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Traditional Chinese Art

Brief Introduction to Traditional Chinese Art

Chinese traditional painting and calligraphy are the oldest artistic traditions in the
world. Chinese traditional painting dates back to the Neolithic Period about six thousand
years ago. The colored pottery with painted animals, excavated in the 1920s indicate that
during the Neolithic Period the Chinese had already started to use brushes to paint. Chinese
traditional painting is highly regarded throughout the world for its theories, expressions and
techniques. According to the means of expression, Chinese painting can be divided into two
categories: the Xieyi (frechand) School and the Gongbi (meticulous) school. The Xieyi
School is marked by exaggerated forms and freehand brush work. The Gongbi school is
characterized by close attention to detail and fine brush work.

Employing different techniques, the two schools try to achieve the same end, the
creation of beauty.

Regarded as the most abstract and sublime form of art in Chinese culture, Chinese
calligraphy is often thought to be the most revealing of one’s personality. During the imperial
era, calligraphy was used as an important criterion for selection of executives to the Imperial
Court. Unlike other visual art techniques, all calligraphy strokes are permanent and
incorrigible, demanding careful planning and confident execution. While one has to conform
to the defined structure of words, the expression can be extremely creative.

By controlling the concentration of ink, the thickness and adsorptive capacity of the
paper, and the flexibility of the brush, the artist is free to produce an infinite variety of styles
and forms. In contrast to western calligraphy, diffusing ink blots and dry brush strokes are
viewed as a natural impromptu expression rather than a fault.

To the artist, calligraphy is a mental exercise that coordinates the mind and the body to
choose the best style in expressing the content of the passage. It is a most relaxing yet highly
disciplined exercise indeed for one’s physical and spiritual well being.

In the West, Picasso” and Matisse® are two artists who openly declared the influence of
Chinese calligraphy on their works. Picasso once said that if he was born a Chinese, he would
have been a calligraphy artist rather than a painter.



Neolithic [ni:au'liBik] adj.
excavate [ ekska,veit] vz

vi.

meticulous [mi'tikjules, ma-] adj.

exaggerate [ig'zeed3areit] vz.

Vi.
sublime [sa'blaim] adj.

n.

criterion [krai'tierian] .
executive [ig'zekjutiv] n.
incorrigible [in'korid3abl] adj.
adsorptive [eed'so:ptiv] adj.
flexibility [fleksi'biliti] n.
impromptu [im'promptju:] adj.
coordinate [kau'o:dineit] v.

(1)Picasso (1881-1973): a Spanish-born painter and sculptor who lived most of his life in

France.

(2)Henri Matisse (1869-1954): a French artist, known for his use of color and his fluid and

original draughtsmanship.
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Bamboo, by Zheng Xie

Pigeon on a Peach Branch, by Emperor Huizong

AR BAuR

B2, JFés

Kig; HME

—U A HE; PMORER; MRDATH
ER: 5 K,

Fk: TK

EEE A ANFHE; BEN,

EE: WA

(HEPP AW FrdE; AN BV #EdE
WATE:; (EH TTHE, SRER
WRFEA: AZHLHE; AA3IEH
W B B

Rygte; ik, &N

Bl &)

fEvhiE; AR




Section One
Traditional Chinese Painting

Traditional Chinese painting involves essentially the same techniques as calligraphy and
is done with a brush dipped in black or colored ink. The finished work is then mounted on
scrolls, which can be hung or rolled up.

Artists from the Han (25-220) to the Tang (618—906AD) Dynasties mainly painted the
human figure. Much of what we know of early Chinese figure painting comes from burial
sites, where paintings were preserved on silk banners, lacquered objects, and tomb walls.
Many early tomb paintings were meant to protect the dead or help their souls get to paradise.
Others illustrated the teachings of the Chinese philosopher Confucius, or showed the scenes
of daily life.

Most of the Tang artists outlined figures with fine black lines and used brilliant color
and elaborate detail. However, one Tang artist, the master Wu Daozi”, used only black ink
and freely painted brushstrokes to create ink paintings. His works were so exciting that
crowds gathered to watch him work. From his time on, ink paintings were no longer thought
to be preliminary sketches or outlines to be filled in with color. Instead, they were valued as
finished works of art.

Many critics consider landscape to be the highest form of Chinese painting. The time
from the Five Dynasties period (907-960) to the Northern Song period (960-1127) is known
as the “Great Age of Chinese Landscape”. In the north, artists such as Jing Hao®, Fan Kuan®,
and Guo Xi® painted pictures of towering mountains. They used strong black lines, ink wash,
and sharp, dotted brushstrokes to suggest rough stone. In the south, Dong Yuan® and other
artists painted the rolling hills and rivers of their native countryside in peaceful scenes done
with softer, rubbed brushwork. These two kinds of scenes and techniques became the
classical styles of Chinese landscape painting.

One of the most famous artists of this period was Zhang Zeduan", painter of “Along the
River During the Qingming Festival”. Yi Yuanji” achieved a high degree of realism painting
animals, particularly monkeys and gibbons.

While many Chinese artists were attempting to represent three-dimensional objects and
to master the illusion of space, another group of painters pursued very different goals. At the
end of Northern Song period, the poet Su Shi® and the scholar—officials in his circle became
serious amateur painters. They created a new kind of art in which they used their skills in
calligraphy to make ink paintings. From their time onward, many painters strove to freely
express their feelings and to capture the inner spirit of their subjects instead of describing its
outward appearance.

Beginning in the 13th century, the tradition of painting simple subjects—a branch with
fruit, a few flowers, or one or two horses—developed. Narrative painting, with a wider color

3



range and a much busier composition than Song paintings, was immensely popular during the
Ming period (1368-1644). Some painters of the Ming Dynasty continued the traditions of the
Yuan scholar—painters. This group of painters, known as the Wu School, was led by the artist
Shen Zhou®. Another group of painters, known as the Zhe School, revived and transformed
the styles of the Song court.

During the early Qing Dynasty (1644-1911), painters known as individualists rebelled
against many of the traditional rules of painting and found ways to express themselves more
directly through freehand brush work.

In the late 19th and 20th centuries, Chinese painters were increasingly exposed to
Western art. Some artists who studied in Europe rejected Chinese painting; others tried to
combine the best of both traditions. Perhaps the most beloved modern painter was Qi
Baishi“”, who began life as a poor peasant and became a great master. His best known works
depict flowers and small animals.

i
i

Shrimps, by Qi Baishi A Portrait of Confucius, by Wu Daozi Galloping Horse, by Xu Beihong

Travellers amid Mountains and
Streams (detail), by Fan Kuan

Nymph of the Luo River, by Gu Kaizhi



%r
scroll [skraul] n.

preserve [priza:v] vt.

lacquer ['leeka] vz.

Confucius [ken'fju:[jes] a.
elaborate [i'lebarat, i'laebareit] adj.
preliminary [pri'liminari] adj.
brushstroke ['bia[.strouki] n.

monochromatic [[monaukrau'maetik] adj.

B, BE; LM BED
®RiE; Ry %R

WwEE; HREEE

L7 (PETEEK, #HEX
FLHIER: HRB
Y1 JTIRE: &K
—%; EHN—R: KERIT
L. RNl

sparse [spa:s] adj. MK WA
amateur [ @emeta, .2ema'ta:] n. ZiE; WRETHE
adj. WRE: SMTH
inscribe [in'skraib] vt. BE; Bm; #®id
rebel ['rebal, ri'bel] vi. R RE; RL
regimen [ red3imen, -man] n. M Bugk; XE
revival [ri'vaival] n. BX: HiE: SHE: KEFRW
proliferation [prau,lifa’reif en] n. ¥#: #®m

(1)Wu Daozi (680-740): a Chinese artist of the Tang Dynasty, famous for initiating new
myths in his artwork.

(2)Jing Hao (910-940): a Chinese landscape painter and theorist of the late Five Dynasties
and Ten Kingdoms Period (906-960) in Northern China.

(3)Fan Kuan (990-1020): a Chinese landscape painter of the Song Dynasty (960-1279).
(4)Guo Xi (1020-1090): a Chinese landscape painter from Henan Province.

(5)Dong Yuan (934-962): was a Chinese painter and was active in the Southern Tang
Kingdom of the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms Period.

(6)Zhang Zeduan (11th—12th century AD): a famous Chinese painter during the twelfth
century.

(7)Yi Yuanji (ca. 1000, — ca. 1064): a Northern Song Dynasty painter, famous for his realistic
paintings of animals.

(8) Su Shi (1037 — 1101): a writer, poet, artist, calligrapher, pharmacologist, and statesman
of the Song Dynasty, and one of the major poets of the Song era.

(9) Shen Zhou (1427-1509): a Chinese painter in the Ming Dynasty.

(10)Qi Baishi (1864—1957): a Chinese painter.



Section Two
Chinese Calligraphy

Tang Dynasty copy of ¥7 {81 # %, by Wang Xianzhi

General Introduction

In China, calligraphy occupies a distinguished position in the field of traditional art. It is
not only a means of communication, but also a means of expressing one’s inner world in an
aesthetic sense.

Ancient people paid great attention to calligraphy. It was essential whereby a candidate
could manifest his literary talent in the Imperial Examination, for it gave a first impression to
the examiners. Children of high officials had to learn and try to write a good handwriting;
even emperors themselves were good at calligraphy. For example, the versatile Emperor
Qianlong in the Qing Dynasty (1644—1911) has left us many examples of his handwriting on
steles in temples and palaces.

Practismg calligraphy requires the basic tools of “four treasures of study” (writing
brush, ink stick, paper, and ink slab) as well as much concentration on guiding the soft
writing brush charged with fluid ink, and writing on the paper where the ink will diffuse



