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The General Preface to
Lingnan Artists Series

By Liu Sifen

Guangdong painting has a long history. Zhang Xun of Tang
Dynasty and Bai Yuchan of Song Dynasty set a precedent for
Guangdong painting. Since then, talented painters emerged one
generation after another. Yan Zong of early Ming Dynasty and
court painters namely Lin Liang and He Hao were well known
in mainstream painting circles. From the late Ming to early Qing
Dynasty, famous painters gathered in Guangdong, each with his
own stunt: Mi’s landscape with cloud and mist of Yuan Dengdao;
eagle and horse of Zhang Mu, landscape of Gao Yan, Lai Jing, Li
Guoji and Wang Houlai; flowers of Wu Ruilong and Zhao Chunfu;
as well as orchid and bamboo of Peng Ruiguan. They are not only
glorious in Lingnan area, but also made a mark in Chinese Painting
History. After the reign period of Qianlong and Jiaqing in Qing
Dynasty, a literati artists group, including Li Jian, Xie Lansheng,
Gan Tianchong, Feng Minchang, Zhang Jinfang, Wu Rongguang,
Huang Danshu, Liang Airu etc., emerged. Their fame lies in the
combination of poetry, painting and calligraphy in one and they
integrated their scholarly character and interest into the works, which
make the group stand out at that time. On top of them, Su Liupeng
and Su Renshan in the reign period of Daoguang and Xianfeng
gained prominence with their figure paintings and turned a new
chapter in Lingnan Painting.

In late Qing Dynasty and early Min Guo (Republic of China)
period, the mainstream paintings in Lingnan were featured by Ju
Chao and Ju Lian with their flower and bird paintings. Later, the
disciples of Ju Lian, Gao Jianfu, Chen Shuren, and Gao Qifeng
(Gao Jianfu’s brother) founded the “Lingnan School of Painting”,
characterized by its blending of East and West. The emergence of
the School shed a new light in the art circle and drew great attention
from the northern painters. Their successors, such as Guan Shanyue,

Li Xiongcai, Zhao Shao’ang, and Yang Shanshen kept on passing

the torch and their influence continues today. In the meantime,
another group of painters, including Pan He, Zhao Haogong, Yao
Suruo, Huang Banruo, Deng Fen, Li Yaoping, Lu Zhenhuan,
Huang Junbi, Huang Shaomei, Zhang Guzhi, He Guanwu, Lu
Zishu, etc., with “Chinese Painting Research Society” as the main
body, took tradition protection as their responsibility and worked
against Lingnan School of Painting. As a result, the interaction and
competition within these two groups filled this period with vigor,
creativity and great productivity.

Guangdong, as the first and only port open to the outside
world, has long been influenced by the Western Paintings. Paintings
made in Guangdong targeted for export in late Qing Dynasty
brought peculiarity to the history of Chinese painting and still has
an important aesthetic value. In the meantime, a group of painters
went abroad to learn Western painting techniques, and became
the pioneers of China’s early oil painting. Li Tiefu, Chen Baoyi, Li
Chaoshi, Feng Gangbai, Tan Huamu, Guan Jin’ao, Hu Gentian, Situ
Qiao, Wu Zifu, Wang Daoyuan, Li Bing, Yu Ben, Chen Fushan,
Yang Qiuren, Wang Shaoling, Zhao Shou, Liang Xihong, Su Tianci,
etc. are outstanding painters among them.

Guangdong is also one of the birthplaces of China’s modern
prints, comic books, and watercolor paintings. Promoted by the
times and tides, large numbers of famous painters emerged, such as
Liao Bingxiong, Xie Hairuo, Lai Shaogi, Luo Qingzhen, Li Hua, Mei
Jianying, Hu Yichuan, Chen Zhuokun, Chen Yanqiao, Yang Newei,
Hu Qizao, Gu Honggan, Tang Yingwei, Zhang Zaimin, Zhang Ying,
Luo Yingqiu, Huang Xinbo, Gu Yuan, Huang Yan, Wang Li, Zhou
Jinhai, Wen Tao, Liang Yongtai, Zhang Hui, Wang Zhaomin, Chen
Wang and Yu Suoya, to name just a few. They created abundant
works with great historical and social significance.

Now China is experiencing a great rejuvenation and the
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sustained prosperity cultural construction on an important position.
To promote our traditional culture, to learn from the past and to
boost the present development, under the guidance and support of
the Propaganda Department, the CPC Guangdong Committee and
the Guangdong Federation of Literary and Art Circles, Guangdong
Humanities and Arts Association then decided to compile the
Lingnan Artists Series. We selected the representative artists and
works of different periods in accordance within the historical

context of Lingnan Painting, invited experts and scholars to conduct

o

By

in-depth research on them, and published them in a succession with
graphic and articles, in order to provide a comprehensive display
and reference to the readers to understand the development and
achievements of Lingnan Painting.

To review and edit the art documents for our own native land,
we are bestowed with great sense of responsibility; faced with the
new trial, we strongly feel that we are lack of experiences. To better
complete and perfect the compilation, we are looking forward to
your suggestions and comments.

Guangzhou, January 5th, 2011
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Abstract

Zhang Mu, an outstanding painter in the Ming and Qing
Dynasties, was a person of high integrity. He would rather become
an adherent of the former Ming Dynasty than an official in the
Qing Dynasty. Besides, his poetry and calligraphy were also full of
distinctive character, thus rendering him among the famous poets
and calligraphers in South of the Five Ridges. In addition to that,
he was good at seal cutting. Hence, he was remembered today by
his unique talents in poetry, calligraphy, painting, and seal cutting.
During his life time, Zhang Mu’s paintings and poems were well
acclaimed by his contemporaries. Apart from painting figures, birds,
orchids, stones, and landscapes, he was most famous for painting
horses. His horse painting was unique at the time, received high
remarks on both sides of the Yangze River. Peng Sunyu of Jiangnan
area wrote inscriptions on his horse painting, “With the new golden
wall and the jade whip, you had a whole circle of refreshing gallops.
When compared with former painters, I found you could match Li
Longmian on talent.”” Qu Dajun-of Lingnan area compared Zhang
Mu with famous horse painters Cao Ba from the Tang Dynasty and
Li Gonglin from the Song Dynasty in his poem named “Dedicated
to Zhang Mu’s Horse Painting”: “We praised the Cao Ba of our
generation for horse painting, and many people come to seek for his
paintings. Who need to explain the goodness of true dragon, so horse
in heaven needs no recommendation?” Zhang Mu’s poems also drew
attention in his time, and Kuang Lu prefaced Zhang Mu’s poetry
in the 15th year of Chongzhen’s reign (1642) when he was 30 years
old. The modern scholar Rong Geng regarded his poems as “unique
beside the three famous poets in Lingnan area”.

Zhang Mu had a different character since boyhood. He
admired chivalry, liked reading remarkable books, practiced riding
and shooting, excelled in fencing, had a fancy for weapons and
martial arts, and wanted to make contributions and start his career in
the battlefield. After Li Zicheng’s uprising in the year Jiashen(1644),
he followed King Tang and Gui to fight against the Qing Dynasty.

After the failure, he lived in seclusion in the village and spent his
remaining years as a hermit.

Zhang Mu liked horses very much and had raised rare and
precious ones. Based on his close observations of the horses, he
became familiar with their diet habits and could catch their spirit
when he painted. Among all former horse painters, Zhao Mengfu
from Yuan Dynasty was his favorite. He inherited Zhao’s way of
horse painting and added his own observations and feelings into it,
thus creating some solemn and quiet horses with clear edges and
corners, strong and powerful.

Zhang Mu’s horse painting could be divided into two periods
according to the 18 years of Emperor Shun Zhi’s reign and the first
year of Kangxi’s reign. In the first period, the horses’ contour was
strong, thin and flexible. The Horses, young, robust and energetic,
had angular face and head, powerful feet and legs, hard and tight
muscles, thin and strong topline, almost invisible horse rib, and clear
and light hair color. The trees and rocks in the background cracked
in a light color which made the whole painting bright and lively. In
the second period, the horses were mostly thin and old, with relaxed
muscles, thick and black topline, distinct horse ribs, mixed hair
colors, and white hair appeared on horse’s head and face. In addition
to that, the horses, lonely, isolated and melancholy, are rubbing
trees, lying alone and licking themselves. The trees and rocks in the
background, however, cracked in a thick black color with a cold tone.
So, the change of the horse image related not only to the artist’s own
experiences but also to the situation of the Southern Ming Dynasty.

In addition to horse painting, Zhang Mu is also famous for his
eagle painting. The eagles under his brush are fierce, brave, quick
and forceful, reflecting the artist’s character of bravery, loyalty and
abhorrence of evils as deadly foes.

Zhang Mu’s paintings on orchids, bamboos and figures are
also very impressive, incarnating his feelings of love and hate.

Zhang Mu’s paintings had a distinctive feature of embodying a
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strong feeling of patriotism and national integrity.

Zhang Mu’s anthology of poems, Iron Bridge, was rarely seen
during the reign of Qianlong. In 1940s, Rong Geng of Dongguan
collected, copied, and edited Zhang Mu’s left poems and odes. Later,
Wang Zongyan of Panyu continued to add and edit the poems in Iron
Bridge. Eventually, the anthology has in all 310 poems, including
pentasyllabic verse, septasyllabic verse, modern-styled poems and
ancient poems.

Zhang Mu’s poems written in the early years excelled in
describing nature, and the images are new and unique, while his later
poems, though gloomy and restrained, were the reflection of a broad
mind and an experienced life.

Zhang Mu’s calligraphy is unique, with a vigorous and abrupt

gk B

style and peculiar expression, but few works are handed down.
Throughout Iron Bridge (alias)’s life, he was, in the first place,
a civilian, for he was loyal and patriotic to the throne and concerned
about his country and people; in the second place, he was an
intellectual—he wrote poems and calligraphies, painted pictures and
carved seals. Though he suffered a lot and experienced unhappiness
and difficulties, he stuck to his dreams. Unlike Cao Xuequan, Kuang
Lu and Zhang Jiayu who died for their country in the battlefield, he
became a hermit in mountains, and would not be an official in the
Qing dynasty, thus fulfilling his wish to become a painter, a poet,
and an adherent of the former Ming dynasty. Iron Bridge blended his
patriotism and concerns for the people into his paintings and poems.

This is his forte and the reason why he was called “Iron Bridge”.
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