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The Chinese Art of Penjing (Potted Landscape) and Its Analysis
Synopsis )

In traditional Chinese art, penjing (potted landscape) has a history of over a thousand
years. It 1s a combination of the science of horticulture and the art of processing—the so called
"stereoscopic picture, silent poem’’, presenting lyrical scenes of natural beauty in a vessel. The
materials used in making penjing are usually plants, mountain rocks, water, earth, etc.

The art of penjing not only reflects the traditional Chinese culture but also fulfils the
aspirations of the modern generation in its quest for the love of nature and its pursuit of natural
beauty. In recent years, penjing has aroused increasing popular interest both inside and outside
China, in the West as well as in the East.

The work of penjing calls for ingenious techniques of horticulture and skills of processing
in addition to, particularly, the art of presentation. In view of the fact that most books on
penjing focus only on techniques and that those books on its artistry only stress general
principles and various viewpoints in appreciation of penjing coupled with few specific analyses,
still fewer comprehensive and systematic analyses, the present book, however, strives to make
systematic and specific analyses of the art of penjing in the light of philosophic and aesthetic
theories supported by many illustrations.

This book deals with ideological origins and social background which brought penjing into
existence. It divides the historical developments of penjing into five stages: the embryonic, the
formative, the developing, the flourishing stages and its recent rejuvenescence. The analyses of
the artistic features of penjing at different stages are based on relevant poems, paintings,
archaeological findings and other literary records.

According to the distinct differences in material, theme and artistic expression,this book
puts penjing into seven categories: tree penjing, mountain-and-water penjing, water-and-land
penjing, flower penjing, miniature penjing, hanging penjing and special-shaped penjing. Each
category is further classified synthetically into several forms illustrated by specific examples to
enable the reader to better understand their particular features.

Penjing is known for its unique national style and diversified local characteristics, the
former being the sum total of the latter. The reader is introduced to different penjing in eleven
regions, namely, Yangzhou, Suzhou, Sichuan, Lingnan (lit., South of the Five Ridges, i.e. the
area covering Guangdong and Guangxi), Shanghai, Zhejiang, Huizhou, Fujian, Nantong,
Zhongzhou (comprising Henan and the neighbouring places) and the North of China. Their
evolved local features are viewed both in retrospect and with emphasis on the present period
while new developments are also touched upon. Besides, illustrations are provided to help make
specific analyses of each category.

Penjing is rich in pictorial conception and poetic flavour and so its fine works tend to
provoke much thought and reflection and invite constant observations. To lend their works such



artistic charm. penjing artists must follow certain creative principles and at the same time apply
flexibly various artistic techniques. Apart from elaborating on such creative principles as
modelling scenes from nature, achieving simplicity out of superfluities and suiting treatment to
specific materials, this book provides in a detailed way illustraticns and analyses of some
common artistic techniques in penjing.

They include differentiating the primary elements from the secondary ones, blending the
tangible with the insubstantial, paying attention to appropriate density, having the movable and
the immovable set off against each other, playing up some parts while playing down others,
mixing ruggedness with exquisiteness, getting some parts disguised and some exposed, making
something novel out of the pedestrian, letting the sturdy and the supple complement each other,
using the ingenious and the clumsy interchangeably, stressing both form and spirit, aiming at
perfect harmony between scenery and sentiment, and so on and so forth. All these techniques
are actual applications to art of the universal laws of contradiction—what we know as aesthetic
dialectics.

Indeed, words fail to explain penjing as a visual art. Images are more eloquent. For this
reason, the reader can find many illustrations in which the major parts of the relevant penjing
works are made more conspicuous while some minor parts are omitted in the drawings for the
better appreciation of the works by the reading public.

This book will serve as a reference for penjing professionals and amateurs, teachers and
students of the specialities concerned in colleges and universities, and researchers of the

Chinese art as a whole.
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Historical Development of Penjing
Summary

Penjing originated in China. It dates back to ancient times and enjoys widespread
popularity.

Our ancestors cherished an ardent love for nature. As early as the Yin and Zhou Dynasties
over three thousand years ago, they began to cultivate ornamental plants and model gardens
after natural scenery. According to the archaeological findings in a tomb in Wangdu, Hebei, of
the Eastern Han Dynasty (25~ 220AD), potted flowers were found there in the murals and have
since been claimed to be the embryonic form of penjing.

After the Weil and Jin Dynasties (220~420AD), the strong influence of Confucianism,
Taoism and Buddhism resulted in the social mode of upholding simplicity and elegance, and
reposing sentiment in landscape. Poems and paintings on mountain-and-water scenery cropped
up one after another in that period. All of these combined ushered in the formative stage of
penjing.

Penjing entered its maturity stage in the early Tang Dynasty (618~907AD). The mural in a
Tang tomb of a maid holding a penjing in her hands can cogently testify to this assertion (The
tomb belonging to the Crown Prince Zhanghuai was built in 706 in the Qian Mausoleum in
Shanxi). We learn from quite a many poems of the Tang Dynasty that the artistic forms in
penjing were stressed and that there had already emerged various types of penjing.

The Song Dynasty (960~ 1279AD) saw an unprecedented development of the art of painting
which in turn fostered the penjing art. Enjoying fantastic trees and grotesque stones became a
common vogue at the time. The famous Song paintings “"Eightcen Scholars” and “The Tang
Emperor Ming Peeping at a Bather” together with many poems and writings indicate the fact
that the penjing art was well on its way to perfection, that two major kinds of penjing had
evolved: mountain-and-water penjing and tree penjing and that the latter is quite similar to that
of modern penjing.

It was probably during the Southern Song Dynasty (1127~ 1279AD) that Chinese penjing
found its way to Japan, and from there later on at the beginning of the century, to the West. It
has now become a worldwide art.

The flourishing  of Chinese penjing appeared in the Ming and Qing Dynasties
(1368~ 1911AD). A study of relevant documents and extant penjing works shows that various
artistic features were evident during that period and that penjing works tended to embody
pictorial conception and poetic flavour.

In the late years of the Qing Dynasty and thereafter, Chinese penjing kept declining for a
time. But in recent decades, it has rejuvenated and been developing considerably. Many new
ideas and technical innovations based on the old traditions have found vivid expressions in the

penjing art of today.
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