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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 Yinggiu, 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



— Ty

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

B

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

Yan Zong was the first painter in the history of Guangdong
that had works handed down. His life and painting stories were
rarely known, let alone in-depth and detailed study. In this book, by
checking a lot of books in Ming and Qing Dynasty. I tried to begin
my in-depth study on Yan Zong’s life story and his art, combined
with related research of modern scholars.

1. On Yan Zong’s Life Story

Yan Zong was born in the 26th year of Hongwu period(1393),
and died in the third year of Tianshun period(1459). With his
literary name as Xue Yuan, he was a native of Nanhai, Guangdong.
He passed the provincial civil service examination in the 21st
year of Yongle period(1423),and was promoted to director of the
Department of Fleet of Carriage in the Ministry of War in the first
year of Tianshun period(1459), and he was promoted again to the
vice minister of the Ministry of War in the third year of Tianshun
period(1459), but died on his way home to the mourning of his
mother.

Yan Zong had been the county magistrate in Shaowu,
Fujian. As a low ranked official, he was deeply loved by his
people. Acording to historical records on his administration, “he is
easygoing and built granary in priority to help the famine people”,at
the same time, he was good at settling law suits, which won the
people’s respect and support. Even so, what really made his fame
in the later ages were his unique painting, landscapes painting in
particular. He began with vigorous landscape learning from Huang
Gongwang of Yuan Dynasty, and then he learned from Li Cheng
and Guo Xi from Song Dynasty. As a result, he was very unique and
skilled in painting flowing mists and floating clouds, dense trees,
flying waterfalls, buildings on cliffs, and majestic mountains. We
could say his painting was mostly influenced by Song style.

Yan Zong’s hometown and exercise area were all in typical
south China (Guangdong and Fujian), and there is no historical

record on his visit to north China. However, he was able to integrate

the style of northern landscape painting into southern ones, which
might prove that the source of his paintings mainly lies on northern
landscape paintings rather than on imitating that of south China.
What he painted are most of far-depth landscape, with natural,
unrestrained, peaceful, spacious, vigorous and unique style. He could
paint almost anything, like landscape, figure, insect and fish, and
birds, etc..

I1. On the Far-depth Lake and Mountain Scroll

Yan Zong was the first painter in the history of Guangdong that
had works handed down. Only one of his works, “Far-depth Lake
and Mountain Scroll”, is currently sure to be genuine—. Judging
from the painting, we could say that the landscape he painted is not
the typical scenery of his long-term lived Pearl River region, but
the valleys, mountains and the adjacent plain from northern China.
In his painting, mist-covered waters are flowing down in a rushing
torrent to a far distance; two riders and a boy walk aimlessly in the
forest; houses and pagodas far away are half covered in the clouds;
the old pine trees are vigorous and strong like dragons and mountain
rocks are like curly clouds. Over the plain, farmers with plows and
hoes attend to their own duties. What a busy scene of country! In
the painting we could have a far reach eyesight easily goes into
thousands of miles away, over level and fertile helds, endlessly rising
peaks and hills. There are cold herons and crows in the painting.
Some are fishing in the middle of the river, some standing on the
bow. There is even an ancient temple hidden in the mountains and
clouds, with relaxed and intoxicated visitors dotted in between. The
mountains are covered with various trees as well as purple mists and
clouds; the rivers are broad and boundless, with low islands appeared
from time to time. Yan Zong did not use black circles when painting
pine tree boles. Instead, he only made a bunch of ink points, mopped
the tree body with light ink, and painted old trees and deadwood
with coke ink. The twigs and branches he painted had a magnificent

“crab claw” shape in mild display. Judging from his painting
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techniques, he learned typically from Song Dynasty. If we compared
Guo Xi's masterpiece Early Spring Landscape and Jagged Rocks
Far-depth Landscape, we could conclude that they are very similar
in ink techniques, screen mood and the composition of a picture.
Yan Zong were not like other artists at the time, imitating blindly
from Ma Yuan and Xia Gui, nevertheless, he found his new path by
inheriting Guo Xi’s Road.

II1. On the Enjo} Scenery of the National Territory Scroll

In 1998, a warm hearted society personage donated to the
Chinese University of Hong Kong Heritage Museum a painting
named Enjoy Scenery of the National Territory Scroll with the
inscription of “Yang Zong”. However, the handwriting style of the
inscription is much different from that of the Far-depth Lake and
Mountain Scroll. Judging from the handwriting style, it should be
written during or after Qianlong period of Qing Dynasty, so does its
seal color. However, what is interesting is that the whole painting is
very similar in spirit with Far-depth Lake and Mountain Scroll on
the ink techniques and the composition of picture. The mountains
have a far-depth scenery, and the trees have the crab claw branches,
regardless of its coloration, composition of painting, mood or style,
all are exactly the same with Far-depth Lake and Mountain Scroll.
Based on the style, it is a typical early work of the Ming Dynasty,
clearly inherited Guoxi’s style. Therefore, we have every reason to
believe that this is a Yan Zong styled landscape painting of early
Ming Dynasty.

Experts’ opinions differ greatly towards this delicate landscape
painting of the early Ming Dynasty. Though there is almost no doubt
that this painting is of Ming Dynasty, but people have different views
on whether it is Yan Zong’s work or not. I have been to the Museum
of the Chinese University of Hong Kong for a short time visit In six
months’ time, I carefully distinguished and appreciated the Enjoy
Scenery of the National Territory Scroll, and repeatedly compared it
with Far-depth Lake and Mountain Scroll, referring to the collections
at home and abroad on landscape paintings in the same period, 1
preliminary draw the following conclusion: Enjoy Scenery of the
National Territory Scroll should be painted by Yan Zong, but the
inscription was added later, and the trailing inscriptions were added,
too. This is a model of genuine painting with fake inscription.

IV. Recorded Yan Zong’s Works in ages

RS

There are many Yan Zong’s paintings records in books of
the Ming and Qing dynasties, although his works handed down are
very few. According to Recorded Paintings through the Ages edited
by Ferguson, seven kinds of books have recorded paintings of Yan
Zong. In Gu Fu’s Spectacular through my Life in Qing Dynasty
and contemporary Zhang Heng’s Painting Notes in Wooden Swan
Goose Study, there are still some more records that are not included
by Ferguson’s Recorded Paintings through Ages.

V. Contemporaneous Painters withYan Zong

Chen Lian could be regarded as the pioneer of Lingnan
painters in the Ming Dynasty. He was known forthe landscape
paintings. Although there is no works for reference on his painting
style, we have found from literature records and his poems that he
is particularly affected by Mi Fu in the Southern Song Dynasty. He
said, “T like art history all through my life, and I always admire Dong
Yuan and Mi Fu when I paint™. His contemporary Luo Hengxin
wrote in his poem Qin Temple Landscape, an inscription to Zhu
Yixin in Gu Su, s *“You could compare with Dong Jia in article, and
Mi Gao in landscape, all are treasures of people in this time. When
you begin to paint mists and clouds with your brush, rocks and
valleys spreads vigorously... daylight and cloud shade are vague, and
the trees color is half-gray.” From the description, we could imagine
a painting of mists and clouds, with dripping water and gas, which is
a typical style of Mi Fu.

In addition to Chen Lian, other painters of this period includes
Chen Yongkuan and Mai Xuanzhong. Unfortunately, none of their
paintings were handed down.

VI. Further Discourses

Painting pattern after ancient style was popular in early Ming
Dynasty, so we could find a large number of visible marks and traces
of Song style in paintings of the early Ming Dynasty The same is
true in Guangdong painting circles.

The style of Guangdong painting in this period is a succession
of the style of Song and Yuan paintings, just like the mainstream
painting circles around the country. Although this painting trend
hindered artists’ creativity into full play, we are also able to feel
in these paintings that Guangdong paintings of this period are the
inheritor of the Song and Yuan painting style. In addition to that,

they also blend simultaneously the artist’s own artistic personality
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into the pictures. Some of their masterpieces, such as Far-depth of Lingnan region and made it a prelude of Guangdong painting, as
Lake and Mountain Scroll are even entered into the mainstream well as showing abundant ancient aroma at the same time.
painting circle without comparison. It could be said that the paintings This may be the significance why we are discussing today Yan

of Guangdong in early Ming Dynasty revealed the unique “vitality” Zong and his contemporary painters in Lingnan region.
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