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Preface

Our prehistoric ancestors at first knew little more than hunting, the rudi-
ments of survival. Their needs were few and simple, and the tools and im-
ptements they used were limited. With time, life became more settled. Ceramic
vessels were formed from clay, and eating and drinking became convenient.

Designs were painted on these pots and bowls that today earn our attention and
appreciation.

By historic times the various arts and crafts were in practice. Gradually
vessels were cast of metals, stone and jade were chiseted and ground, ivory and
rhinoceros horn carved --- each art object demanded physical effort and
thought, and dwellings, chariots and clothing were all subject to design and
adornment. At the same time, the thoughts and sayings of the sages of antiquity
were recorded and inscribed. Chinese writing underwent numerous changes over
time, but the ancient scripts of the Shang and Chou dynasties can still be read
today, the oracle bone writing and bronze inscriptions can be deciphered without
excessive difficulty. In this manner, China's five thousand year history presents
itself unbroken to the present day. Oracle bone writing and bronze inscriptions

are the roots of calligraphy, and the designs that decorate the pottery and



bronzes of ancient times are the beginnings of pictorial art and painting.

The Chinese written language began as complex forms and slowly simplified
over time.' Painting started as coarse, simple images and evolved into detailed
forms. The simple and the complex change places for reasons of need, function,
time and place. Though the course of history, the changes and developments of
the arts multiply and broaden --- the image is like a great river that begins with no
more than & cup of water but collects all of the branches and streams, emptying
into the vast, limitless, peerless ocean. Similarly for literature; writing began as
little more than prayers to the gods and records of battles, but eventually silk and
paper replaced wooden plaques and bamboo slats, the brush replaced the
scribe’s chisel, and writing transmitted the teachings of every school and all of the
minor threads of mankind's knowledge. With time, printing was invented and
books published. And the wisdom of antiquity is passed down to us thousands of
years fater. How vast and marvelous!

The National Palace Museum has a collection of cultural relics that spans
China’s 5,000 year history. Bronzes, jade, paintings, calligraphy, books and
documents form an unparalleled overview of Chinese culture. In honor of the



museurn’s sixtieth anniversary, five hundred of the best ceramics, brenzes, jade,
objects d’art, calligraphr, paintings, books and documents have been chosen for
for publication in five jewel-box sized books. The representative arts of Chinese
civilization --- vast like Mt. Sumeru of Buddahist lore, yet cantained in books, small
like mustard seeds-- can be clearly counted like the fingers of one’s hands. The
finest works have been selected to provide the reader with a taste of China's
cultural richness. Easily held and opened for convenient perusal, we welcome
you to enjoy the precious pieces of jade within!

October 9, 1985
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Introduction

Already in the Nealithic period, Chinese were practicing the art of painting
on ceramic vessels. A wide range of aesthetic qualities characterize their efforts:
lively, oedate, crude, stern......Neolithic painting, in any case is distinctive and
expressive. Through the three ancient dynasties Hsia (20th-16th century B.C.),
Shang (16th-11th century B.C.) and Chou {11th-3rd century B.C.), motifs on
bronzes, jade, cermics and cloth showed the craftsman’s ingenuities and con-
cerns turned towards detailing finely wrought designs and exhausting the
possible variations therein. During the Han dynasty (206 B.C.-220 A.D.), pictorial
art was cut in stone engravings and painted on walls and silk; subject matter was
dominated by humans and animals. Painting of the Han is characterized by
qualities of boldness and substantiality,and its predominant function was didactic
-- fo educate the people. During the Wei (220-265 A.D.), Chin (265-420A.0.) and
Northern and Sounthern Dynasties (420-589 A.D.) periods, the concept of art for
the sake of its own intrinsic beauty gradually developed. To a certain degree,
figure painting is imbued with an air of elegance and refined beauty, though some
of the painting of this period tends to be unbridled and assertive. Buddhism
entered China, and monasteries and temples were built in the natural beauty of

secluded mountains. The Taoist thought of Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu already



promoted the concept of reclusion. and the Confucian believed in the uitimate
return to a life appreciative of the beauty of nature following one’s service 1o the
state. All of this encouraged artists to turn their attention to the description of
landscape in painting, the portrayal of mountaing, streams and mists, and the
transcendant freedom such scenes inspire.

Subject matter in painting expanded during the Sui (581-618 A.D.) and
T'ang (618-906 A.D.) dynasties. Figure painting at this time flourished and
reached one of its high points in the history of Chinese painting. Landscape
painting, too, matured quickly during the T’ ang--forms were carefully drawn and
rich colors applied, leading to the appelation "goid and blue-green landscapes”
The technique of applying washes of monochrome ink developed shortly after,
providing a style of painting that captured images in abbreviated, suggestive
forms and sharply contrasted with the rich, courtly beauty of the colored
landscapes. These two styles of landscape painting would later fead to the theory
of the Northern and Southern schools. During the Late T'ang and Five Dynasties
(906-960 A.D.) periods, bird, flower and animal painting also developed to an
unprecedented levet of excellence. Two major schools formed in bird and flower

painting: the rich, opulent style and the untrammefed mode of the natural



wilderness Sung dynasty {(960-1279 A.D.) artists continued the traditions passed
down from the Five Dynasties period,and in beth the landscape art of the north--
rugged, steep and precipitous--and in the south--alluring, misty and elegant--
scenes were created in which one could travel, gaze, wander and dwell. in Sung
painting one finds animals, birds, flowers and humans that are net only accurately
depicted in shape and manner; their internal substance, 1heiF emotions, ideas and
aspirations are also captured by the artists. In the Yian dynasty (1279-1368 A.D.)
painters turned more and more to expressing soul and spirit in their art. Schelar
artists became the leading figures in painting, and they emphasized the
expressive qualities inherent in brush and ink as a means of portraying
persenality, thought and emotion. Their painting is characterized by qualities of
simplicity, transcendence and elegance. At the beginning of the Ming dynasty
{1368-1644 A.D.} the styles of the Yian lterati painters were still practiced, but
there also developed a style of painting that locked back to the achievements of
the Scuthern Sung Academy and the art of ink wash painting. Towards the middle
of the dynasty the gentle and untrammeled elgance of the Yoan scholars’ painting
once again became an object of veneration, and in the fate Ming and early Ch'ing

{1644-1911 AD.), literati painting flourished with ever increasing vigor. Two



approaches to literati painting developed: one could either set oneself to the art of
careful study, copying the styles of earlier painters or one could directly express
ones creativity by adopting a posture of independence. By the middie of the
Ch'ing dynasty the latter approach had gained in popularity, as painters set
themselves to expressing the individuality of their personalities.In the late Ch’ing,
painting was influenced by chin-shih studies, the research of ancient inscriptions
in China, and this brought new vigor and interest to the art.

Chinese painting can be divided into two major stylistic modes: the fine-
brush style and the less detailed approach called "sketching ideas.” In both
cases, however, there is a shared attitude that internal spirit guides outward form.
At root is the Chinese belief in the middle path, neither following one extreme nor
the other. A painting may be finely detailed, but it will not be concerned solely with
the outward appearances that fill one's eye. Another painting may adopt the
liberated approach of following one’s ideas with abandon, throwing aside the basie
rules of representation, but it will not become fuily &d-represnetational, abstract art.
A painting may be composed of a thousand mountains and ter thousand valleys,
or it may only déscribe a single peak, a single tree, or even a single flower or leaf,



a glance between two people. in ail cases, the goal is to fead the viewer into the
painting, to make one feel that one has entered a true scene that attains the
reality in which heaven and man are at one.

From the time they are small, Chinese learn the art of writing with a brush,
and it is naturat to apply that skill to painting; this has led to the concept that paint-
ing and calligraphy are sister arts. When the painting does not quite fully convey
the artist's feelings, he inscribes it with a poem. in other cases a specific poem will
be the subject, and without having written a single character on the paintting, it is
filled with a lyrical mood. Painting, poetry and calligraphy are fully integrated, and
when the habit of applying one's seal and spirit of Chinese painting is presented

in its complete form.
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