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Wen Zhengming, chief of Wu School Painting

Shan Guolin

In the first half of the 16th century, the “Wu School Painting” ushered in its heyday, and Wen
Zhengming succeeded Shen Zhou as its torch bearer. In line with Shen Zhou’s major artistic
philosophies, Wen Zhengming pushed the tide of literati painting to a new height. Moreover, his
nobility, integrity, artistic accomplishments, humility and courtesy brought him enormous respects
from high-rank officials in court. His painting and calligraphy skills were passed down through those
who emulated his artistic styles, most of whom were friends and relatives, such as his sons, Wen Peng
and Wen Jia; his nephew Wen Boreng; and his students, Chen Chun, Lu Shidao, Lu Zhi, Qian Gu, Hou
Maogong, Zhu Lang and Zhou Tiangiu. And those who emulate him in private were enumerable. All

his students and emulators added up to a prominent group of painters centering round him, and later

called “Wu School”.

Wen Zhengming (1470-1559), name Bi, style name Zhengming, later changed Zhengzhong, and name
Zhengming, sobriquet Heng Shang recluse. He was born in a an official’s family in Chang Zhou (now
Suzhou, Jiangsu), his father Wen Lin once took official positions such as Tai Pu Si Cheng(Secretary
of the Court of Imperial horse-raisings), magistrate of Yong Jia county and magistrate of Wen Zhou
prefecture. Wen Zhengming was well-educated since his childhood; he started to study poetry and
literature under Wu Kuan (1435-1504) at the age of nine, calligraphy from Li Yingzhen (1431-1493)
at nineteen, and painting from Shen Zhou (1427-1509) at twenty. Wen Zhengming’s poetic style was
usually compared with those of Liu Zongyuan (773-819), Bai Juyi (772-846)and Yuan Zhen (779-831),
“imbued with affections, gracious and elegant”, and his poetic achievements earned him an honorable
title as one of the “Suzhou Four Wits” along with Zhu Yunming (1460-1527), Tang Yin (1470-1523) and
Xu Zhengqin (1479-1511). He was once ambitiously in the hope of entering officialdom via Imperial
Exam, however, ten times of attempts from the age of twenty-five through fifty-three all ended up with
disgraceful failures. At the age of fifty-four, he was recommended by Li Chongsi, Grand Coordinator
of Jiangsu, and took a post in the Ming Capital as a Sui Gong (tribute student), and later worked as a
Dai Zhao in Han Lin Yuan (Imperial Academy), mainly responsible for the compilation and editing of
Ofticial Biography of Wu Zong. During his four-year stay in Capital, Wen Zhengming felt confined by
court etiquettes and despised the rigid and dull official literary works. In the “Debate on Grand
Etiquette”, a political turmoil under Jia Jing’s early reign, he witnessed cold-blooded power
struggles and vicissitudes of officials” lives, which prompted him to abandon his post resolutely

and retreat to home in South. After that, he devoted himself to his beloved art creations, like poetry,



painting and calligraphy.

The “Wu School Painting” succeeded the artistic philosophy of “Maneuvering Mood and Spirit” in
Yuan-Dynasty literati paintings, Shen Zhou once claimed that, the beauty of mountains and waters is
first caught by eyes and absorbed by hearts, then takes shape under brush and ink, all out of nothing
but right mood and spirit (quoted from inscription on Shan Hu Wang roll No. 14). However, the
connotations of literati paintings also evolved with social and cultural changes. In late years of Yuan
dynasty, popular themes in landscape literati paintings covered Taoist reclusive life, thatched cottage
and literary gatherings, landscape, spring and hills. These are meant to convey a noble pursuit of
freedom in mountains and waters, as well as a sense of void, transcendence or restlessness with a
touch of reclusive mood. Wen Zhengming’s paintings also depicted reclusive lives of hermits, while
turned his attention to a broader scope of literati lives, for example, gardens and studies, literary
gatherings, poem writing and wine drinking, flower and moon appreciation, tea-tasting and listening
to the spring, touring mountains and waters, visiting friends and bidding farewell, all recorded literati
lives in a more realistic and specific manner. Meanwhile, sentiment-wise, Wen Zhengming's works
break away from Yuan-dynasty painters’ sole pursuit of the cherished reclusive mood, and create an
air of peacefulness and clarity. His works, in some way, reflect a peaceful and comfortable literati life
in a stable and well-being mid-Ming society, and represent an ideal state of mind that takes its form in

art works.

A highly skilled painter with an extensive repertoire, Wen Zhengming was accomplished in
landscapes, figure paintings, flowers, orchids and bamboos, among which the landscape is the most
well-known. His footprints were mainly confined in the region covering today’s Jiangsu and Zhejiang
provinces; nevertheless, his special affections for the natural beauty enabled him to create a large
number of landscape paintings depicting real scenes, which vividly recreated the beautiful scenery
and places of interest in the region. Take Refreshing Scenery of Shi Hu Lake (1532), it is a recreation
of scenery on Shi Hu lake, which lies in west suburb of Suzhou. In this landscape painting, the
mountains extend a zigzag into the lake, while the Yuecheng Bridge and Xingchun Bridge connect the
mountain on the right side, and connect bank and small island on the left. Pedestrians are roaming
on the bank and the lake is dotted with sails. Other works, such as De/jghttul Scenery of Suzhou,
llustrating the Ci Poem “Spring in Jiangnan”, and Scenery of Mount Lingvan, all used natural
sceneries as blueprint, the deep affections, infused with remarkable painting skills, made the picture

even more enchanting.

Themes pertinent to literati residence and gatherings were further expanded and explored. Zandscape
with Thatched Cottage Dedicated to Bari Yue (1529), a masterpiece of Wen Zhengming's studio theme,
was dedicated to Baiyue (style name Zhengfu), then an official with a title of Shang Bao Qing. In the
thatched cottage and the pavilion by a stream surrounded by dense trees and grasses, literati were
seen sitting squarely in the cottage, or walking by the waterside, or appreciating the sights in pavilion.
The tranquil surroundings and literati’s relaxed mood were perfectly presented. Zandscape with

Thatched Cottage Dedicated to Shen Tianmin (1535) depicted a rural landscape in Jiangnan, where

6



literati were chatting while the young servant was preparing the tea in a cypress-shaded cottage, which
put forward Gentleman Shen’s ideal of “being a town dweller in reminiscence of rural joy”. Other
works, such as Landscape dedicated to Gentleman Wuchou (1544) and Cottage in Mount Gougu (1541),
which were drawn with affectionate touches, portrayed a sense of tranquility from literati’s studios

and officials’ residences and the joy of life.

Under Wen Zhengming’s highly skilled Chinese brush, literati’s spiritual world is fully unveiled
through the depiction of literati activities, such as their excursions, sight-seeing, visits, gatherings
and farewell. Literary Gathering on the Seventh Day of the First Lunar Month (1505) is a portrait
of a gathering in Studio of Moored Clouds (Tinyun Guan), where Wen Zhengming, together with
Zhu Cunli, Wu Ciming, Qian Tongai, Wen’s student Chen Chun and Chen’s younger brother Chen
Jin, gathered for tea-tasting and each wrote a poem to mark the joyful event. One stanza from Wen
Zhengming’s poem reads “tasting a cup of tea on the seventh day of the first lunar month, poems in
thatched cottage will remain glamorous over the next thousand years,” perfectly expressing the delight
of literati gatherings. Tea Gathering at Mount Hui (1518), is a portrait of a gathering held on February
19th (13th year under Zheng De’s reign), recording a group of 7 gathered for tea-tasting on Mount Hui
in Wuxi including Cai Yu (?-1541), Wang Shou, Wang Chong (1494-1533), etc. Around the densely pine-
and-cypress-shaded and bamboo-surrounded “The Second Spring under Heaven”, some scholars were
exchanging painting skills, some roaming along the paved hill path, while the young servant were
making tea. Other works, such as Stro// in the Moonlit Courtyard (1532), Sitting in the Shaded Bower
(1555), and Musing on Poetry in Waterside Pavilion (1558), all depicted scenes of literati’s visits and

interactions, and expressed their affections and ideals.

In some of Wen’s works, the themes are recreations of traditional literary works. ///ustrating an Ode
n the Tune of the Ancient State of Bin, one of his early works with a signature Wen Bi, found a theme
in the Book of Odes, Chapter of Bin Tune in October, portraying a plowing scene in mountainous
countryside with dense lines and heavy strokes. /ustrating “Land of Peach Blossom Spring”
(Taohuayuan /i) (1554), a work in Wen's late years, delineated a typical countryside scene except for a
tiny entrance to the legendary wonderland. ///ustrating “Rhapsody on the Red C/iff” (1558) highlighted
the illusiveness and tranquility during a visit to the red cliff. Suffice it to say, Wen Zhengming

illustrated classic literary works with a deep affection for daily life.

In Ni' gu Lu, Chen Jiru (1558-1639) deciphered how Wen Zhengming formed his styles: Wen
assimilated style from those of Yuan Dynasty Four Maters, Ziang, Boju, Dong Yuan, Ju Ran and Ma
Yuan & Xia Gui. In Wen'’s early works, techniques used by ancient painter can be traced, for instance,
Landscape in the stye of Wang Meng (1502) modeled after Wang Meng (1308-1385), Landscape
of Mount Tianping (1508) is an emulation of Huang Gongwang (1269-1354) and the technique in
llustrating an Ode in the Tune of the Ancient State of Bin can attributed to Dong Yuan (?-962). In his
mid-and-late ages, Wen Zhengming had possessed a vast knowledge of his predecessors’ techniques.
Modeling after Zhao Mengfu, Wang Meng and Huang Gongwang and combining with styles of Li

Tang, Ma Yuan and Wu Zhen as such, he was able to blend old painting traditions with his own



observations of the nature, inner feelings and emotions, and finally forged a unique artistic style.
As Wen Jia, his son, put it, “(He) is born to paint, but never compromise with tradition. Whenever
he encounters a remarkable work, he studies it, meditates on it and learns it. Then, he will innovate

and paint his own with equal subtlety. ”

In most of his landscape paintings, Wen Zhengming applied blue-light and thin strokes, which are
generally called “Xi Wen” (thin strokes). In fact, these two painting styles originated from one source.
He modeled after Zhang Mengfu’s subtlety and Huang Gongwang’s elegance, and transformed
Wangmeng’s thin and dense strokes into pure simplicity. His blue-light style used color changes to
highlight different subjects, from deep red to light red, from flower blue, ink blue to leaf green. The
subtle change of colors made the final effect dazzling and vivid. The use of monochrome ink, wet or
dry, light or deep, created a rich sense of layers. Leaves, dotted, overlaid or outlined, brings a visual
depth in space. Wen’s thin-stroke landscape paintings, famous for their elegant but not-dull strokes,
bright but not-extravagant colors, and pure but not-turbid ink, represented the main style of “Wen
School Landscape”. Landscape with Thatched Cottage Dedicated to Bai Yue (1592), Frozen Grove on
a Clear Day after Snow (1531), Cottage in Mount Gougu (1544), lllustrating the Ci Poem “Spring in

Jtangnan“(1544), Sitting in the Shaded Bower (1555), fully exemplified this style.

The other style, characterized with simple and sparse strokes, is known as “Cu Wen” (broad strokes).
This style retains characteristics of Song and Yuan freehand ink paintings, and borrows certain bold
styles in calligraphy. Wen also followed Ma Yuan and Xia Gui’s masculine and solid strokes, as a
result, his elegant paintings radiates with overwhelming masculinity. Double Oak Trees, Bamboo and
Stones (1531), and 7he Seven Junipers (1532) best exemplified this style. Out of special preference of
Mi Fu (1051-1107) and Mi Youren's (1074-1153) splash-ink landscapes, Wen Zhengming emulated the
father-and-son painters occasionally. Misty Mountains, with a signature of “Wen Bi” and inscriptions
of Shen Zhou and Tang Yin, is a Wen’s work finished before he reached 40. What made “broad
strokes” outstanding are primitive textures and lines, horizontal strokes and pale flower blue ink-

washed far mountains.

In Wen's expressive landscape paintings, the structure is carefully balanced, rare is seen the deeply-
hidden or overlaid landscapes such as winding paths along the mountains. Even in landscape
paintings with abundant subjects, he sought balanced layout, and painted the background subjects
with equal care, thus his paintings usually created a flat and direct visual effect. The peaceful and

tranquil artistic concept conveyed his humble and elegant character.

As an adept painter of landscape paintings, Shen Zhou, the tutor of Wen Zhengming, innovated
blue-and-green landscape paintings. His new artistic concepts and techniques used in works such
as /llustrating Touring to Dongshan, Walking under Shades of Chinese Barberry Trees, Scroll of
Falling Flowers, brought about a new era of transition for blue-and-green landscape painting in Ming
dynasty. Wen Zhengming developed Shen Zhou's style and infused his own talents and interests with

a broad traditional cultivation. He innovated traditional styles, experimented new techniques, and



contributed to the popularity of blue-and-green landscape paintings with refreshed stylistic forms.

Wen Zhengming modeled after Zhao Mengfu, and partly emulated Zhao Boju and Zhao Bosu for blue-
and-green landscape paintings. The result was a combinations of his predecessors, that was, elegant
and neat in strokes and bright and lucid in color. His blue-and-green landscape paintings consisted
of small and deep blue-and-green paintings. The small blue-and-green landscape paintings followed
Zhao Mengfu's style, sparse and simple, free and plain. Ocher red was widely used in this type of
paintings, which was then tinged with light stone green. The natural blend of ocher red and stone
green expressed a sense of loftiness and transcendence. Landscape with Thatched Cottage Dedicated to
Shen Tianmin (1535), Landscape of Secluded Dwelling Dedicated to Zhou Zivu (1537) and Hlustrating
“Rhapsody on the Red CIift” (Chibr Fu) (1558) best exemplified this style.

The-deep blue-and-green landscape painting is featured as neat and exuberant in strokes, rich and
bright in color, most of which was modeled after Zhao Boju and Zhao Bosu’s style, strokes and
coloring. 7éa Gathering at Mount Hui (1518) is a typical work, in which mountain rocks were outlined
with broad strokes, texture was enhanced with short strokes, rocks and slopes were ink washed with
stone blue and green tinged with tiny ocher red, pine trees and thatched pavilion were ink washed
with ocher red. Spring Clouds over Sunken Flower-bed (1532) was also deeply blue-and-green ink
washed and simply outlined and ink-washed. Painted at the age of 81, Fast-flowing Waters in Steep
River Valley (1550) depicted a scene where among overlaid rolling mountains, zigzagging streams
and abundant trees, scholars gathered to chat or roamed by the riverside. In this landscape painting,
exquisite and bold strokes, deep and solemn color defined Wen Zhengming’s new blue-and-green

landscape style.

Wen Zhengming emulated Li Gongling (1049-1106) in his figure paintings, where he applied sketch
technique, combined with simple freehand technique in Yuan dynasty. Portrait of Goddess of Xiang
River finished at the age of 48, was imbued with a sense of history and grace. Portrait of Laozi (ca.571-
471BC) (1549), a work in Wen’s late age, is characterized with bold and simple lines and a solemn

gesture highlighting Laozi’s meditative mood.

Themes of his flower-and-bird paintings were largely confined to bamboo, chrysanthemum, orchid and
narcissus, while bird was a rare subject. In pursuit of a complemented pleasure in calligraphy, orchids
were painted with elegance and exuberance, resembling running script; bamboos, still and solemn,
were more like calligraphy; rock paintings, finished with dry brush, flashed blanks. Dowble Oak Trees,
Bamboo and Rock and Leaf of Orchids and Bamboo fully exemplify Wen Zhengming's calligraphy-in-
painting artistic style. His common use of delineated flowers and dotted leaves, or “boneless” strokes,
which were learnt from Shen Zhou and later taught to Chen Chun and Zhou Zhimian, prompted

development of literati flower-and-bird paintings.

In Mid-Ming dynasty, Zhu Yunming, Wen Zhengming, Wang Chong and Chen Chun were hailed as

“Four Calligraphers of Suzhou”, among whom Wen Zhengming was regarded as the most influential
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one. Since his youth, Wen Zhengming learned calligraphy from Li Yingzhen, and later modeled after
masters in Jin, Tang and Song dynasties for seal script, regular script, official script, running script
and cursive script. Extremely adept at lesser regular script, Wen Zhengming was titled as “a master
of lesser regular script over the country”. His regular script, modeling after Zhong You (151-230), Zhi
Yong, Yu Shinan (558-638), Ouyang Xun (557-641), and Chu Suiliang (596-658), firstly retained flat
structure and started with thin and sharp strokes, e.g. Responding Poems on a Group Excursion in the
Style of Yang Weizhen (1296-1370) in Lesser Regular Script (1514). Since middle age, Wen Zhengming
contrived bold strokes and neat structures, and converted to tight structure and smooth strokes in late
years. His lesser regular script, which modeling after Zhong You, appeared exquisite and careful in
structure and bold and exuberant in strokes, resembling official script in style. His emulation of Wang
Xizhi (303-361) and Wang Xianzhi (344-386), were exquisite in detail and dynamic in maneuvering the
Chinese brush.

Wen Zhengming’s running & cursive script assumed an elegant and bold style, which was first
influenced by Su Shi (1036-1101) and Song Ke (1327-1387) at his early age; later, after emulating Wang
Xizhi, as well as Su Shi, Huang Tingjian (1045-1105), Mi Fu and Zhao Mengfu, his style transformed
to be unique in plain structures, dynamic and exquisite in bold and smooth strokes. Fowur Odes to the
Life of Wen 7Zianxiang (1236-1283) in Running Cursive Script, signed Wen Bi, must be a work finished
before he reached fifty. Thin but exuberant structure, a graceful trace of Wang Xizhi, sharp and bold
strokes of Li Yingzhen, a poem in praise of Wenxin Gong (Posthumous title of Wen Tianxiang) (1236-
1283), all combined to make a masterpiece. Self-composed Poems in Running Script(collection of
Nanjing Museum) resembled Wang Xizhi, and was later confirmed by Wang Tongyu that the scroll
was finished in 1519 (16th year under Zheng De’s reign) when he was fifty. Biographical Sketch of
Zhang Yichuan in Running Cursive Script (1559) symbolized his mature and skilled strokes in his late
life. Since midlife, Wen Zhengming turned to prefer bigger characters. Modeling after Huang Tingjian,
He maneuvered long and square strokes, admired grand characters and pursued free spirits, like Se//-

composed Poems in Running Script in his late years. (collection of Liaoning Provincial Museum)

Outstanding as he was among his contemporary official script calligraphers, Wen Zhengming acquired
square and solid style from emulating inscriptions on tablet, such as Fetition on Coronation and
Petition from General Gongqging. Thousand Character Classic in Four Scripts (1547), a work finished

at seventy-eight, can fully prove his accomplishment in official script writings.

In Y7 Yuan Zhi Yan (an art critical book), Wang Shizhen commented on Wen Zhengming’s calligraphy,
“a bold and neat style, never in lack of a sense of harmony and smoothness”. Simply put, in Wen
Zhengming’s running & cursive script, orderly and solemn structure and strokes, combined with
free and natural style, embodied a subtle but powerful spirit, which can be deemed as the “spirit
of scholars”; meanwhile, proper elegance in it rendered literati calligraphy more approachable and
suitable for popular aesthetic tastes. Little wonder that Wen Zhengming’s running script gained
instant popularity, and finally rippled across Jiangsu, Zhengjiang and Fujian regions in the name of

Wen School of Calligraphy.
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