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-THE PEONY

“The famous flowers of our land are known throughout the world, blooming all day in the garden,
they put to shame the crimson lacquered door.” — by the Sung poet Lu Yu

The Peony is a weliknown Chinese species which has had a history of some fifteen thousand years
since the Sui and T'ang dynasties. Because its bloom is large and luxuriant, appearing noble and
aristacratic, it came to represent the fiourishing vitality of an age and has always been especially loved
by the Chinese, and acquired the status of a major genus,

Over the centuries it has become the subject of poetry and painting. It was fashionable for great beauties
to admire the peony and such events became subject of talks on beauty. T'ao Huang and Wei Tzu were
amang the most famous,

There are many species. A Ming autharity, Hsieh Feng-Hsiang, calculated that there were about two
hundred and sixty-seven varieties {in his Peonies of Haochou}. Today in He-tze Prefecture in Shantung
Province, the old Ts'aochou, the production and colourvariety of peonies have become quite
remarkable,

Before the T'and dynasty, the peony was considered a medicinal herb {shao yao). It was a deciduous
shrub which grew over ten feet in height. In ancient paintings we find some showing horses tethered
to peony trunks and can imagine their size then. Oridinary ones are four to five feet high, with strong
trunk and branches marked crosswise. The branches shoot upward vigorously and appear at first like
round, hammerlike scaledike buds, which differ from the buds of leaves or blooms. Growing moist and
warmth between winter and spring, it begins to sprout branches and grow leaves, grow buds and finally
come into bioom,

The leaves are complex like feathers. Near the flowers they appear as three leaves on a single branch,
below which there are three forks and nine {eaves, with three leaves per stalk. One branch should have
three forks and nine leaves, Once the flower stem is done, it may be considered a tripledeaved stalk
which, plus four triplestalked branches of thirtysix leaves add up to a total of thirty-nine leaves. This
strikes a fuxufant pose with many leaves surrounding the blossoms on all sides, and creates a virile
appearance,

The leaf is three-pronged and egg-shaped, usually of a dark green, the backs are of a lighter green.
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ILLUSTRATION 1

The peony blossom consists of the slip-leaves, the husk leaves around the bud, the flower petals, the
male and female stamens or pistils. The female pistils have a breastdike convex form and are a
bluish-green, greenish purple or purplish red; the male stamen surround the pistils, and their spore is
a light yellow. The base is enveloped by petals whose colours are numerous, including reds and greens
of various intensities and of yellow, white, magenta, purple, purplish-black tints, They are distinguished
by single and double-petal flora and bear a lovely fragrance.

To paint well one must closely examine the peony in order to understand their special characteristics,
forms, stance, colours and hues, the rhythm of their development. One must also study the different
methods and special techniques used by ancient and contemporary masters. Above all one must grasp
its particular air or personality.

This is the hsieh-i {writing out one’s feeling) method of painting, stressing the spirit,

To give the beginner a total impression of the peony, this illustration is composed in a relatively
orderly and even manner,

The hsieh-i method relies on well-honed brushwork and bright and clear cofours to transpit the spirit
of the flower. In kungpi or professional style methods one more readily captures the form but it is
easy to lose the spirit. Here the reverse is true. The ideal is to capture both form and spirit.

One must capture the peony’s glowing and refined quality, and avoid the vulgar gestures found in
market-place paintings which evoke ennui.

The structure of this work consists of the following {in the order in which it is painted):

Female pistils, floral petals, male stamens, leaf-face, leaf-veins, inner petals, the stems, the softer floral
petals, the trunk, the and the scaly buds. Refer to later sections for detailed instructions.
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ILLUSTRATION 2

This is a side view to demonstrate the various components and their different groupings.

The floral bud, and petals serve to define the mass and void, density and sparseness of the composi-
tion.

To obtain change and transformation in the form, the petals must be of various sizes and densities,
Size ratios determine the bloom’s position; petal densities vary the gestures among the blossoms.

The brush method must be fluid without stagnant hesitations. Only much diligent practice can develop
good brushwork.

e The order of painting the flower: the tougher outer petals, the calyx, the petals, floral stem and
the tender leaves.
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ILLUSTRATION 3

To achieve a sense of movement within a small painting surface, crowd the flowers and position

.
the leavedensely , but taking care to leave the sense of flowing space.

e The centre of the flower is half-hidden because it is upright here and the petals are covering some
of the pistils. This provides the marvel of ‘revealing the hidden’.

e No outlines are needed here, nor wash. Using a brush and colours petals are created directly. Use
appropriate colours, taking care to leave a ‘white line’ between the petals to separate them.

e This ‘white line" also provides three-dimensionality to the total bloom. The same principle applies
to the leaves. Note that the ‘white line’ must not be too broad or the structure becomes loose. On
the other hand, leaving out the ‘white line’ creates a confused mass that is without shape or form.

e When there are two flowers in a single painting, there must be the contrasts of large and small, revealed

and hidden, complex and simple. Colours must be even and clean, achieving dark and light tonalities
in mutually suportive fashion,

Pl






fems ~ By - fEREEIL
o ST AL RIPL2E  T R M THL - IR - B AR o R AU R T
LB TEBE A o (R YE - A RN S o P YRR TS T A R o

o MER A ERITALE » (BE LN IEH - HMKG) o

S . B - TEB

ER > PRI - BIETMBERA o MRKH . PRI T . Wity VEY
RANFETES TN - LA A BER FE - IBRATRBEN - RO ACRBY R R P
AR AT

o (EErhYr R - i DRE RN ERRRIEALE » AR R K o (AR 4R AR

N o VORK o SEARIER - PURRARER 2 )

o (B (JERRMUEN) WIE LR - RIEE . IHE
e L BAIRE - BT NAD 2B

ZEET D LM EMM o L W

THE BUD, PETAL AND PISTILS

® Use a clean brush, slightly charged with water, Dip the tip into a bit of aniline red. Draw the stroke
with the brush asiant, so that a distinction of dark and light emerges automatically. Practice entering
the stroke from various directions for their various positions. Small petals are done in a single stroke,
large petals in two — but without leaving a mark at the joint.

® Small buds use a tender green dipped in aniline red {mix gamboge or wisteria yellow in larger amounts

than mineral green for the tender green hue.)
For narrow strokes, hold the brush more upright. The thinner the line, the more upright the brush,
For strokes which are pointed at both ends and broad in the middle such as for the stem beneath the
bud, or the side-view petal, first touch the paper with the brush tip alone, then follow through and
press downward on the brush, drawing it aslant at the same time until the stroke-exit when the brush
is pulled upright again, finishing with the pointed tip.

e The female pistils in the centre are done like a small fruit. Firstdip the tip of the brush charged with
grass-green lightly into aniline-red, and wash with ‘no. 3 green’ while it is still wet. {Malachite green
comes in four grades, no. 1 being the darkest, no. 4 being lightest.)

e The stamen (including anther and filament or pollen and stalk) have the most bearing on the flower’s
expression. When dotting the pollen, make sure that 1) the yellow must be filled up, 2) the brushwork
is alive, 3} there shouid be the natural appearance of dense and loose clustering.
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