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Preface

Child imagery has played an important role in
China’s traditional art of painting. The earliest
depictions of children were found during the
Warring States Period (475—221 BC). However,
it’s after more than a millennium that genre
paintings featuring children had their heyday in the
Song Dynasty (960—1279).

A significant number of children’s portraits had
been created in history. Overall, child subjects fall

into three categories: playing children, shepherd

boys, and peddlers.

Zhang Xuan and Zhou Fang were two portrait
painters of the Tang Dynasty (618—907) good at
depicting children at play. Popular children’s
games in ancient times include playing house,
fighting on “horseback”, cricket-fighting, and so
on. Su Hanchen of the Song Dynasty began to
establish romantic associations linking childhood
with naivety in his artworks, which were drawn

with meticulous observations. “Children at Play in



an Autumn Garden” was his representative work.
Both paintings of shepherd boys and of peddlers
are full of local flavor. A peddler who sells toys
and snacks can always attract children’s interest.
Genre paintings featuring a peddler and the
children around were very popular during the Song
and Yuan (1279—1368) dynasties. Li Song of the
Song had painted three pictures under the title of
“Portrait of a Peddler,” now in the collection of the

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York,

Cleveland Museum of Art, and Palace Museum in
Taipei respectively.

Famous painters focusing on child subjects in the
Ming (1368—1644) and Qing (1644—1911)
dynasties include Qiu Ying, Lii Wenying, Yao
Wenhan, and Jiao Bingzhen. In addition, “baby
imagery” derived from Spring Festival woodcuts
became a great favorite of ordinary people, as it
usually contains the auspicious implication of

“many sons, many blessings.”
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Portraits of Children in the Tang Dynasty




In the flourishing Tang Dynasty (618—907)
figure paintings were very popular. Many
painters portrayed Buddha, immortals,
emperors, beautiful women as well as children
to cater to the tastes and interest of the upper-
class society.

Child imagery can be found in some Buddhist
murals and incomplete silk scrolls. For
instance, the images of a donor’s 12 sons were
painted on the walls of cave no. 130 of the
Mogao Grottoes in Dunhuang, northwest

China’s Gansu Province. And an incomplete

silk scroll kept in the Museum of Xinjiang
Uygur Autonomous Region portrays two kids
who are frolicking on the grass.

Famous portraitist Zhang Xuan created a lot
of genre paintings featuring noble ladies and
their children. His “Court Ladies Preparing
Newly-woven Silk” is spiced with images of
several naughty kids. Another portraitist Zhou
Fang, in his long scroll titled “Feet of Chinese
Unicorn,” vividly depicted the daily life of kids
of the royal family.
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Feet of Chinese Unicorn (Partial)

(attributed to) Zhou Fang
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