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Preface

Yun Shouping(1633 —1690) was considered one of the Six Masters of the Early
Qing (The other five were: Wang Shimin, 1592 — 1680; Wang Jian, 1598 - 1677,
Wang Hui, 1632 —1717;Wang Yuanqgi, 1642 —1715;and Wu Li, 1632 —1718).He
was a painter of outstanding contributions in the history of Chinese painting. Not only
was he adept both in landscape and flower painting, excelled in poetry, prose writing,
and in calligraphy, but also he was highly admired and respected by succeeding genera-
tions of scholars for his personal character and moral integrity. Yun has greatly influ-
enced the development of Chinese painting after him. Despite purportedly modelled on
the works of Northern Song painter Xu Chongsi, his “ ‘sunken bone’ flower painting”
(“ mogu huahui”) was in fact uniquely his own. According to Fang Xun’s Shanjinju
Lunhua, Yun’s flower painting “contributed in revitalizing” (“ you qishuai zhi
gong” )the flower — and — bird painting of the early Qing period. His refreshing style
led to a new era of artistic creation. His landscape painting is imbued with a natural
aura that transcends the mundane. As Yu Jianhua comments in his A History of Chi-
nese Painting ( Zhongguo huihuashi) , Yun’s landscape paintings are “ marvellous and
transcendent, really not what the Four Wangs could possibly equate” ( “ miaojue
denglun, shi fei si — Wang suoneng qiji”) . His calligraphy is elegant and lofty, and
was lauded “ the Yun Style” ( Yun — i) . His poetry was considered the best among
“The Six he;mi"t — recluses of Piling” (“ Piling Liuyi”) .Yun's “ Collected Colophons
to Paintings by Nantian” ( Nantian Huaba ) reflects in comprehensive manner his
ideas on painting. Among the unusually large amount of art critics’ writing of the Qing
Dynasty, the Yun colophons is an outstanding piece, with a lot of excellent and in-

sightful ideas. It is highly valuable for the studies of the history of ideas in Chinese



painting, and of the history of Chinese aesthetics. It is fair to say, there is a great deal
of substance worthy of learning from in Yun shouping’s ideas on painting and its prac-
tice. Unfortunately, more often than not, Yun has been looked upon in the past thirty
some years, as belonging to the “School of Imitating the Past” (mogu — pai) , or “the
Orthodox School” ( zhengtong — pai) ;and has been treated lightly for reason of such a
perception. In recent times, people have gotten used to view the unrestrained, free —
hand brushwork in works by Bada Shanren and Shitao as true innovations; whereas
milder and more placid, elegant and reserved styles have been mistaken for conser-
vatism. As a result, studies on Yun Shouping’s art remains scarcely adequate. Some
fallacious, untrue arguments regarding events in his life, his thoughts and his art have
not been redressed. Such is highly inconsistent with Yun’s respectable position in the
history of Chinese painting. This shortcoming in the study of Chinese painting history
needs to be remedied.

Yun Shouping spent much of his life in a time of intense ethnic and social
conflicts. He went through the turmoil and chaos of war as a teenager, when he faced
“ difficulties, dangers, and (events that were) odd and unsettling.” ( “ jianwei
gibian”) He participated in the anti — Manchu resistance movement. His family was
completely broken and ruined. Yun himself was captured and locked up as prisoner for
a period of time. Thereafter, he was adopted into the family of the military governor
of the Zhejiang and Fujian provinces. Forced by these circumstances, he later took
refuge in Buddhism and became a Buddhist monk briefly. After returning to secular

life, in order to maintain livelihood, he had to do a lot of footwork on longterm basis,
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travelling around commercial cities in the Jiangsu — Zhejiang region to offer his paint-
ings for sale. He led an impoverished life laden with hardships. The tumultuous social
environment and his intricate life experiences brought ambivalence in his views of the
world and of life, as well as in artistic beliefs and practices. His ambivalence mirrors
well those same socio — economical, political, and ideological conflicts of his times.
Even though his thoughts and behaviour appear to be dominated by eremitic and es-
capist beliefs, aiming at taking refuge from the world, but in fact a conviction of “cor-
recting the ills of the time and helping the world” (“ kuangshi jishi”) remained persis-
tent throughout his life. That conviction never lessened a bit even when Yun ap-
proached old age. It was all because of the reality of society and his family tragedy that
he was driven to adamantly oppose the Qing regime. It was simply impossible for him
and he was unwilling to collaborate with the Manchu authorities. With no possibility
of fulfilling his personal ambitions, he was left with the only option of selling paintings
throughout his life and ended up dying in imnoverishment. Wishes “ to manage this
world and put one’s talents to practical use” ( “jingshi zhiyong”) in his mind often
brought to surface intense emotional agitation and surging thoughts. However, reality
offered him no way out except sorrows. Therefore he was unable to relieve himself
from depression and sadness. This emotional complex certainly cannot leave no traces
in his art. In the past, studies on Yun Shouping have tended to dwell on analysing and
commenting on his artistic techniques or styles. What have been lacking are considera-
tion and analyses of the deeper, hidden linkages between his dilemma, social realities
he was facing, his personal beliefs and emotions, and his artistic ideas as well as art of

painting. For this reason, those studies make one wonder if there remains some deeper



and more intricate elements embedded within Yun Shouping’s art of painting, yet to
be unearthed. Plus, what essences and shortcomings there are in his ideas on painting
have not been distinguished either. In this book, I tried to dissect Yun Shouping’s
trajectory of thought and to examine social circumstances and literary trends of his
times. I studied his personal emotional disturbances and his personality and
disposition. Through examining these“subjective” and “objective” factors, I attempted
to analyse some of the dilemmas he was facing, and to explore the intrinsic connections
between these “ subjective”and “ objective” factors with his ideas on painting and with
his artistic styles. It is hoped that elements of times and individual personality embed-

ded in the aesthetic meanings of his art could also be better understood.

I am not in any sense partial to the Four Wangs, Wu, and Yun. It is only that [
feel strongly about and have deep emotions over the many biases that have plagued our
studies of the history of Chinese painting in the past. I therefore have completed this
writing, not to hide my shallowness and shortcomings. It is hoped that my book could
serve, as the Chinese proverb goes, as the brick that is being thrown in lure of the
jade. Materials on Yun Shouping are very abundant but also highly scattered. With
my limited exposure, it would simply be unavoidable not to have missed certain rele-
vant information. For any shortcomings and mistakes in my book, I sincerely hope the

readers would offer their criticisms and corrections.
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