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Preface

The dawning of the second millennium coincided with the third year
of the Hsien-ping reign of the Sung Emperor Chen-tsung. It was a time of
peace and prosperity during which China witnessed remarkable
intellectual and artistic growth. Concurrently with the nourishment of
culture, the imperial court accumulated a sizable collection of fine objets
d’art then known, which, substantially augmented by succeeding
dynasties in the ensuing one thousand years or so, was to become the
foundation of the National Palace Museum. That the Museum is
acknowledged today as one of the most prestigious museums in the world

is thus no mere accident.

Standing at the outset of the third millennium and looking from a
historical perspective at the collection that formed the Museum’s initial
core in the second millennium, we return time and again to the conclusion
that the art of the Sung Dynasty indeed reached a degree of perfection in
terms of design and technique scarcely rivaled in the Middle Kingdom or

elsewhere, before or since.

In the Museum'’s collection of Sung paintings, such masterpieces as
Travelers Amid Streams and Mountains by Fan K'uan, Temples on the
Mountainside by Yen Wen-kuei, On a Mountain Path in Spring by Ma Yuan,
Magpies and Hare by Ts'ui Po, Blue Magpie and Thorny Shrubs by Huang
Chu-ts’ai, Lotus Pond by Feng Ta-yu, and Birds in a Late Snowfall as well as
Waiting for Guests by Candlelight by Ma Lin, are so treasured that they have

been classed as restricted works and are exhibited in alternating groups.

The calligraphy section, too, boasts many a crowning piece of the Sung
Dynasty; notable examples include Colophon from Inscriptions to Collected
Antiquities by Ou-yang Hsiu, Poems Written on the Cold-food Festival and
First Ode to the Red Cliff by Su Shih, Poem on Bitter Bamboo Shoots by Huang
T’ing-chien, Note on the Tzu-chin Inkstone by Mi Fu, Commentary on the Book
of Changes by Chu Hsi, A Seven-syllable Quatrain by Wu Chu, and so forth.

The art of book-printing also reached the height of perfection in the
Sung Dynasty. Featured in the Museum’s collection are the finest imprints
of the time, among which Chou-Ii Shu, Chun-chiu Kung-yang Ching-chuan
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Chieh-ku, Meng-tsu Chu-shu Chieh-ching, etc., are known for their

harmonious and artistic appearance.

With their warm and lustrous, translucent glazes as elegant as jade,
ceramics of important kilns of the Sung Dynasty, including Kuan, Chun,
Ting, Ju, Ko, Lung-ch’uan, and Yao-chou, demonstrate an extraordinary
blend of good taste and sobriety, a sense of delicacy and harmony of shape
and color. On the other hand, the set of jade tablets inscribed with the
prayer read by Emperor Chen-tsung at the shan ceremony is even more

momentous for its rich ritual significance.

To be sure, all of these works are illustrative of the splendors of
Chinese culture at the beginning of the second millennium. Hereby they
are presented in the exhibition Art and Culture of the Sung Dynasty as part
of the Museum'’s celebration of the arrival of the new millennium and as a
follow-up to the much acclaimed exposition Art and Culture of the Han
Dynasty. Frankly, what other occasion would be more opportune for a
show of such historical significance, and what other collection would be

more appropriate for a project of such a comprehensive scale.

The exhibition comprises five themes:
1. The Tao and Art

Two lines of thought were visible in Sung Neo-Confucianism. One
was concerned with moral education, the basis of which was serious-
mindedness and reverence, and the other with the cultivation of
knowledge, with rational elucidation as the goal. With the rise of the
school the old China came to an end, and in art a new consciousness of

nature and of the world was born.
2. Nature as Teacher

The Imperial Painting Academy was first erected in the Sung period
to foster established traditions in art. By and by, landscape became an
integral part of the artist’'s mentality, and he sought to fix the impression
of natural beauty and the artistic emotion that was felt. Indeed, it was in
landscape art, the depiction of nature, that the Sung age found the

peculiar expression of its genius.



3. The Beauty of Simplicity

The art of painting in the Sung Dynasty permitted an outpouring of
personal emotion, an expression of inner experience. Whether the theme
was grass, tree, insect, or fish, the artist was able to find the means of
calling forth spiritual activity by the representation of form and color, and
produce works that had a strength and simplicity. In ceramics, simple
shapes were fashioned, and the style and technique of the decoration were
exquisite and ambitious, expressing the spirit of a most civilized era in
Chinese history There was nothing that was rough or unfinished;

everything was beautiful and polished.
4. Life and Art

The refined taste of the members of the Sung scholarly elite was
evidenced in their selection and collection of studio objects, their leisure
pursuits in zither music and chess match, as well as their love for painting
and calligraphy. For this distinctive class of educated and cultured

individuals, life was an art in its own right.
5. Cultural Synthesis

With the social sentiment of peaceful meditation and inward
assimilation complemented by cultural enrichment yielded from
continued interaction with the neighboring nomadic states, none of which
was devoid of rich traditions of its own, China arrived at the greatest

achievements in the integration of diverse legacies.

Not only do the works featured in these five sections represent the
cream of Sung art, they also serve to confirm the Museum’s prominent
status as the center for the preservation and study of the gem of Chinese

culture that has been passed down over the preceding ten centuries.

Other events organized by the National Palace Museum in celebration
of the new millennium include the exhibitions of Mysteries of San-hsing-tui,
a loan project aimed to show that the ancient civilization of China had not
been shaped by any one culture, of Art and Culture of the Han Dynasty, a
joint undertaking by the Museum and museums in the provinces of
Hunan and Kwangtung to highlight, through archaeological finds of Han

tombs, paintings of Han-related themes, bronzes, jades, as well as stone
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reliefs, the marvels of Chinese civilization at the very inception of the first
millennium, and of The Dragon and the Phoenix in Chinese Art, staged at the
time of the Chinese New Year to introduce auspicious motifs for the new

millennium and the year of the dragon.

While the programs outlined above were organized to promote the
appreciation of cultural accomplishments of specific historical periods, we
are by no means incognizant of the need to come up with measures
conducive to the continued development of culture in the new era and
beyond as well as courses towards the realization of the mission of
“carrying on the heritage of the past and opening up new horizons for the

’

future.” It is exactly in this vein that the Museum concludes its
celebration with the exhibition The Birth of a New Century in which
paintings of children at play and artifacts of children-related themes from
the Museum’s own collection along with Western works of the same

subject on loan from the Chi-mei Foundation are featured.

The National Palace Museum was inaugurated seventy five years ago,
then the prototype of a museum that was imperial in nature. Yet, we are
pleased to note that it has been successfully transformed into a unique
world-class art collection that is national in character, fully representative
of the development of Chinese culture coming down in continuity from
one and the same origin. With the exhibition Art and Culture of the Sung
Dynasty being staged, it is our expectation that, as we forge ahead with a
vision for the new century, the Museum will become an even finer place
where people gather and view what is best in Chinese art and culture and

find spiritual enlightenment therein.

Chin Hsiao-yi
Director
Spring 2000
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