting
School lived the life as a hermit. They indulged themselves in poetry
and painting. Despite their varied styles, they shared similar art
appeal, and their works were all with distinctive individuality that
could impress their viewers. The Eight Masters of Nanjing include
Gong Xian, Fan Qi, Gao Cen, Zou Zhe, Wu Hong, Ye Xin, Hu Zao.
and Xie Sun. Of them Gong Xian (1618~1689) was the most famous
and had the greatest achievement. Based on the painting styles of
Dong Yuan and Ju Ran of the Five Dynasties Period, he absorbed the
essence of the northern painting school of the early Song Dynasty
and learned from the painting styles of Mi Fu and his son, as well
as Wu Zhen and Shen Zhou, forming his unique “accumulated-ink™
technique. With this technique, Gong created a number of excellent
fan paintings, such as Ink Landscapes collected in the Palace
Museum, Landscape Painting for Mizhi collected in the Museum of
Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region. and Picture of Landscapes

collected in Sichuan Museum.



