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The Splendid Years of Ancient Chinese Landscape Paintings
—— The Development and Achievements of
the Landscape Paintings in the
Northern Song Dynasty of the Five Dynasties Period

Bo Songnian

Not a few of landscape — themed paintings have been produced in the past and present, and in the foreign and domestic
fields of painting, vet the Chinese traditional landscape paintings have gained their fame for their excellent achievements, spe-
cial style and long history. Before the Western European landscape paintings came to the embryonic stage, the Chinese land-
scape paintings had been highly ripe, sending out their bright artistic lights and splendor.

Some unearthed artifacts have shown that as far back as in the Han Dynasty, the stone and brick relief started to give de-
scriptions of forests on the mountains, lotus ponds, houses and courtyards, but according to the historical observation, land-
scape painting as an independent art sprouted in between the dynasties of Wei and Jin, when landscape paintings appeared to
be art creations of independent theme. As a result, the first generation of landscape painters had appeared like Gu Kai of
Eastern Jin Dynasty who, enjoying his fame as drawing figures and portraits, was known from the files to have created land-
scapes such as A View of Lushan, (1) and in whose essay On Drawing Yun Tai Mount , his ideas of the composition could
be seen on the landscapes bearing plots of Taoist anecdotes. His contemporary Dai Kui, ”especially wonderful for his land-
scapes”, had created Wu Inhabitants beside the Stream Hills. (2) Zong Bing and Wang Wei were the earliest special painter
drawing landscapes in the Liu Song Dynasty, who not only contributed to landscape creations, but also wrote articles giving
penetrating comments on landscape paintings. The appearance of landscapes showed the obvious development of the ability of
appreciation on the beauty of Nature, of the power to express the beauty of art, and a deeper understanding of the functions
of drawing. These painters were more or less influenced by Taoism or metaphysics, indulging themselves in the painting of
nature of the complicated social condition. They took the landscapes as their spiritual sustenance which brought about desires
to express themselves with the form of drawing. As long as the skill and technique was concerned, the drawings were still in
the initial stage, yet a good foundation had been lain for the development of the art in the line.

In the Sui and Tang dynasties, classical drawing came further to its maturity and scored splendid achievements. Though
there was still a far more percentage for figure and religions paintings then, landscapes appeared as an independent form and
its technique had made an important breakthrough in its creation. On Famous Paintings of All Historical Stages written by
Zhang Yan — yuan had a special chapter on "landscapes”. In his Record of Well — Known Paintings of the Tang Dynasty,
Zhu Jingxuan gave special comments on landscapes. These two books carried not a few famous landscape painters. Zhang
Zicheng of Sui was known for drawing mountains, streams, horses, carts and houses. The well - preserved Sightseeing in
Spring created by him was painted in delicate green, making a full display of the dandies indulging themselves in the spring
greenness of the mountains and streams. It is really wonderful for its vivid reflection of Nature. In the prime of the Tang Dy-
nasty, Li Sichuan and his son Li Zhaodao inherited the skills of Zhan’s landscapes and developed them to a more flawless
stage. At the same time, ink landscape style came all of a sudden into the fore. Wu Daozi in his bold and unrestrained style
drew on the temple walls eccentric — shaped rocks and crumbled sands, which aroused reflection and contemplation. Later on
he was entrusted by the King to come to the Great Harmony Hall in the Palace of the Tang Dynasty to draw the landscapes
along the 300 Li of Jia Ling River and finished the great painting just for one day, thus creating a new — track for the already

richly decoration — oriented landscape drawings. Wang Wei, the poet, used to take pleasures in sight — seeing and settled




down in his later years in the country villa of Lan Tian Wang Chuan to live a hermit’s life and devoted himself to the study of
Buddhist scriptures and the ink drawings of landscape. His Painting on the Wang River described his inhabited areas and life
anecdotes, which has been on the lips of the posterity for ages. Zhang Zao of Wu County was even more famous for his ink
paintings of landscapes. Often was he seen to draw under excitement and by applying two Chinese brushes in both hands he
drew two kinds of trees, one being massive with branches and leaves and the other withered with bare and dry branches, the
skill of which was considered to be unique. His famous saying "By depicting and painting Nature, one’s soul is purified and
elevated” has even been taken by the descendents of landscape — painters as a motto. (3) From the tune of the prosperous
Tang Dynasty to its later years there appeared more and more landscape painters of various styles, such as Zheng Qian, Xiang
Rong, Wang Qia, Wei Yan, Liu Shang and Qu Kuang, etc. who all contributed to landscape painting in one way or anoth-
er. At the same time some poets praised the wonders of the landscapes. Landscapes of this period had seldom been handed
down though The Pavilion Against A Beautiful Scenery by Li Siyuan and Ming Huang Tours Shu by Li Zhaodao facsimile
for the posterity and bore the features of the style which, compared with the supplemented landscapes for the frescoes con-
tained in the Dunhuang Caves and in tomb chambers of the Tang Dynasty, readily revealed traces of the development of the
landscapes on observation. A dominant part of the landscape painters in the Sui and Tang Dynasties were men of letters who
were good at poetry, calligraphy and painting as well. Zheng Qian was honorably considered to be unique in poetry, calligra-
phy and drawing. Wang Wei was all the more famous for his "poems, which contained the beauty of paintings;” and for his
"paintings, which bore the richness of poet’s flavor”. Their artistic creations not only described the landscapes truly and ob-
jectively, but also expressed their feelings and wills, on the basis of which the splendid age of landscapes was created in the
Northern Song Dynasty of the Five Dynasties.

In the period of the Five Dynasties, landscapes had made a noticeable leap which created two big systems of landscapes
— the North and South styles.

The landscape painters of the North of China were good at sights of the mountains and streams along both sides of the
Yellow River. The representatives were Jing Hao and his student Guan Tong.

Jing Hao lived in the late Tang Dynasty and the early years of the Five Dynasties, and was a man of letters, knowledge-
able in classics and history. Being born into a chaotic world which ran into the disputes among the military governors, politi-
cal corruption and chronic disorder and owing to the fact that his home country was the valleys of the Tai Hang Mountains to
avoid the fires of the wars, and under an assumed name "Hong Guzi" he contributed to the drawing of landscapes, and lived
a hermit’s life, supporting himself with his own hands. He approached and observed Nature day and night and gained deep
understanding of and truly impression on landscapes. He traveled deep into the wildness of the mountains and his strong desire
of drawing was aroused by the exotic ancient pine trees, which he immediately painted down. Constant personal observations
had trained him to grasp the moving artistic images just as what he said, "Perfect artistic creations come from incessant obser-
vations and practices”. He had an over - all study of all the landscape painters in the Tang Dynasty and especially praised
Zhang Zao’s ink — paintings of landscapes. He had learned the strong points of Wu Daozi and Xiang Rong and created his own
unique style in drawing vivid mountains. His images of the landscapes, his subjective ideas and his skills in applying the brush
and ink had reached a much higher level than the landscapes drawn in the Tang Dynasty. Monk Da Yu of Qing Lian Temple
in the City of Ye Du once wrote a poem in an attempt to ask Jing Hao to draw a landscape for him, which said: "Six paint-
ings have set your fame, /the strokes of which are familiar to me;/ Not the thousand depths of the mountain flood attracts
me, | But two pine trees drawn by you will do:/ Rocks scatter under the tree,/ With distant mountains in the horizon/ Near
the rocks in the quietness/ Thick smokes are seen.” Jing Hao replied, "My image goes unbridled,/ Mountains crest one after
the other,/ Trees in winter are bare under my brush,/ Wild clouds are painted light./ Flood overflows from the narrow
chasms of rocks, | Mountains stretch to the horizon./ Monks are seen in meditation, in the temple,/ Their ascetic practices

face a void world. " The poem shows Jing Hao's free and smooth style of drawing and his skillful presentation of landscapes




with ink and brush. In a series silk drawing, gigantic scenery is shown of pine trees and distant hills, and floods and springs.
The Lushan Mountains by him which has been handed down to now, and his On The Technique of Drawing — a comment
on landscape drawings, offers substantial materials for an approach to Jing Hao’s artistic achievements.

The Lushan Mountains is a big scroll painting of landscape. It was taken by the posterity as a painting of Lushan’s
scenery because of the flood painted coming down from and among the mountains. In fact it is still a presentation of exotic and
wonderful scenery of the Taihang Mountains in the North. On the upper part of the painting can be seen mountains high and
low, erecting at random above the clouds and floods flowing down from and among the mountains and a small path in a zigzag
way leading to an inhabited village at the foot of the mountain where a leaf of a boat floats passing a bridge. The scenery is so
harmoniously commingled with the strokes and the paints of rich colors that it offers a perfect depiction of the mountain scen-
ery, which justifies the better achievements of drawing skills than in the Tang Dynasty. The words of " authentic piece of
wonder” on the painting written by a calligrapher of the Song Dynasty and the inscriptions intoned by Han Yu and Ke Jiusi of
Yuan Dynasty can at least authorize the painting to be a piece of early works of Jing Hao school.

The well - preserved On the Technique of Drawing by Jing Hao is an integrated commentary of earlier ancient time on
landscapes. (4) It is different from the forged written papers by supposed famous men of this field on landscape skills. It is an
all - round commentary on landscape creations from the angle of aesthetics, in which he took up the theory of "likeness and
truthfulness”, that is, the artistic creations should be vivid and impressive artistic images above the natural landscape. The "
truthfulness” means "the fine qualities of disposition” and it won’t do to achieve just the likeness of outward shapes but not "
the essential vitality of disposition”. To gain it, close observations must be made of the landscapes so to "acquire the truthful-
ness from the natural object” and to "search for the wonders from nature for the artistic creations of truthfulness”. The paint-
ers had applied the six principles of figure painting to the field of landscape drawing and put forth six artistic criteria for land-
scapes, i.e. "six essentials”, vitality, charm, reflection, scenery, brush — work and ink — applying technique with descrip-
tions attached to each, and the one in the six principles, "applying the colors according to the characteristics”, was replaced
by "ink — applying technique”, putting stress on ink — applying skills — an obvious expression of his mind in promoting ink —
landscapes which " takes true ideas as its essence but not the variety of colors”, and of the development he had made in apply-
ing the ink technique.

Guan Tong of Chang An City worshipped Jing Hao’s artistic skills to the uttermost and worked hard in learning from
him to the extent that he often was oblivious of food and sleep and, at last, surpassed his master in terms of artistic technique
and was considered by the posterity to keep abreast of Jing Hao and was honored as master of landscape paintings in the period
from the Five Dynasties to the Northern Song Dynasty. Guan Tong was much more generalized in descriptions of sceneries
and in ink and brush applying technique, and was known to be good at drawing with precise and exact brush strokes the
mountains and streams in the Guan Long areas and to be skillful in painting autumn mountains, woods, villages and ferry
hoats. The sceneries he depicted were often featured in "steep cliffs overlooking valleys that extend far away” and in " solid
rocks and deep woods” accompanied by ancient and delicate buildings and bumble figures with a touch of wild coldness and
bleak atmosphere — an overflow of his inner feelings in the chaotic conditions. His drawings are seen bearing "stronger vitali-
ty with more precise strokes and assuming deeper meaning with fewer scenes”. They offer constant aesthetic pleasures as if
one were personally on the scene, and artistically speaking, possess so strong artistic charms that his landscapes were called
Guan’s landscapes. Traveling in the Remote Mountain alleged to be drawn by him gives vivid scenes of a hotel of a remote
village in the deep mountains of the North of China. Mountains soar up into the sky in the upper part of the painting with
wild clouds surrounding half way up the mountains and on the path winding around the waist of the mountains someone rides
on a mule along. The lower part of the painting is devoted to tenants coming and going, with flying birds and lively chickens
and dogs in full life. This is typical for Guan’s paintings with its bold and precise strokes of solid rocks, exotic and great

mountains and foliaged branches.




In South China, the mountains were green — capped and the streams transparent, famous for its unique charms in natural
sceneries. Thanks to the development in the Six Dynasties, the culture then was splendid and prosperous. As a result, there
were born Zong Bing and his peers — the earliest generation of landscape painters in the Liu Song Dynasty (within the period
of the Southern Dynasty), and the landscape painters like Zhang Zao, Xiang Rong and Gu Kuang in the South in Tang Dy-
nasty. During the period of the Five Dynasties there were endless wars, yet Li Bian, taking the Yangtse River as a natural
defense line, set up the Southern Tang Dynasty. Here there were less cruel wars and the society was stable and economy had
its chance to develop. Several kings were dedicated to literature and art and set up imperial art academies, which were consid-
ered to be rather rare in history. So this area became the best developed in drawing then. The drawing style in the South
Tang Dynasty was characterized by freedom and elegance, not limited by tradition, but more dedicated to creativeness, hence
the rather great development in landscape and flower and bird painting. What was prominent was the emerging of the two gi-
ant masters of landscapes — Dong Yuan and Ju Rang who, as the representatives of the South in landscape painting, had suc-
cessfully portrayed the beautiful sceneries of the South.

Dong Yuan who styled himself Shu Da was born in Nanjin and became vice censor — in — chief in the period of Zhong Zhu
in Southern Tang Dynasty. He as an imperial painter, was good at landscapes and dragon drawing. According to the files he
could draw vividly landscapes, streams in the rain, lapping mountains, clouded forests, rocks and valleys and banks and
plains which bore poetic images. The beauty of the South was different from the Grandeur of the North in terms of scenery,
as a result the drawing style and technique must be dissimulated. The Song considered that Tong Yuan’s landscapes were
similar to Wang Wei in applying the ink and to Li Sichuan in colors, (5) and in fact, he had made great developments in the
basis of the landscapes in Tang Dynasty. The mountains and streams drawn by him were not done in the way Li Sichuan did
who gave too much depiction with paints and thick ink. He made a natural combination of the strokes and ink and of thin ink
and color. He drew "a lot natural mountains in the South without any steep cliffs. ” Taking the thick woods and the shining
waves of the lakes and green mountains as example, he made his own creative productions, applying the technique of "shad-
ed” and "spotted” light ink strokes or thin ink strokes with color to show the chains of hills and grass and woods on the
slopes, presenting an over — all delicate view of ”the hills lapping and clouds dim” and accomplishing an effect of prettiness
and naturalness which instead of artificial traces, came from being true to Nature. In his paintings were seen rivers and stre-
ams criss — crossing, grass and woods green and deep, air humid and moist, rains drizzling and excessive, feelings exquisite
and thoughts remote and deep — a total exotic area put before the eye. He sought closely for a sense of the season, weather,
sunshine and air, and his The Setting Sun was praised by the Song as "a view in the evening against distant hills with the re-
flections of the sun— shine on their tops and with quiet shadows of villages to be seen from afar. ”(6) The image carried in the
painting was really hard for the Tang painters to surpass. The well — preserved The Subjects Singing & Dancing by Dong
Yuan is a painting presenting the scenery in the suburbs of Jin ling — capital of the South Tang Dynasty. It draws the moun-
tains like the majestic waves, and rivers flowing in dimly winding courses with flag — decorated boats sporting past — all
mountains in light and dry ink brush style painted with green, harmonious in shade and lively in design. It is a true picture of
the grand mountains quite different from Tang’s landscapes in style and skill. The famous paintings that have been handed
down like The Scroll of Xiaoxiang ; The Mountains in Summer and Ready to Ferry Xiakou in Summer have all been devel-
oped on the basis of the Tang landscapes. In the paintings he drew lapping hills, islets surrounded by reeds and pines and
green grass and deep woods all these making the scenery appear dimly in among the clouds. He applied the brush technique of
light and thin ink to the grass and woods on the slopes, making a combination of the dry and wet, light and thick, bold and
dim strokes with colors harmoniously applied to perfection. It is a typical organic whole of light ink and thin clouds. But
many of Dong Yuan’s figure paintings were featured in thick colors, depicting the nobles in sports and excursions, which
showed that he was still confined to chamber fine art.

Dong Yuan's follower named Ju Ran, a monk in Kai Yuan Temple, was famous for landscapes of cloudy mountains. His




