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Preface

The Visiting Professor of Fine Arts Department, CUHK, was
introduced in 2002 to enrich undergraduate and postgraduate
teaching and research programs in Chinese art history, to broaden
students’ perspectives on research directions and methodologies,
and to strengthen links between the department and the
international academic community.An eminent scholar of Chinese
art history is invited to be in residence in the department for one
term or one academic year, to teach and conduct research, and to
deliver a lecture on this research at the end of his/her tenure. This
is the first publication based on the lecture. We hope many others

will follow as the department welcomes more Visiting Professors.

We thank the Bei Shan Tang Foundation, Hong Kong, for
its generous support of the Visiting Professor programme and this
publication. We also thank Professor Li Ling for his guidance to
students and staff during his tenure in the department between
September and December 2002, and above all, for his provocative
research on the problem of “archaism”, an underlying thread that

links over two thousand years of China’s artistic traditions.

Jenny F. So
Professor of Fine Arts
January 2005



Re-casting Anfiquity
Archaeological Discoveries
and Archaism in Chinese Art

Li Ling
Abstract

This monograph discusses archaism in Chinese art based on
archaeological evidence.

Two central concepts in the discussion of archaism are reviewed.
First, that archaism is a type of imitation involving the revival of a tradition
that has ended. Like the Western concept of "Renaissance,” it involves
rediscovery and rebirth after interruption of a tradition. Second, that
archaism manifests a sense of loss and hopelessness with the present. The
past’s richness engenders a serise of longing for its return, In the aesthetics
of archaism, the ancient is elegant, while all that is new is vulgar. The
ancient represents the rarified remains after a long selection process, so it
is valued as something rare. The new is associated with excess, inevitably
giving rise to a sense of weariness and boredom.

Archaism usually appears in three stages. The first is the discovery of
an ancient object, prompting its study and preservation. The second is the
imitation and reproduction of the ancient object. The third and final stage
is a creative transformation of the ancient object into a new, “archaic”,
style. It is only with the third stage that one can speak of as true érchaism.
Archaeological discoveries feed both the second and third stages, both as
models for imitations and as sources for creative arcnaism.

Following are discussions of the creative reactions to and ponderings

over past relics as revealed in historical texts. Because Chinese architecture



is mainly made of wood, they disintegrate easily over time. Written records
may speak of the grandeur of a certain site, but the structures that survived
today are no more than five hundred to a thousand years old. Anything
older lies in ruins. These ancient sites can be divided into three categories:
the real, the reconstructed, and the fictional. The real sites refer to the
ruins still standing. The reconstructed sites refer to those that have been
rebuilt at or near the original site and which, as new as they may be,
nevertheless serve the functions of the original structure. The fictional
sites, as false as they may be, still satisfy the imagination by evoking emotions
and expectations generated by a truly ancient site. Some of these fictional
sites may be quite old themselves, and are of great value in an exploration
of the phenomenon of archaism.

Animportant facet of archaism are antiquities — remains from ancient
times — recovered from Shéng and Zhou contexts. Unlike their Western
counterparts, these “antiques” are not made of gold or precious stones,
but rather jade and bronze. Jade objects were commonly included in tombs,
and as such differed from bronzes in that they cannot be “recycled” (i.e.
melted down and re-cast), Instead, jades were often re-worked for different
functions, which is not the same as archaic reproduction. Unlike jades,
bronzes are rarely found in later tombs, although a few exceptional cases
are known. Furthermore, archaism also occurred in late Western Zhou
bronzes (in pottery imitations of bronzes) and in the Eastern Zhou (of
bronze imitations of pottery). All these examples form the backdrop for
the study of early Chinese archaism.

The first classic example of archaism in Chinese art occurred during
the period of Wang Mang between 0-23 AD. Although his reforms in the
end were aimost a complete failure, they influenced what followed in two
major ways: a revival of the study of ancient classics and a thorough
reorganization of the writing system and bibliographical classification; and
the replacement of ceremonial rituals as practiced since the time of the
Western Han Emperor'Wu. Worship would now be only in the vicinity of

Chang'an and would be based on the system of the early Han and more



ancient records. In name reinstituting the rituals of the Duke of Zhou, the
architecture and ritual objects used were essentially Han in style, with a
few cases modeled after Warring States, or even created from pure
imagination. Following the Qin spirit of standardization, Wang Mang's
“archaism” betrayed its inherent ties with his close contemporaries.

The second classic case of archaism occurred during the Song dynasty
about a thousand years after Wang Mang. Also began as a movement in
ritual reform, Song archaism nevertheless went further in terms of its
development as scholarship and artistic creativity. This development can
be divided into four phases:

I, From 960 to 999: Primarily influenced by Guo Zhongshu's Hanjian
and Nie Chongyi's Sanlitu, ritual objects were imaginative creations or
designed according to models described in written records since the Eastern
Han period.

2. From 1000 to |100: Based on the discovery and study of real
artifacts, research was carried out on ancient bronzes and stone stele
inscriptions, starting in the third year of Song Zhenzong's reign (1000),
resulting in a number of catalogues over the next hundred years, exemplified
by Li Dalin's Kaogutu.

3. From 101 to 1125: Song Huizong's reign saw a period of
reproduction of ancient models. The representative examples were made
during the two reigns of Zhenghe and Xuanhe, all of which were based
on real models. Following Li Dalin's Kaogutu, Huizong ordered the
compilation of the catalogue Bogutu, which was a most systematic study of
bronzes at that time. The subsequent dynasties — Southern Song, Yuan,
Ming, and Qing all continued in the spirit of Huizong's archaism, giving rise
to a central set of models in a tradition of manufacture. Whether in jade or
porcelain, imitation of ancient bronzes (and in some cases, of ancient jades)
was the widely accepted norm.

4. From | 126 to 191 1:Literati paintings constituted a new art form
that emerged from the imitation of the ancients during the Zhenghe and

Xuanhe eras. This art form, combining poetry, belles lettres, painting, and



seal-carving, is premised on the two conflicting positions of the scholar-
official and the artisan. The four genres vary in the limits to which they
practice archaism, with painting the least thematically ancient and therefore
the least limited. Seal carving, on the other hand, is highly archaistic and is
thus subject to a stringent set of parameters. The style of Ming and Qing
seals evokes Han and |in dynasty models and rejects Tang and Song ones.
The imitation of Han and Jin models — using white and red — is based on
stele carvings, advocating the “return to LiYangbing and Li Si" However,
Tang and Song influence is still evident. The aesthetic standards of Ming
and Qing archaism are quite different, perhaps even diametrically opposed.
We see this in the debate between "red and white" (that is, the discourse
on whether the characters should be in white or red, and whether they
should be in intaglio or relief), and especially in the replacement of impressing
seals in clay by impressing seals in pigment.

In conclusion, the author uses archaeological finds and the art of
archaism to examine the ancient imagination, yielding the following
summations regarding the conflicting effects of archaistic aesthetics. The
aesthetic standards of any type of archaism must inevitably encounter
historical limitations. Whether based on a particular style or school, whether
claiming thorough revision, complete invention, or wild but focused
compasition, they are all uttimately fictional creations, Hence the artist's
natural tendency to exaggerate or reject the ancient. These are the inherent
contradictions contained within such an aesthetic activity, for all artistic
attempts at recovering the past remain intrinsically an artistic activity.

Finally, the author also uses examples from popular drama to point
out that even within these fictional contexts, there can be convincing
statements about historical phenomenon. To these we should also
give sympathetic consideration. Their historical musings serve as healthy
antidotes to the quibbling of archaeologists and the rigorous exactitudes

of historians,
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