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The Paintings of Jao Tsung-i

Dorothy C. F. Wong

He is one of the greatest living Sinologists. From history to geography, linguistics to palacontology, from literary criticism to musicology, there is hardly
an area in which he has not made proof of the mastery that gave him international renown. His scientific work, the encyclopedic character of which is in
the best tradition of Chinese erudition, was hailed by the Institute of France. He is also an accomplished poet, painter and musician, in particular the qin,
the classical zither with seven strings.

—Paul Demiéville

Born in 1917, Jao Tsung-i is a native of Chaoan district, Guangdong province. His early career iﬁvolved research at Zhongshan University.
Since coming to Hong Kong in 1949, he has taught at the University of Hong Kong (1952-68), the University of Singapore (1968-73), and the
Chinese University of Hong Kong (1973-78). As a visiting professor, he has lectured at Yale University (1970-71) and Kyoto University (1980).
Jao has produced an enormous body of scholarly work crossing many disciplines. His widely acclaimed scholarship has won him numerous
prestigious honors and awards, including the Stanislas Julien prize award by the Institute of France in 1962. As well-known as Jao is for his
scholarly accomplishments, he is at the same time a prolific poet, calligrapher, and painter— the “three perfections” of a traditional Chinese literati
artist. Since retirement, Jao has not relinquished his scholarly research, but he now devotes more time to art.

Jao first learned figure painting with a local teacher when he was seven or eight years old. At the age of twelve, he studied landscapes with Yang
Shi, a native of Jinning (Nanjing). Yang’s father, Yang Shaoting, was a friend of Ren Yi (Ren Bonian, 1840-96), an accomplished Shanghai school
artist of figural subjects. Yang owned a large collection of Ren’s paintings, thus affording the young student an opportunity to study Ren’s style.
However, Jao soon went on to study works of earlier masters.

Traditionally, emulation is the primary method of learning painting. Over many years of daily practice, Jao has virtually studied all early
masterpieces available to him. To Jao, emulation was not imitation but grasping the spirit of a work. Apart from learning an artist’s bifa (use of
the brush), what Jao looked for was an understanding of the artist’s achievements and what made the work successful. He firmly believed in the
validity of this traditional method of study. In emulating, practicing, and assimilating the styles of different masters, one can select what is most
suitable to one’s character, further develop it and finally establish one’s own style.

For Jao, the chance to peruse the vast corpus of Dunhuang paintings, in particular the ink-drawings (baihua) or preliminary sketches (huagao),
in the Pelliot and Stein collections was very rewarding. According to Tang dynasty texts, wall paintings of the time were judged by the quality of
the ink drawings, which were executed by masters (huashi), whereas the colouring, usually applied by artisans (huagong), was regarded as less
important. Jao learned from the anonymous Tang masters the strength of line in figure drawing. The line was versatile and vibrant; it delineated
form and at the same time gave volume and texture to the subject.

For landscapes, Jao especially appreciated the qualities of substance (shi) and ink (mo) in Song dynasty (960—1279) paintings; in particular he
studied the texture strokes (cunfa) of Song masters. From Yuan dynasty (1279-1368) paintings, he learned the compositional concepts of “looseness”
(song) and “scarceness” (shu). The f our monks of the early Qing dynasty (1644—1911), individualists defiant of the stagnant orthodox tradition,
were his long-time favourites. In addition, Jao also studied the works of Chan masters, such as the “break-ink” (pomu) technique of Yujian (12"
century).

Jao is a great lover of nature, and an inveterate traveler all over the world. The varied topography and scenery that he encountered provided
much inspiration for his painting and poetry. A large number of his works were in situ sketches or impressions of scenery that he has previously
seen, from lush landscapes to towering mountains, and arid deserts. He also devised different painting styles and techniques appropriate to the

characteristics of the landscapes. In a colophon to one of his paintings, Jao wrote:



Without the light [dan] one cannot see the strong [nong],

Without the loose [shu] one cannot see the dense [m7]. Only those imbued with emotion can open a new realm in creation.
The so-called ‘chan [dhyana] in the Oneness of brush and ink’ is enlightening whenever one employs it.

It can be witnessed everywhere.

The principle of painting is beyond conception like this.

I painted this just for a laugh.

The “Oneness of brush and ink” referred to Shitao’s (1630—. 1707) theory of yihua, variously translated as “one line,” “single one”, “single
brushstroke™ or “primordial line”, and which probably was inspired by a Chan monk’s teachings. This “one line” was the root of all representations,
a concept stemming from the principle of the One, the source of all myriad phenomena in ancient Chinese thought. The complimentary opposites of
light and strong, thin and thick, loose and dense, can be seen as manifestations of the yin and yang principle.

A connoisseur of ink, inkstone, and paper, Jao was very careful in the use of materials. He seldom painted with heavy and bright colours,
remarking that the mineral colours used in Tang and Song paintings were very refined. In colouring he usually employed light colouring (gianjiang)
in which the gu (bone or skeleton, the framework of the subject in ink) showed through.

Jao is often labeled a “literati-artist”. In the sense that Jao is a scholar, a writer and a poet, he is no doubt a literatus, and by virtue of the fact that
he is also a painter and calligrapher, he is in the mainstream of the scholar-artist tradition since the eleventh century. However, Jao objects to being
called a “literati-artist”, as the term wenrenhua (literati-painting) in the Yuan and Ming dynasties has come to mean expression of the self and ideas.
The painterly, technical aspects of painting are often denied. To many of the so-called literati-artists, painting was but an ink play (moxi), a pastime.
Even though Jao is not an artist by profession, he is far more serious than an amateur. He has spent many years studying the theories and practices
of art. Profoundly grounded in Chinese culture, his learning is integrated with his art, a characteristics that runs through his works and gives depth to
them. Despite the stylistic references to early masters, his works are original, creative, and they introduce something new to the traditional medium.
Jao firmly believes in the great potential for further development and progress of traditional Chinese painting, and in the immense possibilities of
brush and ink. Despite his age, Jao is youthful and energetic. The daily practice of painting and calligraphy is a form of exercise that maintains his

good health, and it is the path he chooses for his advancing years.
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Sketch of Wooden Buddhist Statue
Color on Silk

105 x 40 cm

70’s
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Avalokitesvara in the Cloudy CIliff
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