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The Art of Painting of the Four Schools of
the Southern Song Dynasty

Bo Songnian

The Chinese ancient painting has gone through the Five Dynasties to the period of the Two Song Dynasties, which
shows the aspect of the comprehensive prosperity and considerable mature of painting. At first, it s because that the various
needs of the society upon drawings. The imperial household, the descendants of the noble as well as the upper-class give the
keen interests in the art, and there are quite many emperors of the Song Dynasty who love painting and calligraphy, some of
whom are personally pouring paints with thei rmajesties “imperial brushes”, becoming fairly well-known artists of painting
and calligraphy. It does not only come [rom the political need that they attached importance 1o the teaching function of “ex-
postulating and heaving™ by means of painting, but also o the purpose of decorating the walls of the imperial palace with
drawings s0 as 1o satisly their spiritual enjoyment of luxury. To meet the satisfaction, the Lmperial Art Academy was set up,
into which the famous painters with superb techniques were collected from the society, and the Painting Studies was estab-
lished at the end of the Northern Song Dynasty to train qualified painters of the imperial painting. Quite many good hands
gathered in the Imperial Academy especially at the time of Weizong, the Northern Song Dynasty, during which both its scale
and artistic level could be said the peak of the ancient imperial painting. Even the scholar and senior official took painting as-
noble cultural accomplishments, expressing their emotion and sending their messages with brushes, commenting upon and
appreciating paintings with their outstanding knowledge, and proposing their aesthetic points of view, which became the u-
nique trend of painting of man-of-letters. The development of cities and prosperity of industry and commerce stimulated and
influenced the advance of painting. The needs of the growing citizens for paintings were increasing more and more day by
day, fixing up homes and halls furnishing for happy events and lestival davs, decorating for the celebration of the four sca-
sons and even hanging up paintings and calligraphy to solicit customers by pubs and tea houses. The popularization of paint-
ing has enlarged more than hefore. Some folk and professional peinters were active in society to meet the demand of the mar-
ket in the painting content and artistic taste, which kept the close contact with the society. The noble, scholar and folk have
lormed the diversity of their own, but at the same time influcnced and infiltrated with each other as well, which have pro-

moted and push forward the prosperity of painting.

The painting subjects have enlarged. The figure painting made a breakthrough of the circulation of the imperial and no-
ble life and beautiful girls as well as painting of man-of-letters and further expressed the varietics of social lives, such as the
areat work of Upon the Upper River at Qingming . The painting of historic stories often adopted the technique of narrating
anecdotes of the past 1o allude to the present, refllecting the will of the people toward the political affairs and important

issues. The portraits were more popular in society and the religious wall-paintings have shown the tendency towards the
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world affairs. The landscape painting and the painting of flower and bird, which budded at the time of Weijin and took shape
in Suitang, developed so increasingly. The person at that time pointed out the argument clearly that “the old could not com-
pare with it in terms of the painting of landscape and flower and bird”. [ 1] After Dong Yuan initiated the school of different
landscapes of the south and north areas in the succession of Ji Hao in the Five Dynasties, Li Cheng, who was good at paint-
ing the interesting pictures of cold forests and plain and wild land, Guang Tong, who was adept in drawing rang upon range
of mountains, Fang Kuang, who expressed great, bold and vigorous feature of mountains and rivers, and Jiu Ran, who
molded the beautiful scenery of Jiangnan, came to the force in the early time of the Northern Song Dynasty. Guo Xi at the
late time of the Northern Song Dynasty promoted the landscape much further. Their artistic attainments and influence upon
the late generation were o great that they have plaved a key role in the history of fine art. “Scenery of the Yan Family”™ of
Yan Wengui, mini-landscape of Hui Chong, Zhao Lingrang and others, cloudy mountains in ink of the father and son of Mi
Fu, green landscape of Wang Ximeng, have made the landscape painting show the varied and graceful features. On the basis
of the big two schools of“the richness of the Huang [amily and the wildness of Xu Xi" initiating in the Five Dynasties, the
painters of flower and bird of the Song Dynasty paid more attention to the close observation and precise description upon nat-
ural animals and plants. Not only the exotic flowers and rare birds raised by the noble but also the {lowers, vegetables, do-
mestic animals and insects in the garden or field were given vivid and lifelike drawing with their wonderful brushes. Cui Bai
of the Northern Song Dynasty,a great artist of flower and bird, was adept in painting birds in the ruined lotus, which were
much more elegant and natural. He was called forth to the Imperial Academy, injecting the new blood to the imperial paint-
ing of flower and bird. Men of letters and senior officials were not resigned to the stiff drawing of forms and shapes, but
adopted the style of {rechand brushwork to draw plum blossom. bamboo and stones in ink so as to give expression to their
broad mindedness. At the early time of 12th century, there appeared the phenomenon of colorful flowers that vied with each

other for beauty at the late time of the Northern Song Dynasty.

Because of the corruption and incompetence and houndless avarice of the ruling class, during the middle age of the
Northern Song Dynasty, there were the internal disturbances, external aggression and crises ol danger, the failure of Wang
Anshi’s political reforms at the time of Shenzong and the internal power striving among the parties in the ruling class. After
ascending the throne, Weizong entrusted the group of treacherous court officials such as Cai Jing, lived in extravagance and
enjoyment and led a mere vegetative existence with humiliate concession on the invasion of Liaojin to the North. Although he
was very talented on art, he was decrepit and muddleheaded in politics, which led the country to the very sad result of the
conquered nation at last. The economy and culture of the North were seriously damaged and the precious treasure of paint-
ings and calligraphy in the Imperial Academy and palaces came 1o naught. Anyhow, the development of painting of the Song
Dynasty did not stop and the painters of Zhongyuang fled to the south since they could not bear the oppression of Liaojin.
Zhao Gou, the ninth son of Song Weizong, established the Southern Song Dynasty in Linan. Alter the establishment of the
throne, he reformed the Imperial Art Academy and, therelore, the painting of the Jiangnan Area had the new development

and breakthrough on the basis of the achievement of the Northern Song Dynasty. The representatives of this painting period

were called the “Four Schools of the Southern Song™ in the history of fine arts, Li Tang, Liu Songnian, Ma Yuan and

Xia Gui.

Li Tang, the best among the Four Schools of the Southern Song, was the key person who inherited the painting style of

the Northern Song and initiated that of the Southern Song, plaving an important part in forming a connecting link between




the preceding and the following.

Li Tang, styling himsell Xigu, was born in Heyang (now Meng County of Henan Province) without any written record
of his year of birth. According to the recorded literature, it was known that he went into the Academy during the years of
Xuanhe, Weizong of the Northern Song. Alfter the perish of the Northern Song he fled 1o the south,—Linan, and he was
close to 80 years old at that time. Therefore, it was calculated that he was born in about 1050. In accordance with
Postscript of Guangchuan Painting by Dong You, it was known that: the grandson of Bi Wenjian had invited Li Tang in
the second year (1103) of Zhongning, the Northern Song, to imitate one of the family collection of Xing Hepu Under-
standing Their Future , [2] from which we could tell that he had some [ame in painting. It was recorded in Mini-Talk of
Painting Anecdote by Tang Zhigie of the Ming Dynasty that: During the years of Zhenhe (1111—1117), Weizong enrolled
painters for the foundation of the Academy. He liked very much to pick up lines from the poems of the Tang poets for the
examination, among which they were often the description of the wineshops near the Bamboo Lock Bridge. Therefore, all of
these applicants paid much attention to the poems upon the shops. But only Li Tang set up a signboard on the head of the
bridge, on which “Lock” was written to express the meaning under the line. If this information was a piece of hard evidence,
it could imply that the emperor had caught his outstanding talents and ingenious conception in the Academy. Li Tang became
well-known during the vears of Jinkang, Xuanhe, in which he and Zhao Gou, who was the King of Health, knew each other
and had some connection on art or painted for each other. Li Tang’s existing landscape painting of Pines and Wind in the
Mo Valley and the historic figure painting of National Restoration of Duck Jin Wen were all created at the end of the North-

ern Song Dynasty.

When Kaileng was conquered by the Jin army in 1117, Weiqi Erzong and all the imperial families were all captured to
the north and Kaifeng was robbed of everything. Zhao Gou, the King of Health, was deprived of such humiliation since he
was founding the imperial palace in the name of the general commander of the military forces. Supported by the old imperial
officials, he set up the Southern Song, whose capital was established in Huangzhou later. Zhao Gou of Songgaozong was as
the same as his father, Weizong, in politics, being cowardly and incompetent and seeking ease and comfort at the expenses
of principles in the face of the Jin's army bearing down upor. the border. But the influence and nurture of Weizong, his fa-
ther, made him be in love with painting and calligraphy. He was adept in them and fond of their collection. The empresses,
Wu Shi and Liu Guifei, were also good at playing with brushes and ink. After the establishment of the political power, Zhao
Gou enlisted the services of talents to restore the Academy as well as gathered from the public places in the North the scat-
tered and disappeared paintings and calligraphy in the war. The old talents of the Academy of Xuanhe were coming one after
the other and formed the Art Academy of Shaoxing together with some of the painters of Jiangnan. After the fall of Kaifeng,
Li Tang came all the way to the South, making his living by means of selling his paintings in the market of Hangzhou. Un-
fortunately, the people did not recognize the worth of his talent, which made him badly off. He signed with feeling: “If |
knew early that they had not thought much of my paintings | would have bovght much more carmine just to draw peonies”.
3] Later he was discovered and recommended into the Academy as Daizhao by Shao Yuan, supreme government official in
charge of military affairs. Thinking highly of Li Tang, Gaozong bestowed him with the title of Chengzhonglang as well as a

gold belt. Although he was senile, his creation spirits were quite vigorous.

Li Tang is an old hand on the paintings of landscape, figures and domestic and wild animals. His artistic attainments



have clearly shown of[ in the landscape painting of Pines and Wind in the Mo Valley composed in the sixth vear of Xuanghe
of the Northern Song. Having broken through the patriarchal pattern, the painter expresses the shape and feature of the
stones 10 the details with steady but lorceful strokes. Though it is the overall perspective of landscape, the scenery is either
scattered or concentrated, the white clouds smoking out of the ranges of grand mountains, the thick greenness covering on
the top, the close canopy of pines growing on the foot, and the spring water running through the valleys. [t has been of a
tightly knit structure and profound conception, showing the quietness and beauty of the wild of the North. [t seems that one
could hear the wind and water singing, which made one feel that he were among them. Li Tang was very old when he ar-
rived in Hangzhou, but his artistic progress was going {orward without stop. There is clear distinction between the topogra-
phy and scenery of the beautilul mountain and river of Jiangnan and these of the North, which promotes him to explore and
make a new creation upon the technique. His brushwork becomes more suceinet, and artistic composition breaks through the
panorama showing the ranges over ranges of mountains in the landscape of the Northern Song, but creates the vivid individu-
al part. The Scroll of Mini-Scenery of Rivers and Mountains shows the breakthrough of his landscape, in which are painted
the non-stop winding mountains on the bottom of the scroll and pines, bushes and bamboo on their top as well as the pouring
water fall and running springs. and towers and palaces. But the mountains are only drawn down to the waist without the any
scene of the mountain foot which is left blank, displaying the big river rushing across and making the scencry more spacious.
This ingenious technique of using the blackness and part cutting has shown the inkling of the new stvle of the Southern
Song. The skill adopted in The Seroll of Changria Jiangst is more or less the same with that in The Scroll of Mini-Scenery
of Rivers and Mountains , placing the main peak on the center of the scroll. In the mountains there are embellished trees,
huts, streams and bridges, on the top is the vast running water and on the two sides of the seroll the mountains are painted
in the far river, which makes the onlooker be lost in wild and fanciful thoughts. The hills and stones are lines with simple,
thick and forceflul strokes in the recolour of the dark green. [t is not the same with the technique of paving much more atten-
tion to the [ine and detailed brushwork, which is the new creation of Li Tang. The Scroll of Fishing by the Clear Stream i
the most genius masterpiece of Li Tang's late work of landscape. The painting has successfully delincated the part of the wa-
ter village of Jiangnan, the thick branches and leaves, the murmuring of running water. the hut and water mill and a fisher
by the water, all of which have shown clearly the poetic significance out of the ordinary. The cut-olf structure is adopted,
the trees without tips and the slope without the foot. The section of the slope is drawn with sharp strokes and wrinkles in
black ink. The dripping ink and wash and bold and natural brushwork are never seen before, which is totally different from

the past and invents the new technique.

Li Tang has also made great achievements on the [igure painting. His historic and genre paintings are more outstanding
among his handed-down pieces. Natzonal Restoration of Duck Jin Wen was done during the vears of the Northern Song. 1 4
[t is a story about Chong Er, the son of Duck Jinxian of the Spring and Autumn Period, came back and ook the throne after

19 years of exile, suffering the persecution. This painting is delineated with {ine and elegant line drawing, which has the

strong style of the Northern Song. It is appraised as “The Unrivaled Talent Boshi (i.e. Li Gonglin)™. Later, when Gao-
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mong was succeeding the throne, he took this as a moral of the national restoration. [ 3] Therefore, this picce of wok was cs-

pecially appreciated by Zhao Gou, writing down in person some paragraphs of biographic evidence on the linished painting.
This painting can be said the representative of Li Tang s styles and achievements during the carly time of his figure
paintings. Collecting Common Vetches , which was delineated at the early period of the Southern Song, is an immortal piece

among the Chinese ancient figure paintings. It depicts the story of Bo Yi and Shu Qi, who escaped 1o the Mount Shouvang



alter the destruction of Yinshang, and would rather die than give in 10 the submission, looking for food in humiliation. Li
Tang has successfully created the patriotic figures, remaining [aith[ul and unyielding. Bo Yi, having a withered face and
long beard and hair, is sitting down on the ground with his two hands holding the knees and shooting sharp sight in his eyes
with somewhat anger. Being by his side, Shu Qi 1s talking to him: 1" m worried in such a rainy and windy state, and [
would like to paint it out™. 16 The painter has given vivid touches on the [igures with fine strokes, simple and forceful fold-
ing on the clothing lines, thick and wrinkling strokes on the mountain, stones and trees, the old pine with vines climbing
around and waste and cold cliffs, all of which have shown the adverse circumstances set off 1o the characteristics of the fig-
ures. After the turmoil of Jinkang, a large amount of the territory were in the hand of Jin and the ruling class with Zhao Gou
as the head did not think any about the restoration of the country. Under the circumstances of the “emperor and his subjects
of the Southern Song carried no responsibility of the country and the old and the voung of Zhongyuan looked for the banners
and flags”, such work done by Li Tang is full of significance underneath. Therefore, the following have clearly pointed out
that this creation is 1o “give the admonition to those officials who escaped (o the South and show there are some patriots like
Bo Yi and Shu Qi". |7 According to the recorded literature, Li Tang drew a picture book in terms of the old poem of Hujia
Shibapai , which shows Cai Yan, a lemale poet, was sullering the war. Hujia Shibapai (or Wen Ji Returning to the Han )
is a quite prevalent historic subject during the time of the Southern Song, intricately reflecting the people’ s sufferings and

hardships since the ruler’s incompetence towards the foreign invasion.

There is hardly any handed-down works which can give hard evidence to show the genre painting of Li Tang. It is
recorded that he had drawn Transporting Grain in the Snow, which expresses the people of the Southern Song were send-
ing grain in support of the anti-invasion of Jin. The connoisseur of the Ming Dynasty comments that: “his work is patched up
in length and breadth, being full of funs”. [81 He is adept at drawing cattle such as Ploughing in the Field and Coming
Back in Drunkenness and some others which show the lile of the rural area. It is said that A Village Doctor (alternate name
of Moxibusting ), which is being kept in the Palace Museum of Taipet, comes from Li Tang’s hand. Although it needs to
study further whether this painting has any connection with Li Tang, it is no doubt that it was an ingenious piece of work
which mirrors truthfully the poor life of the countryside in the ancient time. In the painting is delineated a quack doctor treat-
ing a farmer the subcutaneous ulcer on the back. It describes the miserable expression of hardly bearing of the patient during
the operation, the worrying and sorrowful look of his wife and [right and terrification of his children. The different appear-

ance of each figure appears vividly on the silk, impressing a great deal upon the watcher.

During his late vears, Li Tang lived in the years of the nation’s peril existence, and especially undertook the very grave
calamity made for the people and the country by the Jinkang's transformation. He suffered to the full a vagrant life himself
and had deep understanding and experience of the people’s life. He saw with his own eyes the complicated struggles inside
and outside the court in the anti — enemy war at the early period of the Southern Song. He, as a painter of a sense of justice,
could not be aloof and indifferent. Therefore, for all these reasons, he can break the fetters of the imperial artistic taste and
produces the paintings of expressing the spirits of the day and touching the chords of our hearts, from which he gives expres-
sion to the love of mountains, rivers and land as well as to the deep concern about the future of the nation and the life of the

people. His artistic works produce dazzling sunshine.

Liu Songnian made himsell conspicuous after Li Tang died for some years, who is an important follower of Li Tang’s



art. There is little information about his life. It is known {rom the limited materials that he was born in Qiantang ( now
Hangzhou, Zhejiang province). Since he lived outside Qingpoman, he was called “Liu Qingpo™ or “Anman Liu" ( Anman is
the local name for Qingpoman). It can be inferred that he mav be a professional painter and has certain reputation and influ-
ence among the people, from which he was enrolled into the Academy and became a court painter. He was a student at the A-
cademy during the period of Xiaozong (1163—1190) , was promoted as Daizhao in the Guangzong Dynasty(1190—1194)
and awarded a gold belt by means of the imperial decree for he presented the painting of Ploughing and Weaving during the

time of Ningzong (1195—1224). The time he served in the Academy is about half century.

Liu Songnian lived after Xiaozong, at which time the force confrontation between Song and Jin was less severe, the so-
cial contradiction was lessening, the social economy ruined by the war had been recovered and the agriculture, handicralt in-
dustry and commerce had made great achievements. The Southem Song appeared a peaceful situation on the surface. At that
time, Li Tang, an old painter, passed away. It was during the time of Guangzong that Ma Yuan and Xia Gui started to ac-
claim themselves in the art circle. Liu Songnian just appeared between Li Tang, and Ma and Xia. He learnt paingting once
from Zhang Dunli. Zhang Dunli studied Li Tang’s painting style, being adept at landscape and figure paintings with excel-
lent techniques [ull of tranquillity and smoothness. Liu Songnian had learnt the strong points from his teacher and inherited
the painting achievements of Li Tang. He [used and developed the good qualities of the preceding from the different schools
and formed his own unique stvle, gaining “ingenious expression and better reputation than his masters”™. 19 He was good at
both landscape and figure paintings with the capacity of using ink and colors and fine hrushwork. His painting style was

exquisite and elegant, producing quite many graceful and touching pictures.

A very few of Liu Songnian’s pictures are handed down. It is known [rom the preceding materials that his landscape
paintings show the beautiful scenery of Jiangnan, and especially those of Xihu Garden. These pictures are alternated with
some leisure lives of the scholars and the noble and a few drawings scattered with some jeweled palaces in eflgand’s hills,
which meet the taste of the world. The Landscape of Four Seasons , which is being kept in the Muscum Palace, is his rere-
sentative masterpiece of his handed-down landscape paintings. which successlully delineates the scenery of the gardens and
villas of the noble in the four seasons at Xihu. Xihu in Hangzhou is very famous for its beauty of the water in the world. When

the capital of the Southern Song was settled in Linan, Hangzhou, the lake and mountains as well as scenic spots were devel-

1

oped and constructed, and its scenery was more beautiful and enchanting. ™ In towers on the green hills there is non-stop
singing and dancing at Xinu' . The imperial officials of the Southern Song were intoxicated with plaving and enjoyment,
building halls, pavilions and summerhouses over Xihu. “Since the establishment of Zhongxing. famous gardens and leisure
houses are almost at Xihu™. 10} The Landscape of Four Seasons delineates the exquisite feelings and beauty of lakes and
hills with fine brushwork: The green upon the green, peach trees and willows contending in beauty, and hills covered in jade
green; Enjoving the cool in summer, the water villas near the lake with green willows on the bank and lotus in water; Visit-
ing the hills in autumn, the pleasant air filling in the halls and towers; Walking on the snow in winter, the silver clothing
upon the old pines and land, Which is full of poetic conception. Liu Songnian is very good at embellishing the scenic spots a-
mong the landscape, which are so petty but wonder{ul. When the beauty of Xihu is depicted, the leisure and mood for enjoy-
ment of the noble and imperial officials are also expressed. He is also adept in the boundary scene, cleverly mixing the houses
and platforms and other man-made buildings with the natural landscape scenery. He leaves a quite large space blank to indi-

cate the remote water and hill. The false and truth are compared with each other, which hoth widen the painting space and



highlight the effect of the main body. It is clearly the composition style of Li Tang.

The achievements of Liu Songnian’s figure painting is quite outstanding among the four schools. During the Mingging,
a lot of paintings named Liu Songnian were collected by collectors, among which the elegant life of the scholars and imperial
officials in history is depicted, such as Eighteen Scholars and Nine Old Men in the Fragrant Hill , etc. , the historic sub-
jects are mirrored, such as An Alliance Meeting at Biangiao , Stringed and Woodwand Instruments of the East Mountain
and Zhao Jun Coming out of the Fortress, etc. and the farmers’ production activities reflected, such as Ploughing and
Weaving , as well as the portraits of the military leaders against Jin, such as Four Generals of Zhongring . The range of the
subjects is very wide. Being proficient in the portrait, he pays much more attention to depicting the expression and manners
of the figures. The supplementary scencs take a large proportion, the sketches are very neat but not dull and the paints color-
ful but not classically inelegant, which can be shown from the several handed-down portraits of arhats. His masterpieces of
the portrait painting are the three scrolls of Arhats, the original name for Sixzeen Arhats , in the same size, which are now
being kept in the Palace Museum of Taipei. Since the models of arhats as the pupils of Buddhism are not formulated as the
these of Buddhism and Bodhisattva to the rule, the artists have more [reedom to pain what they wish to do. Therefore, in
the development of the religious art getting more and more towards the secularity during the Five Dynasties and the two Song
Dvnasties, a lot of artists made very successful creation of arhats, some adopting the method of relative exaggeration to stick
out the thick beard and hairy [ace {or the purpose of expressing their strange deception and magic power; and many creating
arhats full of life according to the real appearance of the monk. Liu Songnian takes both of these two strong points. These
three paintings of Arhats were done in the third year of Kaixi, Song Ningzong (1207). In the painting an arhat in kasaya is
leaning against an old tree, whose appearance is wild but not odd, the emotion on the forehead is implicate and lively, and
especially beneath the evebrow is a pair of bright piecing eyes. The merati and fruit tress are drawn on the setting, in which
an ape is picking fruit and a voung monk under the tree is receiving the fruit with a bowl. Under the tree there are two
deers, which shows the peacelul world without secularity in the Buddhist ideology. There is rich of characters and scenes
with clear and lorcelul strokes in heavy colors, the main tone of the dark green upon the clothing and leaves and cinnabar up-
on the fruit and other places, which makes the changes of cold and warm colors. The mountain and stones are lined with ink
and wash, the outline is turning natural and the branches are slim and vigorous. The settings in the light of the garden inge-
niously show the changes of the false and the truth, which indicates his superb technique of reality. It can be said that, with
all the strong points and beauties [rom others, he has great crafltsmanship upon all kinds of paintings such as the paintings of
figure, landscape, flower and bird and animals. The other two express the arhats, among whom King Man is presenting the
treasures and xin shi s asking the way, have the dilferent characteristics in figure formation. The Palace Museum of Taiper
has been keeping Mending Clothe , a painting with Liu Songnian’ s name on. An arhat is sitting on bed, mending his
clothe. The scene, in which he euts the thread with his teeth, has absorbed the posture and sentiment of the real life, pass-

ing the emotion in a very vivid way.
Liu Songnian has a firm foundation in modeling and his drawing and depiction are fine to details. The movement of his
brush and use of colors are rigorous as well as strict to the rule, seeking the taste of beauty and elegance. These are quite dif-

ferent from Li Tangs style of depression and boldness and his painting really has a distinctive style.

Ma Yuan serves and has a good reputation in the Academy during Guangzong (1190—1994) and Ningzong (1195—




