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Shen Zhou, Master of Wu School Painting

Shan Guolin

In mid-Ming period (1368-1644), the literati painting tradition emerged in the Jiangnan region (a geographic area
to the south of the lower reaches of the Yangtze River) during the late Yuan dynasty (1271-1368) was passed from
the once highly renowned "Zhe School" down to a group of painters active in Suzhou region. Later celebrated as
the "Wu School", these Suzhou-based artists set a new trend for scholar-amateur paintings, which was noted for its

strong sense of contemparaneity. Shen Zhou (1427-1509)is regarded as the founder of the "Wu School".

A native of Xiangcheng (near the Yangcheng Lake) in Changzhou (today's Suzhou, Jiangsu province), Shen Zhou
(style name Qinan, sobriquet Shitian [lit. meaning "field of stone"]) was born into a family of scholars, though
none of his grandfather Shen Cheng, his uncle Shen Zhenji, and his father Shen Hengji participated in the Imperial
Examinations. The family made a living by opening up wasteland for farming and leasing it to the peasants. In his
times, the Ming court had already consolidated their power and social stability helped to ameliorate the economy.
Shen Zhou advocated the dynasty's rule by the Chinese Zhu imperial family. Yet throughout his lifetime, he never
attended the Imperial Examinations and instead led a rather secluded life in the countryside, probably out of self-
protection from the ferocity of the court power struggles and for the severity of the disciplines of the officialdom.
A person of sincerity, generosity, and altruism, Shen always acted in accordance with the Confucian teachings,
showed strong affections towards family members, exhorted and promote the young. His gregariousness enabled
him to befriend prestigious poets, painters, calligraphers and keep close ties with some high-ranking court
officials. His integrity, mild temperament, and artistic and scholastic virtuosity inspired respect from people of all
backgrounds and gained him enormous reputation in his native region and throughout the country, resulting in his

being regarded as the master of the "Wu School".

The brothers Zhenji and Hengji were both well versed in painting and calligraphy. They once studied painting
under Du Qiong (1396-1474), whose landscape paintings were modelled after Wang Fu (1362-1416) while showing
considerable influences of master painters ranging from Dong Yuan (d. 962) and Ju Ran (act. ca. 10th c.) to Wang
Meng (1308-1385). The family's penchant for arts nurtured Shen Zhou, who, early in his childhood, was already an
ardent lover of fine arts and literature. He studied poetry and essays from the erudite scholar Chen Kuan, while
Du Qiong, Liu Jue (1410-1472) instructed him on painting skills. Shen's extensive network in the circles of art
connoisseurship and literature enabled him to view Song (960-1279) and Yuan (1271-1368)-dynasties' paintings in
friends and acquaintances' private collection, enriching his understanding of traditions. In the meantime, he valued
greatly observing nature. He inscribed on one of his painting albums that "almost all of today's painters model their
work after Song and Yuan masters, yet the spiritual essence of ancient masterpieces seems to be beyond their grasp.
Once I was also hankering after such attainment, yet never managed to accomplish anything. All the rules and
keys are originally derived from nature. Every stream, every rock (painted) should be observed by my own eyes.
Only by doing this can we represent the spirit (of the landscape). By attaching equal importance to traditions and

observation of nature, Shen was able to break away from conventions and innovate traditional Chinese painting.

A highly skilled painter with an extensive repertoire, Shen Zhou was particularly accomplished in landscapes, birds
and flowers, and figure paintings. His landscapes cover a wide range of themes, including visits to monuments
and places of interest, literary gatherings, scholars' studios and villas, visiting friends and bidding farewells, and
touring mountains and rivers. There are also landscapes created in deliberately archaic styles which were modeled

after ancient masterpieces.

Shen Zhou was not an adventurous traveller. His footprints were confined mainly in the region covering today's
Jiangsu and Zhejiang provinces. Nevertheless, he paid frequent visits to scenic spots in this area, which many of

his excellent pieces were created to record, such as Beautiful Scenery by the Two Rivers, Superb Views from the Gusu



Terrace, Twelve Views of the Wumen Bridge, Documenting the Trip to the West Mountain, Mount Tianping, Mount Lingyin,
Zhanggong Cave, and Night Visit to Qianren shi (" Thousand People" Rock). These are vivid representations of the
charming, graceful landscape with clear waters and verdant trees typical of the Jiangnan region in which the artist's
self-expression also find sustenance. A case in point is Documenting the Trip to the West Mountain, a handscroll
created in 1487, when he was about sixty-one. The painting features the wavy terrain with zigzagging paths,
gurgling streams, large water expanses, and barely visible country cottages among verdant trees. The realistically
depicted landscape is imbued with the spirit of pleasant leisure and comfort. He states in self-inscription: "I was
born in the Wu region and have already lived here for sixty years. My activities are largely confined in this area...
Sometimes, I drink wine and cruise the waters, I visit the West Mountain for poetry inspirations or collecting herbs,
lingering on in some places for a whole day. Travelling is always my passion which I will never have enough.
When I return and recollect (those tours), I reminisce about every grove, every stream, every hill, every village with
my brush, and keep the paintings for my own enjoyment." Exquisite Scenery among Streams and Mountains (Collection
of Zhejiang Museum) created in 1485, when he was about fifty-nine, is another example. Painted after his tour of
the West Lake in Zhejiang, the scroll portrays undulating hills, flashy streams, broad rivers, soaring wild geese,
lush trees, country cottages, wooden bridges, and thatched pavilion in the mountains, a landscape masterpiece and

projection of the painter's enjoyment of joy and relaxation.

Immersed in literary atmosphere throughout his life, Shen enjoyed social gatherings with literati and painters. Thus
a substantial quantity of his paintings features literary gatherings, gardens, and scholars' studios. Elegant Gathering
in the Wei Family Garden (dated 1469) exemplifies the scene of literary gatherings - Shen Zhou, Liu Jue, Chen Shu,
Zhu Hao (1405-1483), Zhou Ding, Li Yingzhen (1431-1493) and others gathered at the Wei Family Garden to discuss
poems and paintings while drinking wine. Night Revels in Snow illustrates a banquet with several friends including

Yang Xunji (1456-1544), Zhao Lifu, and Chen Jingdong who dropped by in a night of snow.

As for landscapes featuring farewell and departure scenes, examples include Parting with Wu Kuan (1435-1504)
created in 1479 (the fifteenth year of the Chenghua reign [1465-1487]), and Bidding Farewell to Wu Kuan in Jingkou
dated 1497 (the tenth year of the Hongzhi reign [1488-1505]). Both express his reluctance to part with his best
friend through simple but affectionate touches on scenes such as boats moored to the riverside, waiting to depart,
parting friends bowing to each other with clasped hands, or two friends saying parting words in the cabin. Shen's
works expressing similar warm friendship also include Bidding Farewell by the Jingjiang River, in which Shen records
farewell from the painter, Wen Lin, and others to Wu Yu (1443-1526), Grand Protector (taishou) of Xuzhou who was
on his way to the post, the 1492 (the fifth year of the Hongzhi reign) piece Bidding Farewell recording the parting
with Wang Ao (1450-1524) who was about to return to the Capital, and the 1498 (the eleventh year of the Hongzhi
reign) piece Bidding Farewell at the Tiger Hill for Wen Lin's (father of the famous scholar painter Wen Zhengming
[1470-1559]) departure for an official post in Wenzhou.

In mid-Ming period, economic prosperity and accumulating wealth in the Suzhou region contributed to a
construction boom of private gardens and villas among wealthy and influential families. It took twelve years,
from the sixth to the seventeenth year of the Jiajing reign (1522-1566), to build the Humble Administrator's Garden
(Zhuozheng yuan), the largest garden in Suzhou. The owner once commissioned Wen Zhengming to design the
garden's layout. Some officials and scholars followed suit, creating elegant literary names for their studios,
arranging in the most meticulous manner flowers, plants, small ponds, and decorative rocks so as to create refined
living environment, even when their residences were nothing more than a few thatched cottages. In that epoch,
the number of private gardens in Suzhou reached over 200, among which some famous ones include the Pavilion

of Prolonging Verdancy (Yanlii ting), the residence of Du Qiong at the eastern corner of the original Song-dynasty
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Joy Garden (Le pu), Liu Jue's residence Little Dongting (Xiao Dongting) in Suzhou city's outer Qimen area, featuring
accumulated rocks by the waterside, Wang Ao's villa Garden for Summoning the Recluse (Zhaoyin yuan) in the
Dongting mountains, Shen Zhou's Studio with Bamboo (Youzhu ju) in Xiangcheng area, and Wen Zhengming's
residence Studio of Moored Clouds (Tingyun guan). These served as both scholars' residence as well as venues
for elegant gatherings where paintings and calligraphy were often discussed and appreciated. Such events
naturally became one of the most favorite subjects for painters. Shen Zhou's East Plain, dedicated to his teacher
Du Qiong, depicts a plain and tranquil thatched pavilion, i.e. the aforementioned Pavilion of Prolonging Verdancy,
surrounded by trees and bamboo grove on the sloping waterside; the album East Garden paints the residence
and its surroundings of Wu Kuan's father Mengrong near the ancient west city gate Changmen Gate. Although
the resident amounted to no more than a few bays encircled by simple wooden fences, the realistic portrait of the
Arcadian life in the Jiangnan region becomes the highlight of the album leaves. Besides, the handscroll Viewing
Ripples from the Riverside (collection of Suzhou Museum) paints a villa along a river, in which a scholar sits beside a

table with books on it. The painting brings to mind the atmosphere in a cool autumn day and fine taste of tea.

After the Chenghua and Hongzhi reigns, thanks to social stability and economic prosperity, activities such as
drinking, tasting tea, fishing, listening to the gurgling springs, appreciating flower blossoms and the moon, visiting
friends, touring mountains and forests gradually became de rigeur in literary circles, which Shen also recorded
in his artwork. Leisurely Appreciation of Potted Chrysanthemums (collection of Liaoning Provincial Museum), for
instance, delineates the scene of two close friends drinking and appreciating chrysanthemums in a small thatched
pavilion in the countryside. Chinese Bayberry Trees in the Riverside Village (collection of Anhui Museum) features
the painter picking bayberries with a friend named Xue Yaoqing in a village. Since the season already passed, they
only found one bayberry to taste the flavor. Yet they were not at all disappointed. Shen even created a painting
and joked in the inscription that "it would be better not to eat too much, one bayberry is enough for moistening
the lips", meaning that the important thing is to enjoy oneself in the process, and that the quantity of bayberries
does not really matter. Pleasure in the Shade of Paulownia Trees features a scholar sitting on a boat and fishing under
paulownia trees by the riverside. On the painting his inscription reads: "the fish pole is not an instrument for
catching wealth and fame, holding it, other earthly matters is no longer important. If the leisure at hand is not felt
by the heart, all the beautiful scenery is but of futile and undeserved reputation." In this poem, Shen Zhou regards
fishing as leisure for the spirit, rather than the means for catching fish. What really matters is resting the mind and
enjoying the delightful riverscape. Besides, his paintings such as Listening to the Spring, Fishing under the Shade of
Willow Trees, Drawing Spring Water to Cook Tea, Walking with a Staff, Cruising and Visiting a Friend, and Washing Feet

under the Paulownia Trees all express his refined and delightful temperament.

These landscape paintings embody his passion for nature and emphasis on mental cultivation, as indicated by his
inscription on an album entitled Life Sketches: "In themes of things that wriggle and things that grow, by playing
with my brush, I can still work transformations. I shall sit alone in front of the window, the spring breeze caresses
my face and many thought and feelings arise in my heart. I brushed this album with amusement, giving the objects
forms on paper. The jolly mood arises from being in good keep and sitting all day at leisure. If I am requested
to paint, it will not be painting for painting's sake." His landscapes are characterized by equilibrial composition
in which sometimes unexpected features emerge out of the seemingly bland appearance. His landscapes are
imbued with serene ambience and spiritual tranquility that differ markedly from the withering bleakness that
permeates late Yuan-dynasty landscape of seclusion. The delightful worldly leisure which Shen obviously enjoyed
demonstrates the self-confidence of mid-Ming-dynasty literati in terms of their raison d'étre and the contemporary
cultural zeitgeist. These paintings are manifestations of the psyche of the scholars in his epoch. His artistic taste

helped to establish the aesthetic keynote of the "Wu School" artists.



Shen's landscape style evolved over time. The paintings selected in this special exhibition cover a variety of styles

typical of various periods of his artistic career, which enable us to glimpse the evolvement of his landscape art.

When expounding the gradual change of Shen's artistic style, Wen Zhengming once commented: "In his early
years, he already broke away from the family practices. He modeled his paintings after ancient masters. His copies
of the chef d'oeuvre could almost always be passed off as genuine. Nevertheless, he usually painted small-scale
landscapes. When he reached the age of forty, he began to create crude and sketchy large-scale paintings with
broad strokes and rough outline. Although the new style is more spontaneous and straightforward, the touches

and strokes are not as meticulously executed as it used to be. "

Shen's paintings created before he reached the age of forty betray marked influences from Du Qiong, Liu Jue, and
his own family traditions. On Landscape Dedicated to the Monk Bitian (collection of Museum Rietberg in Ziirich,
Switzerland), the self-inscription reads: "(created) in 1461 (xinsi year in traditional Chinese chronological system
using Ten Heavenly Stems [tiangan] and Twelve Earthly Branches [dizhi]), as a gift for Bitian Shangren." In that
year, he was about thirty-five sui, and this landscape piece is his earliest dated work. Judged from this painting,
then his skills had already surpassed Du Qiong and started to resemble Wang Meng. The rolling, exquisite
mountains are densely shaded with supple texture strokes resembling spread-out hemp fibers or unraveled ropes,
epitomizing the subtle, painstakingly exquisite style in his early years. Another example is Secluded Dzwelling in the
collection of Japan's Osaka City Museum of Fine Arts. Created when he was about thirty-eight, the scroll delineates
a secluded waterside residence by the mountains, of which the composition resembles that of Liu Jue's Bower of
Unsullied Reputation (Qingbai xuan). He also emulated Wang Meng in artistic skills, while learning also from Ju Ran
- with thin, intense twisted strokes, elongated, willowy texture strokes, and closely packed dots. This painting also
demonstrates the studious, primitive, and lightly crude brush style in his early period. The hanging scroll Gathering
Water Chestnut in the collection of Kyoto National Museum was created in 1466 (bingxu year), when he was about
forty. The minimal tripartite composition with water span between two shores reminds view of the monochrome
landscapes by Yuan master Ni Zan (1301-1374), while, on the other hand, the strokes and touches are inheritance
from Du Qiong, Dongyuan and Juran. The hilltops are shaded with round, slightly elongated strokes and faintly
colored with umber and flower blue pigments. The desolate and tranquil ambience is still in line with the secluded
landscape paintings characteristic of the Yuan dynasty. Nevertheless, more thorough inspection reveals that,
comparatively speaking, Shen Zhou tended to apply thicker and heavier touches to create simple but majestic

scenery. At this point, his works started to show an inkling of his later idiosyncrasy.

The expansion of scales in Shen's painting after he turned forty, as noted by Wen Zhengming, refers not only to the
size of the painting, but a transformation from exquisite, refined strokes to more improvised, uninhibited ones. It
took him around twenty years to complete this transformation. In the meantime, he continued to follow the styles
of Dong Yuan, Juran, and the Four Yuan-dynasty Masters, and enrich his skills by introducing elements such as
the Song-dynasty blue-and-green landscapes as well as the strength and primitive simplicity embodied in works
by Ma Yuan (act. ca. 1190-1230), Xia Gui (act. ca. 1180-1230) and their disciples into his artistic self-expression. His
Nine Pieces of Brocade (collection of Kyoto National Museum) exemplifies his accomplishment in carefully emulating
Song and Yuan masters. In this album, the leaf Gathering Water Chestnut in the Reedy Pond bears an inscription by
Du Qiong saying that "Jinan (style name of Shen Zhou's brother) brought his brother's painting depicting gathering
water chestnut and asked me to inscribe poem on it." Then Du signed the date "the seventh year of the Chenghua
reign (1471)", when he was about seventy-six, and Shen Zhou forty-five. This scroll originally consisted of nine
sections, of which only six are still extant, modeling after the styles of Song-dynasty masters Huichong, Zhao
Lingrang, Zhao Boju (fl. ca. 1120-ca. 1162), Yuan-dynasty masters Zhao Mengfu (1254-1322), Zhao Yong, and Ming-



dynasty master Wang Fu, respectively. The three lost sections are emulations of the styles of Li Cheng (919-967),
Wang Meng, and Wu Zhen (1280-1354). The subjects of the scroll include blue-and-green landscape, short sketch
landscape, verdant mountains by the riverside, dry branches, bamboo, and rocks. Shen managed to capture the
charm of each master. Besides, his Landscape after Dong Yuan and Juran painted at the age of forty-seven, Copying
Mountain Ranges in the Style of Wu Zhen at forty-eight, Autumn Scenery of the Stream and Mountains (collection of
Nanjing Museum) in the style of both Huang Gongwang and Ni Zan created at the age of around fifty-eight also
belong to this period. He also studied closely Ni Zan's style, and created quite a few pieces in his style, which
were, nevertheless, mostly overlaid with the strength of his brush strokes. His teacher Chen Kuan once criticized
his "excessive brush strokes". This special exhibition selected two of his paintings in Ni Zan's style, created when
he was forty-seven and fifty-three respectively. For both paintings, the tripartite composition with two water
shores and one expanse of water in between is typical of Ni Zan's style, featuring sparse, imposing strokes, dry
ink and pale ink wash. Yet the painting is more striking and majestic. Shen once remarked: "the handsomeness
of Ni Zan's style is inspiring. In an attempt to imitate him, I embark on an erroneous road. If the strokes need to
be sleek and majestic, the traces of the rendering of the ink wash must reach the point of being faintly noticeable.
The bland, sparse touches and the deliberately primitive rendering of Ni Zan wed perfectly with the desolation
and hollowness in his visual representation. While the ambience in Shen's landscapes is generally majestic and
imposing, and this will not be properly realized with Ni's style. What Shen Zhou regarded as an attempt of
imitation that went astray should not be regarded as his artistic deficiency, but a development manifesting his own
idiosyncrasy. For this Li Rihua (1565-1635) made some convincing evaluation: "In terms of Shen Zhou's landscapes
in Ni Zan's style, the trees and rocks are handsomely rendered, but always with a majestic strength. Still, each
painted in his own way, without any intention of imitation. Thus, compared with Wang Fu, Shen Zhou is still a

better artist. "

Shen assimilated extensively the key elements of previous masters' skills and achieved mastery through a thorough
understanding of their key elements. As Wang Shizhen (1526-1590) pointed out in his Words Flowing from a Goblet
in the Garden of Art (Yiyuan zhiyan): "(When the art of painting) is put into Shen Zhou's hand, it becomes intriguing.
He was able to transform the styles of Song and Yuan masters, and was especially well versed in (modeling and
transforming) the styles of Dong Yuan, the Monk Juran, and Li Cheng." By assimilating the styles of these ancient
master hands, in mid-life Shen Zhou gradually cultivated his own artistic style. Generally speaking, the scale of
his paintings was enlarged, the originally condensed landscape became sparser, the meticulously-rendered brush
strokes typical of his early years were liberated and turned into broad, robust touches imbued with kinetic energy,
characterizing balanced application of touches completed with brush held in upright or slant positions, elongated,
folded strokes and stocky texture strokes. Incorporating archaic styles while sketching directly from nature, a large
proportion of his compositions feature meandering or zigzagging paths dotted with subjects such as figures, boats,
thatched pavilions, and cottages, animating his landscapes and forming a highly individual style exemplified by

serene, verdant and luxuriant scenery and moist, vigorous brush strokes.

When he was about fifty-eight, Shen Zhou adopted the sobriquet "Baishi weng" (lit. the old man of white stone).
The period from then until his death at the age of eighty-two is regarded as the late period of his career. In his
later years, he was especially fond of the art of Huang Gongwang and Wu Zhen. Integrating the handsomeness
of Huang's style, the uninhibited spirit in Wu's painting, the scrupulousness of Wang Meng, the strength and
kinetic energy in Ma Yuan and Xia Gui's art, and the imposing solemnity as represented by the Mi family's misty
mountains, the aged painter forged a mature style featuring minimal simplicity, boldness, sedimentary thickness,
and tranquil sincerity. Documenting the Trip to the West Mountain (collection of Shanghai Museum), created when

the artist was about sixty, epitomizes the rich variety of his touches and the majestic spirit derived from the



harmonious blending of the vigor, placidity, strength, understated elegance, and delicacy drawn respectively from
Dong Yuan and Ju Ran, Huang Gongwang, Wu Zhen, Ni Zan, and Wang Meng's works. Shen Zhou painted Bidding
Farewell by the Jingjiang River (collection of the Palace Museum) when he was about sixty-six. The scroll is a sketchy
depiction of several figures bowing farewell at the shore in the close distance, a barely visible boat mooring on
the river in the middle distance, and a distant view of rolling mountains. The open, translucent scenery, succinct,
lively touches, and austere and vigorous style typify his late-period paintings. In addition, his other paintings such
as Emotional Farewell at the Tiger Hill (dated 1490, collection of Wuxi Museum), Night Visit to the Thousand People
Rock (dated 1493, collection of Liaoning Provincial Museum), Bidding Farewell to Wu Kuan in Jingkou (dated 1497,
collection of Shanghai Museum), Wind and Snow near the Bar Bridge (collection of Tianjin Museum) are also from the

same period.

Shen was also an accomplished bird-and-flower painter. A disciple of the Yuan dynasty traditions of Qian Xuan's
ink and pale color paintings and Wang Yuan's monochrome sketches, he was adept in vividly portraying subjects
with simple, ink monochrome touches and the "boneless" (mogu) technique. Peach Blossoms of the Ninth Lunar Month
is one of his early pieces in this subject, which bears the inscriptions of his uncle Shen Zhenji and Zhang Ling,
a junior of Shen Zhou. The petals are tenderly and carefully tinged using coccineous pigment, and leaves with
umber and flower blue pigments. The branches are textured with sturdy, robust strokes, manifesting the splendid
exuberance the blossoms retain in the ninth lunar month, almost as if it were springtime. The virtuosity reminds
the lingering charm of Qian Xuan's (ca.1239-1299) ink and pale color paintings. His Lychee and Persimmon (collection
of the Palace Museum), completed when he was about fifty-four, depicts the persimmon leaves and fruits with
ink wash and lychee fruits with ink wash of rich tonal variations and exquisite brush strokes, demonstrating the
influences from ink monochrome bird and flowers by Wang Yuan (act. ca. 13th-14th c.), Zhang Zhong (fl. ca. 1341-
1368) of the Yuan dynasty. A Suzhou Museum collection, a set of album leaves entitled Birds and Flowers was
completed by Shen Zhou when he was about sixty. A comprehensive overview of his mid-life attainments in bird
and flowers, the leaves feature not only daylilies, peach blossoms, cotton hibiscuses, Chinese peonies, but also
pomegranates and ducklings. For most of the flower blossoms, Shen employed the "boneless" technique, tinged
the petals exquisitely with pale color; for the branches and twigs, he applied plain yet spirited delineation and
texturing; the grotesque rockeries are ink washed with attention to tonal changes; and the ducklings are vividly
represented with minimal brush strokes and ink wash. Other bird and flowers created in his fifties include Peonies
and A Branch of Loquats in the Palace Museum collection, as well as White Goose under a Lychee Tree in the collection
of Guangdong Museum, in all of which monochrome ink wash and "boneless" technique are employed to depict
the subjects. Shen's studies of Yuan-dynasty pale color and ink monochrome paintings using "boneless" technique

formed the basis for his attainment in bird-and-flower sketches.

In his late years, Shen Zhou honed his ink monochrome freehand techniques. With an extensive repertoire of
techniques, he was able to wield the brush with great facility, representing in the most vivid and evocative manner
flowers, fruits and vegetables, birds, fish, and other living creatures. Painted at the age of eighty-one, Peonies by
the Jade Pavilion (dated 1507, collection of Nanjing Museum) manifest the perfection of his techniques - peonies
painted in "boneless" ink monochrome style, the petals radiate a slight tinge of rouge amid the ink wash, for
instance. One of his last paintings, Chrysanthemum and Rooster (dated 1509, collection of the Osaka City Museum of
Fine Arts, Japan) was completed when he was about eighty-three. Shen traced the contours of leaves and stems in
the freehand manner, double-outlined the bamboo and chrysanthemum petals, slashed with ink wash and, with
great freedom and ease, delineated the rooster, with upheld head and fluttering wings, and two gracefully flying
butterflies. The history of traditional Chinese bird and flowers indicates that the mid-Ming dynasty witnessed

the inheritance and transformation of Yuan dynasty ink monochrome bird-and-flower painting techniques by
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