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ORCHIDS

Introduction

The pure and elegant orchid, with its subtle fragrance, growing in the remote valleys and
hidden rock crevices, is like the scholar who embraces the Tao and chooses to be away
from wordly cares and lives as a recluse in the mountains.

This ‘fragant grass’ is a recurring symbol of virtue and purity in the poems of Ch’u Yuan,
a patriotic poet of the Ch’in State during the 3rd century B.C. To commemorate this poet,
the orchid became a favorite subject in painting, poetry and literature.

This plant, one of the Four Gentlemen subjects, is a Chinese native species. The orchid
should be painted when one is emotionally tranquil, relaxed and calm. Orchid painting has
been a favorite of scholar painters, as well as women painters in the past. The painting of
the orchid is relatively easy to learn but difficult to master. The saying is quite true: ‘’Half
a life time to master orchid painting, and a life time to master the bamboo."”’

If one is able to persist in his interest and practise orchid painting year after year, he will
find improvement in technique as well as a greater achievement of depth of mood and
content in the painting. Through the painting of the orchid, one also learns to master the
painting of reeds, rushes, day-lilies, and other herbal plants with long slender leaves.

This section includes all the existing methods known for the painting of orchid. The last

section introduces the reversed contouring method.which is a technique that existed long
ago, but has never been described in any other painting manual.
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INK MONOCHROME ORCHID

1. Leaves to the right

Orchid painting begins with painting the rising leaves. Leaves painted towards the right are
called ““Shun Pi’" — following the arm movement.

Each leaf is completed in one stroke except in special cases. Hold the brush upright on the
upper end, and paint with the elbow away from table.

Practise the short leaves first, then increase the length. The short leaves should be straight
and stiff. The long leaves should flow smoothly in an arc-shape.

Pay attention to the application of pressure and motion of the brush at the same time.
Begin at the root part of the leaf blades using the tip of the brush. Pressure is gradually
increased to broaden the leaves at mid-length, and decrease gradually, lifting up the brush
when approaching the tip of the leaf. )

Keep the brush perpendicular at a right angle to the paper at all times. Do not use the wrist
or the fingers to manipulate the brush or lean the brush over in any direction. All motion
should come from the elbow.
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2. Leaves to the left

Leaves painted to the left are called “‘ni pi’" — against the arm movement. This action may
be more difficult for beginners to master and will require more practise.

Leaves in both directions should be practised together constantly until they can be done
proficiently. '
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3. Turned leaves to the right

Long leaves are sometimes painted in two strokes to show change of surface in the follow-
ing conditions:

When the leaf is arching toward or away from the viewer; when it is arching upward, or
downward; and when the leaf changes direction from left to right, or right to left.

Lift the brush up at the turning point and follow immediately with another shorter stroke.
Twisted leaves increase the flowing motion of the leaves. Short leaves are stiff and straight,
therefore, they usually do not turn.
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4. Turned leaves to the deft

The control of the brush to the left side is more difficult.

The distance between the two strokes should not be too far apart and the continuity of the
flow should not be broken because of the turn. Lighter ink may be used to represent the
back of the leaves. Therefore a leaf turning from the front to the back will have the first
stroke in darker ink and the second stroke in lighter ink, and vice versa.
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5. Orchids in different positions

In the wind, orchid leaves flow and point upward.

Orchids growing from rock crevices by the cliff bend down.
Orchids hanging in this position should be strong and supple.
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6. Short leaves, broken leaves, and orchid roots

Short new leaves, together with the broken leaves or withered stalks, are often found on
the edge of the plant. They are drawn to increase the interesting quality of the composi-
tion.

Roots were often included in paintings in the Ch’ing Dynasty. This was not done in the
Sung and Yuan Dynasties. The orchid is usually painted in its natural environment growing
from the ground, or next to rocks, or in planters.

Blunt dry strokes are used for painting broken leaves.

Pointed moist strokes are used for painting new leaves.

The base part of the orchid should not be blurred together; each leaf should be well de-
fined from the others.

When the root is painted, use light ink and a moist brush.
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