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FOREWORD
By Yang Renkai

In feudal dynasties of China, Liaoyang was the political,economic and
cultural center of the Northeast. Nurhachi, grandfather of the first
emperor of the Qing Dynasty, made Liaoyang capital of his Manchu
principality. Though Manchu rulers later moved their court to Shenyang
and, after their conquest of the Ming Dynasty, to Beijing, Liaoyang remained
an important city with a concentration of well—known artists and men
of letters.

During the reign of Emperors Qianlong and Jiaging of the Qing, Wang
Erlie ( 1727—1801 ) , a native of Liaoyang, enjoyed high national prestige
because of his conduct as an official and his talent as a scholar. At his 70th
birthday, Wang received greetings from his colleagues, friends, relatives
and students, which came in the form of calligraphic works, paintings and
poems. They total 126 in number. The calligraphic works, all having
the word “shou” ( “longevity” ) as the theme, are in different
handwriting styles and difterent languages.

The making of colored screens dates back to the very ancient times. It
came into vogue during the Sui and Tang dynasties ( 581—907 ) at the
latest. The well-known “Beauties with Flowery Head Ornaments,” a
painting by Zhou Fang of the Tang Dynasty, consists of pictures on a
five—leaf screen.Numerous beautiful screens can be seen in “Han Xizai



having a Night Feast,” a painting by Gu Hongzhong of the Five Dynasties
period (907-960 ) . “Dense Forest and Distant Mountains,” a painting

by Li Cheng of the Northern Song Dynasty ( 960—1127 ), was for a

small screen placed in a lady's toilet case. The making of screens was even-
more widespread during the Ming and Qing dynasties.

The Wang Erlie Birthday Screen has birthday greetings as the central
theme. Among the artistic works mounted on the screen, more than 80
are calligrphic works, each featuring the word “shou” ( “longevity” )
executed in four handwriting styles. Of all collections of calligraphic works
found so far,the screen has the greatest concentration of handwriting styles
focused on one word. Furthermore, many of the works came from well—
known calligraphers and scholars of the time including Liu Shi'an, Wang
Niansun and Y1 Bingshou.

Paintings on the screen, featuring landscape, flowers, fruits, bamboos
and rockery, are of the ink and wash type, come in bright colors, or are
done by hand instead of by brush. Their creators, except Yu Ji, Wang
Chengpei and a few others, were amateurs. Unrestrained in brush work
and wild in imagination, they produced works that were original in both
form and content.

One of the best is “Crane,” an ink and wash by Ji Xiaolan (Ji Yun).

The painting features a flying crane with a four—character line to its left



wishing Wang Erlie a long life (in Chinese cluture, the crane implies

longevity ). Ji Xiaolan was a well-known scholar of the time, but few of
his calligraphic works and none of his paintings have been passed down.
“Crane” is doubtless his only painting that is extant today.

“Twin Pines” by Cheng Weiyuan, one of the paintings on the
screen, is another major discovery. Cheng, who made possible the
publication of “A Dream of Red Mansions,” a world—famous novel by
Cao Xueqin, occupies an important place in the history of Chinese literature.
Thanks partly to the discovery of Cheng's painting on the screen, the
Chinese Society of “A Dream of Red Mansions” once held an academic
meeting in the city of Liaoyang.

The content of the Wang Erlie Birthday Screen transcends its original
meaning, that of offering birthday greetings. It encompasses history, art,
language and other fields waiting for scholars to explore and study.

In cooperation with the Yanshan Publishing House, Liaoyang Museum
is publishing this album to allow popular access to some excellent works
of art of a bygone period. This is worthwhile and will contribute to
the enhancement of Chinese traditional culture.

Yang Renkai
Feb, 20, 1993
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The Brief Introduction of Wang Erlie Birthday Screen

Wang Erlie Birthday Screen was kept in Wang's residence in the
city of Liaoyang, Liaoning province, by his offspring for more than
150 years. In 1953, Wang Fuchen, a sixth—generation grandson of the
patriarch, donated the screen to Liaoyang municipal government. It is now
kept in Liaoyang Museum.

The screen was a present ofterded to Wang Erlie at his 70th birthday
by officials, public figures, scholars and his friends. The time was 1796,
when Wang served at Han Lin Yuan, a Qing government department in
charge of cultrual and educational affairs as well as record keeping. The
screen in fact is a rare collection of calligraphic works, paintings and
poems by well=known scholars and artists of the time.

The making of screens as a carrier of artistic works began approximately
during the Tang Dynasty ( 618—907 ) and flourished during the Qing Dynasty
(1644—1911). In “A Dream of Red Mansions, = a novel written during
the reign of Emperor Qianlong (1736—1795) , there is an episode about
birthday celebrations for Lady Dowager, a character in the novel. On
the occasion, the lady was given 16 screens including one consisting
of 12 leaves. Cao Xuegqin, author of the novel, only wrote about birthday
screens. But Wang Erlie, who lived in a slightly later period than Cao,



had his birthday screen passed down to the present. It is, therefore, very
precious.

The screen has nine leaves with a total width of 288 cm. Each leaf,
with a wooden frame, is 200cm high and 32cm wide. Brass hinges connect
the leaves of the screen. Since it does not have a stand, the screen is probably
placed against a wall.

The edges of the screen are decorated with the character “shou,”
meaning “longevity.” Works of art presented as birthday greetings by
more than 100 people are mounted on the leaves of the screen. The first
leaf bears characters stating the purpose of the screen celebrating the 70th
birthday of Wang Erlie. The last leaf records the time. The seven leaves in
between contain 126 works of art, all elaborately arranged. Of the total, 91
are calligraphic works, which all have the word “shou” ( “longevity” )
as the theme. Of these, 86 are in Han Chinese, four in Manchu, and one
in both Mongolian and Manchu. There are also five poems and 35 paintings.
The calligraphic works are executed in different handwriting styles, and the
paintings contain vivid birds and human figures as well as beautiful landscape.

Of the 126 works, only one calligraphic work does not bear the
name of the creator. It was reportedly given by Emperor Jiaqing. All others
bear the names of their creators,who total 125 in number.

Wang Erlie ( 17271801 ), a native of Liaoyang, in the 36th year
of the reign of Emperor Qianlong ( 1771 ), became one of the most



successful candidates in the highest imperial examinations. Appointed later
deputy head of the Tong Zheng Si, a department of the Qing government
in charge of memorials to the throne. Became a court official in charge
of the compilation of literary classics at the age of 70. In1798, He
resigned from—ofhcial post and retumed to his native place, where he taught
at the Shenyang Academy of Classical Learning.

The screen presented to Wang Erlie at his 70th birthday is an elaborate
work of art. It not only reflects Chinese literary and artistic levels in the
middle of the Qing period but is also proof of the high respect Wang
enjoyed as an honest official and a learned scholar. No other birthday screen
the size of this one has been found so far in China.Every painting and
every piece of handwriting on the screen is a precious work of art not seen
by the public previously. The most precious are “Crane,” an ink and
wash by Ji Xiaolan (Ji Yun), and “Twin Pines,” a painting by Cheng
Weiyuan, both new discoveries. It is no exaggeration to say that the Wang
Erlie Birthday Screen is a treasure—house of Chinese art and literature
in the Qing period and collection of calligraphic works and paintings by

a generation of Qing artists and scholars.
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