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It was many years ago, while studying
ancient Chinese art, that I gradually
became interested in what have been called
Chinese forms.

Simply put, I asked myself: ‘“What
shapes and forms have appeared frequently
throughout the history of Chinese art? Which
are never or rarely seen in the art of other
countries? And if the subject in other coun-
tries is the same, what special characteristics
has the form taken in China?”’

The lion, for example, came from the
West but developed here a form all its own.
Images of lions appear throughout the coun-
try, and the lion dance is still a symbol that
binds together Chinese communities overseas.

Besides those seen in noted works of art,
can’t even more Chinese forms be found
among the people in many seemingly in-
significant decorations and practical articles
of daily life?

Why are the plain, stout earthenware
teapots used by farmers so full of charm,
for instance? And offerings in religious
worship are embellished to make them more
appealing, in a way that exudes the vitality of
folk life.

I also pondered the conceptual basis
behind each form, from questions as weighty
as the world view and the aesthetic con-
sciousness they imply to subjects as out of
the way as the hopes and dreams of the
common people and the symbolic meaning
of various folk customs.

Landscape paintings, for example, besides
providing aesthetic enjoyment, also reveal
the Chinese way of looking at nature and
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the universe. And ordinary chicken bowls
(bowls with the picture of a chicken on
them) are part of a long Chinese tradition
in which the chicken is seen as a symbol of
the five virtues.

Forms, in sum, are not merely visible
exterior, and their structural principles are
not entirely those of art and decoration.
The aesthetic consciousness they reflect is
often rooted in the wisdom and feelings of
the people or possesses some other conceptual
significance, and this is what makes them
worth discussing.

The approaches I have chosen to take
toward the subject are 1) forms unique to
China; 2) forms produced for functional
uses; 3) symbolism in forms; and 4) the
evolution of the forms themselves.

Interest in the subject once led me to
think about holding an exhibit of Chinese
artistic forms to help people understand
certain special aspects of Chinese culture.
Of course, when or whether my dream can
ever be realized is still a question.

Knowing how 1 felt, Sinorama en-
couraged me to write a series of articles on
the subject in the hope that a combination
of preliminary background research and
exquisite photos would achieve our purpose
in popularizing the concept of Chinese forms.
All the articles that have appeared to date
have now been collected in book form, but
the subject is nearly inexhaustible and I
can only hope that this series will prove a
beginning for further research. S

(tr. by Peter Eberly)
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The miserly master was turned into a ¢ @z-c/  toad for his avarice
and cast into a well.

His student Liu Hai tried to rescue him repeatedly but to no avail,
until he had an idea — fishing him up with money.
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T-ne choice of the three-legged golden
moon toad as a representative form
in Chinese art may be considered strange
by many readers. Yet among the numerous
mythical animals which have sprung from
the Chinese imagination, the moon toad is
particularly popular.

The invention of mythical animals
with metaphysical powers is common to
most cultures. The French have organized
these creatures into three separate cate-
gories. The first group consists of animals
such as the unicorn or two-headed gorgon
which have an extra limb, head or projec-
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tile. The second group has a missing limb
or body part. In the third, the animal’s
body is rearranged, with limbs in the wrong
place. Creatures which are a mix of dif-
ferent animals or part animal, part man
such as the centaur or mermaid would also
fall into this category.

The moon toad first appeared in the
literature and art of the Han dynasty. The
Huai-nan-tzu describes a creature called
chun-wu which inhabits the sun, and the
moon toad which inhabits the moon. These
animals are also illustrated in silk paintings
of the Western Han.

A number of myths and beliefs about
the moon toad subsequently evolved. It is
written that the legendary fairy Ch’ang O
flew up to the moon on the toad’s back,
and that the spirit of this metaphysical
creature gives the moon its soft glow. A
lunar eclipse was explained as the result
of the moon toad swallowing the moon.
During an eclipse, the ancients would set
off firecrackers to upset the toad and cause
the creature to spit the moon back up.

White a common toad has four legs,
the moon toad has only three, placing it
in the second category of those described

above. The chun-wu, the metaphysical
equivalent of a raven, believed to inhabit
the sun, also came to have three legs after
the Han dynasty. Because this bird-like
creature gained a leg in the course of his-
tory, it would fall into category one.

At the mention of the toad, many
people recall the story of Liu Hai, a stu-
dent whose master was known for his
miserliness and love of money. The master
was eventually demoted and thrown into a
well, and suddenly transformed into a
three-footed toad. Seeking to help his
master, Liu Hai tied a gold ingot to the end
of a rope and lured the hopping toad out
of the well. The toad has since become a
symbol of wealth.

The moon toad shown in the photo-
graph is carved out of wood, and was
originally placed in a temple. With only
three legs, the fins of a fish, and flame
pattern covering its body, it is far from the
ordinary toad. Yet small and self-contained,
it is unintimidating and innocent as it
stares out at its viewers.

(photos by Yang Yung-shan and
Arthur Cheng/tr. by Jill Ardourel)
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In the world view of the Chinese people,

mountains and rivers possess a spiritual nature.

Similarly,

Chinese landscape paintings are imbued with the philosophical outlook of the literati.
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Without question, the delicate brush
strokes that brought the mystical
beauty of mountains, forests, and water
to life in the guise of landscape paintings
are one of the most representative forms
of Chinese art. Masters of this traditional
painting form (known as shan-shui hua)
imbued these works with a magical flavor
that has helped distinguish them from most
other forms of art. This distinctive style
has also made landscape painting with
its component scenes of mountains and
waters appropriate art forms that are repre-
sentative of the Chinese culture. Having
enjoyed such a lengthy artistic tradition,
however, makes an adequate discussion of
this artistic school impossible within the
confines of one short article. Therefore
this column will look at some of the signifi-
cant artistic origins of the landscape style
from another angle.

Most people appreciate the traditional
landscape form from an aesthetic stand-
point, which has also been influenced
through the centuries by the literary class.
The Taoist ideal of being one with nature,
escaping the confines of daily life to a
solitary existence among the forests and
mountains, has long played an important
part in the general appreciation and
popularity of traditional landscape paint-
ing.

But long before this artistic apprecia-
tion became prominent, the natural forms
of the mountain and the river were held in
great esteem by the early Chinese. The
ancient Chinese had a deep interest in the
mystic form of mountains.
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Early Spring, by Kuo Hsi of the Sung dynasty (960 to 1127).
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K’unlun Mountain was one of the
earliest mountain forms to be revered by
the Chinese. According to legend this
mountain was the home of the Hsi Wang
Mu as well as many animal spirits. It was
also widely believed that this was the place
to which the souls of the departed iour-
neyed. Many Han dynasty (206 B.C. to
219 A.D.) grave paintings depict scenes of
the dead going to the mountain. Another
legendary mountain, the Tungshan (East
Mountain) represented the sacred moun-
tain of the eastern part of the world
(K’unlun Mountain being the scared moun-
tain of the west). Ch’in Shih-huang-ti
(246-214 B.C.), the first emperor to unite
all of China, sent men out to search for this
legendary eastern mountain in the hopes
of finding the magic elixir of immortality
reputed to be hidden in its slopes.

No matter if it were the east or west,
the early Chinese were awed by the moun-
tain form. Rugged peaks shrouded by mists
and fogs, they were the mysterious, terrify-
ing abodes of supernatural beings. During
the Tsin dynasty (265-420 A.D.) Ko Hung
wrote a treatise on the best methods to
enter these sacred mountains. These princi-
ples later became incorporated into the
general tenets of Taoist philosophy.

Mountains also represented the beauty
of nature, and many paintings depicted the
Taoist ideal of the solitary hermit, his grass
house set against the mystic splendor of
nature. S

(photo courtesy of the National
Palace Museum/tr. by Gerald Hatherly)
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Bronze mirrors were used by the Chinese to reflect images,
detect the true from the false,

and expose monsters and demons.

They had different designs according to their function.




