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Venturing into a Realm Little Explored by the Ancient Artists:
on Chang Dai-chien and His Seals

Known for his works of painting, calligraphy, and poetry as well as his discriminating
connoisseurship, Chang Dai-chien was unquestionably one of the most versatile masters in the
history of Chinese art. In virtually everything he chose to undertake, be it building a garden,
appreciating traditional Chinese performing arts, or practicing the culinary art, he meant to
surpass his predecessors of ancient times. And it is the perfect consolidation of intellectual
brilliance, opportune timing for self challenge, continued cultivation and great aspirations for
advancement that has made him stand out as a prominent, towering figure in the development of
Chinese painting for the past five hundred years. As a master of tradition, Chang had ventured
into a realm little touched upon by ancient artists, and as an innovative pioneer, he had opened
up many avenues for future artists to explore.

The carving of seals is an art in its own right, and in the Chinese tradition the use of seals
on finished works has even become a requisite in the rendition of painting and calligraphy. In
fact, the presence of a well versed, finely engraved and properly placed seal does greatly augment
the painted image and enhance the aesthetic beauty of a work: without which its spirit and tone
may be lost. The Chinese literati painting theory had it that an outstanding painter must at the
same time be an accomplished poet and calligrapher - the principle of the Three Perfections;
yet, when the vision was given renewed interpretations, the perfect painter became one who
must be a good seal carver as well. Chang Dai-chien was one complete artist to master the Four
Perfections. And in terms of the number of seals employed, of the types of seals collected, and
of the kind of attention paid to the placement of seals on finished works, very few artists of the
twentieth century could rival Chang.

At the beginning of his career Chang Dai-chien produced his own seals, and towards his
final years he in his residences in the West continued to practice this art, albeit on a quite
occasional basis. Chang also commissioned many of his seals from firmly established professional
carvers of the day. While his early seals exhibit elegance and grace, the latter ones are more
dashing and compelling. As Chang was very particular about the calligraphy legend, the personal
names and sobriquets, studio names, as well as verses and poems engraved are often of implied
significance. "Ti Kuo Chi Fu" and "Ch'iu T'u Pao Ku Jou Ch'ing" were used to describe the
treasures in his art collection, denoting that the masterpieces had made him rich enough to vie
with a nation. "Nan Pei Tung Hsi Chih Yu Hsiang Sui Wu Pieh Li" was applied to works that he
could not live or do without even for a brief moment. "Chih Pao Shih Pao" was attached to



highlight the rarity and preciousness of certain works. To convey that the free flow of inspiration
which constituted the sources of his ingenuity and creativity had come from the mastery of the
Chinese traditions of artistic expression, he had these terse expressions, "I Ch'ieh Wei Hsin
Tsao" and "Pu Fu Ku Jen Kao Hou Jen." And "Pieh Shih Jung I" was intended to pinpoint the
ephemeralities of the material world, which he had consistently refused to be subject to.

Throughout his life, Chang Dai-chien traveled widely. When residing in Mogi, Brazil, he
worked enthusiastically to transform his land into a Chinese garden with courtyards, streams,
miniature mountains, and so on, and named it Pa-teh Yuan, or Garden of Eight Virtues; while
staying in Pebble Beach, California, he passionately planted bamboo in his yard and built a
thatched-roof pavilion on a small hill, and turned the estate into what has become known as
Huan-pi An, or Cottage Enveloped by Greenery; and shortly after returning to Taiwan he started
from scratch and managed to construct on his property in Taipei a most elaborate garden of
natural beauty and poetic significance, the Mo-yeh Ching-she, or Adobe of Illusions, a name
reflecting his sympathy with the philosophical ideals of Buddhism. To be sure, one of the clues
to ascertain when and where Chang completed a work is to examine the seal bearing the name
of his residence. Take Chang's seal "Ta-feng T'ang," of a studio name long used by the Chang
family, for example; having been influenced by the Ming loyalist painter Chang Ta-feng
throughout his career, it was affixed to acknowledge the origin from which his techniques had
evolved.

Other examples in Chang Dai-chien's employment of seals include "Yun Ao Chin Se
Cheng Wei Shou" and "Ch'ang Kung T'ien Nan Lao" for works painted in celebration of the
birthdays of friends, "Ch'u T Ch'ieh K'u" for compositions rendered in the Buddhist vein, and
"Wu Hsien Li Ch'ing Wu Ch'ung Chiang Shui Wu Pien Shan Se" for works that are more
reminiscent and sentimental in nature. The seals "Tu Chu Chih Yen" and "I Mu Liao Jan" are in
effect puns that transcend what they mean on the surface, "to see what others cannot” and "to
understand fully at a glance." Chang contracted eye sickness in late fifties; yet, despite his
failing eyesight, his mind remained determined and alert, and he was ever confident in his art.
While the inscription of such colophons and verses were intended to make up for what he had
left out or to give vent to his responsive feeling or inspiration, they nevertheless illustrate the
neat element of subtlety amidst forces that generated overwhelming and aggressive works.




In 1968 Chang Dai-chien presented his copies of Tun-huang murals to the National Palace
Museum. Upon his death in 1983, Mrs. Chang and her son contributed to the Museum a total of
75 works of painting and calligraphy from the Master's art collection as well as 79 objects from
his studio, which was followed by yet another important donation in 1996 by Mrs. Chang of
some 140 seals of her late husband. In the Chinese tradition this year marks the 100th birthday
of Chang Dai-chien, and in commemoration the National Palace Museum is organizing a special
exhibition of his finest compositions, alongside an exposition of works by Pablo Picasso on
loan from the Musee Picasso in Paris. A major feature of the Chang exhibition, though, is the
re-creation in the gallery of the artist's studio, fashioned in the model of his workshop at Mo-
yeh Ching-she. With such an arrangement it is expected that the viewers will have a taste of the
high and refined characters of a distinguished artist. The present volume of Chang's seals is
intended as a supplement to the exhibition, and I am pleased to append these words as a preface
on the eve of its publication.

Chin Hsiao-yi

Director

National Palace Museum
September of 1998
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