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Approaches to Chinese Painting

PART I Yang Xin

Chinese painting can be traced back to decorations on
pottery and on the floors of thatched huts in the Neo-
lithic period. In the Eastern Zhou dynasty, 2,500 years
ago, the use of brush and ink had already developed to
such a point that the basic brush-made shapes have
changed little since then. Chinese artists, philosophers,
and critics have constantly discussed the role and quali-
ties of painting throughout its long and complex history.
To this day, the work of most Chinese art historians
reflects the distinctive interaction between the paint-
ing tradition, on the one hand, and philosophy, poetry,
calligraphy, and other cultural forms, on the other. What
makes Chinese painting such an exquisite flower in the
garden of Chinese civilization is the way the arts of
the brush — painting, calligraphy, and poetry — together
with the related art of seal engraving, interact, sometimes
directly, sometimes indirectly, in producing so many of
the masterpieces.

A complex vet important distinction for Chinese
scholars as they have examined their painting tradition is
between the detailed and technically proficient represen-
tation of a scene or object and the representation of its
objective and subjective likeness. The former approach
is associated largely with court painters, whose facility
with the brush and whose naturalistic style culminated in
many fine works, particularly during the Tang (618—907)
and Song (96o—1279) dynasties; the latter approach is

Detail, figure 115 (opposite)

associated largely with the literati-artists whose works
started to appear in significant numbers by the early
Song. The contrast is not a total one. Still, the depiction
of partly imagined likenesses, not strictly realistic ones, is
at the heart of what most Chinese scholars see as distine-
tive about the Chinese painting tradition. “One should
learn from nature and paint the image in one’s mind,” as
the painter Zhang Zao wrote in the eighth century.!

In the early periods in the development of Chinese
painting, a prominent artistic goal was the realistic repre-
sentation of the subject matter. Han Fei (2807—233 B.C.),
a thinker of the Warring States period, argued that the
easiest subjects to paint were ghosts and devils; the most
difficult, dogs, horses, and other real things. Why? Be-
cause people are familiar with dogs and horses, but no-
body has ever seen a ghost or a devil, so they will not
know whether an exact likeness has been achieved. From
the painted pottery of Neolithic times to the silk paint-
ings of the Warring States (476—221 B.C.) and Western
Han (206 B.c.—A.D. 9) periods, there was a developing
maturity in style, with successive painters trying to create
realistic likenesses in diverse ways. Murals in early tombs
and in the Dunhuang caves, painted during the Tang dy-
nasty, attest to their great accomplishments.

In line with this approach, Xie He, an art critic and
painter of the Southern Qi (479—502), argued that there
are “six principles of painting,” one of which is “fidelity



to the object in portraying forms.”? Zhang Yanyuan, an
art historian of the Tang dynasty, agreed. “The subject
matter,” he said, “must be painted to its exact likeness.”?
But other critics, even early on, believed that paintings
need not— should not — be judged solely by a standard
of objective realism. Good paintings, they said, achieve
the unity of the objective and the subjective, showing
both the image as it exists in reality and the image in the
painter’s mind.

Here we see the emergence of xieyz, or “sketching the
idea.” This, more than realistic depiction, is what many
critics have considered to be truly important in painting.
Deyi, “getting the idea” of the image in the artist’s mind,
becomes the chief point to grasp when looking at a paint-
ing. The viewer has to see beyond the image to the im-
plied meaning. Only by “comprehending the idea,” or
huzyi, can one appreciate the best paintings in the Chinese
art tradition.

Artists taking this approach may highlight certain ar-
eas and leave large areas blank, except for certain details
related to the theme. The spaces of various sizes and
shapes form a pattern in themselves, drawing attention to
the main subject matter while providing the viewer with
room to imagine and wander in. Reality is implied, not
necessarily rendered with scrupulous accuracy. A moon-
lit scene outdoors and a lamplit scene indoors may be
painted like the same scene in daylight, with only a
moon in the sky or a bright lamp to signal nighttime. In
The Night Revels of Han Xizai, a scroll painting by Gu
Hongzhong of the Five Dynasties period (9o7—960),
burning candles show that the scene is set at night (see
fig. 103).

Another example of this widespread approach to real-
ity relates to the depiction of buildings. Chinese painters
tend to present buildings as seen straight on or from
slightly above, seldom as seen from below. Li Cheng, an-
other artist of the Five Dynasties period, once tried to
paint pavilions, pagodas, and other structures atop hills
exactly as they appeared to him from below; that is, he
did not paint the tiles on the roofs, just the woodwork
and frame below the eaves. His experiment was criticized
by Shen Kuo, a famous Song-dynasty scholar, who said
that Li did not understand how to “perceive smallness
from largeness.”* In succeeding dynasties no artist ever
again took Li’s approach.

Neither Shen nor other Chinese critics have argued
that such works distort reality, however. The opposite is
the case. Realistic copying can never show the innate
meaning or true nature of a subject, they would say. Only
with imaginative representation can the depths of reality
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be depicted. By the end of the Tang dynasty in the tenth
century, this approach to painting began to find its great
forms of expression.

Works executed by court painters into the tenth cen-
tury before the establishment of the Song dynasty promi-
nently featured human figures, the use of lines to define
forms, rich and varied coloring, and realistic representa-
tion of the subject matter. This approach fit well with the
social and cultural functions that the paintings were de-
signed to fulfill. During the Qin (221—206 B.c.) and Han
(206 B.C.—A.D. 220) dynasties, for example, the govern-
ment used portraits to publicize and eulogize loyal minis-
ters and martyrs and to denounce traitors. Later Xie He
even remarked, “All paintings stand for poetic justice;
lessons about the rise and fall of ministers over the course
of one thousand years can be drawn from paintings.”®

Scholars and officials of the Tang dynasty went a step
further and attempted to bring painting into line with
Confucian ideology. In Lidai minghna ji (Record of fa-
mous paintings of successive dynasties), Zhang Yanyuan
argued that the “art of painting exists to enlighten ethics,
improve human relationships, divine the changes of na-
ture, and explore hidden truths. It functions like the Six
[Confucian] Classics and works regardless of the chang-
ing seasons.” The cataloguer of the court collection of
paintings entitled Xwanhe huapn, compiled at the end of
the Northern Song (96o—1127), attempted to define the
social function of figure painting, even arguing that land-
scape painting, bird-and-flower painting, and animal
painting should fulfill a similar ethical function.

In the Xwanbe huapu, paintings were divided into ten
categories according to subject: religious themes, figures,
palace buildings, foreign people, dragons and fish, land-
scapes, animals, birds and flowers, bamboo, and vege-
tables and fruit. These categories carefully reflected the
official Confucian value system of the time. Landscape
paintings, for example, were prized for their portrayal of
the Five Sacred Mountains and the Four Great Rivers —
places of imperial significance. The merit of birds and
flowers initially lay in their “metaphorical and allegorical
meaning,” while that of vegetables and fruit lay in their
use “as sacrifices to deities.” In short, paintings were
judged largely in terms of how well their subject matter
served the gods, the Buddha, sages, and emperors.

The compiler of the Xuanbe huapu certainly knew that
birds and bamboo were not directly connected to human
affairs, but they had to be made metaphorically relevant if
they were to symbolize moral and ethical values. Thus,
pine trees, bamboo, plum blossoms, chrysanthemums,
gulls, egrets, geese, and ducks became symbols of hermits



or men of noble character; peonies and peacocks became
symbols of wealth and rank; willow trees, symbols of
amorous sentiments; and tall pine trees and ancient cy-
presses, symbols of constancy and uprightness. In this
way, bird-and-flower paintings could serve an instruc-
tional purpose.

By the end of the Tang and during the Five Dynasties,
before the Xuanhe huapn was written, landscape painting
and bird-and-flower painting on silk achieved maturity, in
the process changing the traditional, simplistic use of
sketched lines to define forms. As landscapes came to
convey tranquillity or poetic melancholy and refinement,
the tendency to use less color or even just water and ink
became prevalent. Painters also increasingly used scrolls
as a medium.

In art circles in China it is believed that Wu Daozi (ac-
tive ca. 710—760) marked the peak of court painting. Un-
fortunately, none of his works have survived, but some
copies are said to be based on his original drawings (see
fig. 68).

A couple of centuries later, in the Northern Song pe-
riod, came the rise of the literatus-artist, whose influence
on the development of Chinese painting was formidable.
The literati-artists were well trained in poetry and callig-
raphy. Partly to distinguish themselves from professional
painters, they often looked at painting in terms of those
arts, adopting many of the aesthetic conceptions set
forth in Lrshisi shipin (The twenty-four aspects of poetry)
by Sikong Tu of the Tang dynasty, a milestone in the
history of poetry criticism. To elucidate such notions
as vigor, thinness, primitive simplicity, elegance, natural-
ness, and implicitness, Sikong Tu described natural set-
tings appropriate to each. Elegance, for instance, could
be expressed by depicting scenes with “gentlemen listen-
ing to the falling rain in a thatched cottage while drinking
from a jade pot; seated gentlemen flanked by tall bamboo
groves; or floating white clouds and a few birds chasing
each other in a sky clearing after rain.”¢

Another theory of poetry that proved highly influen-
tial among literati-painters and art critics was set forth by
Mei Yaochen, a Song poet who sought to achieve “depth
and primitive simplicity” in his works. Once he remarked
that poems “must be able to portray hard-to-catch scenes
as if they leap up before the eyes, and imply meaning be-
tween the lines. A masterpiece is superior even to this.””
By “meaning between the lines” he referred to something
the author had in mind and the reader could perceive
only by intuition, that is, a meaning that could be appre-
hended but not expressed. The literati-artists saw the ap-
plicability of this idea to painting.

Another aspect of the shift from court painting to
literati painting was the growing emphasis on painting as
an enjoyable activity, intended to please oneself and one’s
friends. Su Shi, a poet, calligrapher, and painter of the
Song dynasty, was one advocate of enjoyment. He once
wrote a poem to a friend that read: “I asked why you
painted a portrait of me; you said you are a portraitist to
amuse yourself.” Ni Zan, one of the Four Great Masters
of Yuan-dynasty painting, suggested that the pursuit of
enjoyment gained in importance as the search for the
“exact likeness” grew more desultory, This view was car-
ried forward by Dong Qichang, the great painter and art
historian of the late Ming dynasty, who explicitly advo-
cated “painting for fun” and “the painting of fun.”
Throughout the Yuan (1271—1368), Ming (1368—1644),
and Qing (1644—1911) dynasties, particularly toward the
close of each, when government power waned and
corruption grew rife, the idea of using paintings to “en-
lighten ethics and improve human relationships” was
seldom mentioned by literati-artists.

The practice of annotating a painting with a poem evi-
dently originated among the literati of the Song period.
The Tang poet Du Fu composed many poems about
paintings, some of which were comments on specific
works. Whether any of his poems were written directly
on wall paintings or scrolls is unknown. A number of
Song poets composed poems about paintings, however,
and some of these are found written on the mountings of
handscrolls. The earliest known pieces extant today are
attributed to Emperor Huizong (r. 1101—1125), a cele-
brated painter in his own right (see, for instance, fig. 113);
among these is the earliest existing example of a painting
inscribed with a poem composed by the artist himself.
Later painters followed suit; the practice became popular
during the Yuan dynasty and common during the Ming
and Qing dynasties, when paintings were likely to bear
poetry or other inscriptions.

That Chinese characters developed from pictographs
led to a belief that painting and calligraphy had a
common origin. Recent archaeological findings have es-
tablished that in fact painting appeared before the inven-
tion of script. It remains true, however, that there is a
close connection between calligraphy and painting: both
involve brushwork, and inscribing a painting requires
knowing how to write beautiful script.

Over time, literati, who were well versed in calligraphy,
employed in their paintings brushwork techniques af-
fected by their calligraphic style, and came to see the
form and content of the inscription as an integral part of
the painting. Drawn to the art of calligraphy, they began
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to pay close attention in painting to the aesthetic appeal
of lines and to the distinctive ways of doing brushwork,
instead of just employing lines to compose forms. Xie
He, in his Six Principles of painting, introduced terms to
evaluate brushwork.® In the Yuan dynasty, Zhao Mengfu
(1254—1322) inscribed a poem on a painting of rocks and
bamboo that concluded with the statement that calligra-
phy and painting are identical (see fig. 173). Later artists
did not take this view but instead cultivated a distinctive
personal calligraphic style that was naturally reflected in
their paintings. Shen Zhou (1427—-1509), for example,
who modeled his calligraphy on Huang Tingjian’s, exe-
cuted paintings with the bold and vigorous brushstrokes
characteristic of Huang’s script (see fig. 203). Others
whose painting style shows similarities with their calli-
graphic style are Wen Zhengming (1470—1559), Zhao
Zhigian (1829—1884), and Wu Changshuo (1844—1927)
(see figs. 204, 282, 284).

The inscription on a painting accentuates and comple-
ments the image. In the Song and Yuan periods, paint-
ings were usually inscribed after completion to fill up any
remaining space, but in the Ming and Qing periods,
placement of the inscription was considered when an
artist planned the initial composition. In some works the
inscribed poem is essential to creating the perfect visual
effect. In Banboo and Rock by Zheng Xie (1693—17606), for
example, the gray lines and gradations of the calligraphy
look like the contour lines of the rock (see fig. 262). In
Fish Swimming by Li Fangying (1695—1755), the poem
hangs vertically like a riverbank.

Seals, which typically imprint characters engraved in
an ancient calligraphic style, likewise enhance a painting.
The practice of affixing seals possibly originated with
collectors who stamped their seals on collections to des-
ignate ownership. According to the Xuanbe huapu, paint-
ings executed before the Tang dynasty were not stamped.
The Tang emperor Taizong inaugurated the practice
by having his seals applied to paintings in the imperial
houschold. During the Northern Song, painters began to
stamp their own works, often to guard against forgery.
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Using seals, however practical, added aesthetic appeal
to the paintings, as literati-painters realized. The scarlet
stamp could enliven a picture otherwise dull in color, and
the choice of seal indicated certain interests and values of
the painter, often with subtle cultural, personal, or politi-
cal implications. Qian Xuan (ca. 1235—before 1307), for
example, had a seal that read “brush and ink game,” im-
plying that his paintings were for self-amusement. Most
painters had their seals carved or cast by artisans, but
some made their own.

The incorporation of seals into pictures made Chinese
painting into a comprehensive art that combines several
others. A painting is often the joint product of a painter,
a poet, a calligrapher, and a seal maker. In exceptional
cases, as with Wu Changshuo and Qi Baishi (1864—1957),
the painters are well versed in all these arts themselves
(see, for example, fig. 291). This bringing together of so
many art forms ultimately became the most characteristic
feature of Chinese painting and the reason why so many
works resonate with the culture and civilization of China.

Just as Chinese paintings are enriched by the manifold
skills and vision of several artists, this book, too, is the
product of several minds, but in this case the contribu-
tors come from varying cultural backgrounds. Readers
are thus introduced here to a greater diversity of view-
points and methods than they would receive from any
single author. Although scholars inside and outside China
working in many fields have learned a great deal from
each other’s approaches, their differences can be of great
value in stimulating discussion, raising new questions,
and offering various ways to explore the same topic. In
preparing the manuscript for this book, all of us authors
contributed points of view. At the same time, through
meetings and reviews of each other’s work, we shaped
our chapters to provide continuity and consistency in the
book as a whole. The intensive collaboration was an es-
timable development in China-U.S. cultural and scholarly
exchanges, but our goal was to provide an understand-
ing of the historical evolution of Chinese painting, along
with a bouquet of exquisite paintings to enjoy.



