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Portrait Paintings of Huizhou in the Ming and Qing Dynasties

Shi Gufeng

Chinese portrail painting takes a real person in the present day or a personage in history as the object and the lifelike por-
trayal of the features of the face is required. A portrait should achieve a likeness not only in appearance, but also in spirit.
Portrait was then called “Chuanshen” (vivid portrayal ), “Chuanzhen” (truthful portrayal), “Xiezhen” (portrayal of the real),
“Xiezhao™ (portrayal of the original) and “Rongxiang” (picture of the face). Today paintings of this kind are called portraits or
portraitures. Portrait painting is different from figure painting. Pictures of beautiful women, historical tales or mythic legends,
and pictures of manners are all excluded from the category of portrait painting.

China’s protrait painting has a long history. Histrorical documents show that it started from the Qin and Han Dynasties, ad-
vanced with great strides in the Tang and Song Dynasties, and prospered in the Ming and Qing Dynasties. The silk picture- The
Jade Dragon Going to Heaven unearthed from the tombs of the Chu in the Warring States Period is a portrait of the man in the
grave. The silk pictures of Tomb No. 1 of the Mawangdui, and frescoes of the Tombs of the East Han are also portraits of the men
in the graves. In the Jin-Tang Period portrait painting developed to a new stage. Literati and court painters were good at
“Xiezhao” . Gu Kai-zhi, Xie He and other painters attached importance to painting the eye, emphasizing conveying the spirit
through the appearance. In the Tang and Song Dynasties portrait painting was valued by the court. Painting range became larger.
Meritocracy , emperors, ministers and generals, also common people were taken as the objects. Painters produced many paper and
silk scrolls such as The Emperor’ s Carriage, and Emperors of the Past Dynasties by Yan Liben of the Tang Dynasty; Han Xizai
at a Night Feast by Gu Hongzhong of the Five Dynasties, and Listening to Dulcimer by a painter of the Song Dynasty, in which
the shapes are so accurate and lifelike , which reflects the high artistic level of portrait painting of the Tang Dynasty. In the North
Song Dynasty there spread many portraits of the emperesses. They were worshiped in the sacred temples as “Yurong” (the face of
the royal) . In these portraits images are solemn in facade, faces have distictive individualities. They can be considered as the
carliest “Rongxiang. "

After the South Song Dynasty figure painting gradually separated from portrait painting. Portrait painting went among the
people. With “Chuanshen” as its main task it became more and more professional and independent. In the Yuan Dynasty land-
scape painting grew to be the main current in the painting circles. Portrait painting fell into a tramping and vulgar skill for ar-
tisans. Painting was listed among the nine schools of thought and painting shops were among seventy-two occupations. The skill
of “Chuanshen” was always popular among the people. Painters made a living upon it. Unfortunately these painters were not
recorded in history. From the Yuan and Ming to Qing Dynasties figure painting gradually declined. A large number of portrait
painters made their appearance. The most famous ones are Wang Yi, Shen Xiyuan, Shang Xi, Zeng Jing, Xie Bin, Xia Gao, Jiao
Binzhen, Yu Zhiding, Luo Pin,Ding Gao,Gai Qi, Fei Danxu, Ren Yi and Xu Gu. Painters of different schools and different styles

were active in the painting circles.



For portrait painting there are deep-seated traditional skills and penetrating and incisive theoretical works-"Huajue”,
“Diyang” (Fenben). Those handed down are Secret of Xiexiang by Wang Yi of the Yuan Dynasty, Knacks of Chuanzhen by Weng
Ang of the Ming Dynasty, Knacks of Chuanshen by Jiangli, Understandings of Chuanzhen by Ding Gao,and Jiezhou™ s Learning of
Drawing by Shen Zonggian, of the Qianlong Period of the Qing Dynasty. All are good summing-ups and detailed introductions of
the experience of the traditional skills. They are a precious historical and cultural heritage.

Portrait painting at different dynasties went through deep changes in its development ,different schools and various styles were
formed. Local painters were active in their creations. Many fine works of anonymous painters are left. Their experience is worth
consulting.

This paper shall confine itself to the development of portrait painting in the Ming and Qing Dynasties.

Huizhou is the home of philosophers Zhu Xi, Cheng Yi and Cheng Hao. The Cheng-Zhu School of Philosophy had its pro-
found influence upon Huizhou. People of Huizhou were much confined by the feudal ethics and the patriarchal clan system.
Under the feudal ethical codes merchants from Huizhou came back to build houses, erect memorial temples and archways, compile
family trees and paint “Rongxiang” for their ancestors to spread influence of their patriarchal clans. Huizhou people called portrait
“Rongxiang . During the Spring Festival every family lighted lanterns, put up door couplets and hung Rongxiang of their ances-
tors. In memorial temples were hung lanterns, candle lights and portraits of the clan, temple, and patriarch leaders, and tablets
of ancestors. The celebration activity lasted from the Spring Festival to the Lantern Festival. This folk custom was kept till the eve
of Liberation of 1949. Officials, merchant princes gathered in village towns. They advocated “philial piety” and paid great at-
tention to ancestral portraits. Hence in annual festivals and family celebrations there was a great demand for “Rongxiang” and
“Xingletu” (merry-making drawing) in life time. So the trade of drawing Rongxiang developed in a big way during the Qianlong
Period. As a doggerel goes, “Gold is the drawing of the face, silver is the drawing of the flower, and the drawing of waters and
mountains leads to begging. ” Ancient Huizhou had a large population, but the fields were scanty. Hence commerce and handi-
crafts prospered. Several skills were spread among the people and local painters gathered together. Their skills were superh which
were passed on only among master and apprentice, and father and son. People learned painting through “Huajue” (secret of
drawing)and Koujue(a pithy formula) handed down through the lips of the people. The skill of drawing was a topsecret, as living
solely depended upon it. “Diyang” (Fenben-master copy )was especially treasured, and even more kept from others, as the saying
goes, “You can look at the mandarin duck embroidered, but you can never be let know the way to make it.  The backward
keeping-secret practice thus came into being.

In the early 1950s T went over to Huizhou to investigate and collect antiques. Then the movement of breaking through the
feudal superstitions was in full swing. Multitudes of clan registers and ancestral portraits became wastes and were scattered here
and there. The ancestral portraits were viewed as vulgar things. Few people liked to buy and collect them. Most of the portraits
were destroyed, and many important historical data were lost. 1 picked up what others abandoned and gathered more than 100
portraits of the Ming and Qing Dynasties. Many bear no names of painters. I visited old people, veteran artists, and dependents

and desscendants of late artists in order to find authors of the portraits, and the time and the place when and where those pictures



were produced. In the course of doing this I happened to get some important historical data including some “Huajue” and
“Diyang’.

From the investigation I came to know that the local portrait painting of Huizhou began to appear in the South Song Dynasty
and flourished in the Ming and Qing Dynasties. It had a history of about six hundred years. The time from the Wanli Period of the
Ming Dynasty to the Qianlong Period of the Qing Dynasty (C. 1573-1795) was its heyday. Portraits produced before the Ming
Dynasty are rarely handed down, and we have seen some facsimiles of the portraits of the Song and Yuan Dynasties. From the
portraits and “Diyang” (Fenben) kept in Anhui Provincial Museum we can see the portraits of Huizhou produced in the early Ming
Dynasty inherited the traditional techniques. In these portraits, like the ordinary plain and simple style of drawing of the Song and

applied 1o locate the five organs, with light ink to set off and

Yuan Dynasties, line was used to draw the outline, fine stroke w
colour line to make clear the five organs. The method belongs to the traditional single line coating. In the middle period of the
Ming Dynasty there was improvement and development in the techniques. Ink and colour were used to strengthen the light and
shade of the face, engendering a very strong stereoscopic feeling. The typical local style was thus formed. The portraits of Huizhou
in the late period of the Ming Dynasty were influenced by the  “Mogu Method” of the Zengjing School painters. Ink was mainly
used in portraying light and shade, and concave and convex of the face;layers upon layers of ink were applied to achieve vividness
and lifelikeness. The local painters learned from outside techniques. Traditional approaches mixed with the techniques absorbed
from the outside. Thus the portrait painting developed to a new high.

In the Qianlong Period the city of Yangzhou, with a highly developed economy, became a galaxy of talents. Many painters
gathered there. Among them were some versed in painting. They were Jin Nong, Luo Pin, Hua Yan, Gao Fenghan and Min Zhen
and Ding Gao. Ding Gao was also a painting theoretician. His skill of “Chuanshen” was outstanding which caught the eye of
Huizhou merchants. They introduced his work Qutstandings of Chuanzhen into the Huizhou district. The book was widely scat-
tered among the local artisans. The outstandings of Ding Gao fused into the local traditions gave great impetus to the development
of portrait painting in Huizhou.

From one hundred and sixty portraits of “Rongxiang” and“Diyang” collected from Wuyuan and Xiuning Counties we can see
new explorations made in the improvement of skills of portrait painting in Huizhou in the years of the Qianlong Period. Line was
chiefly used to outline the part of face. Light ink and heavy colour were applied to set off. Light and shade, concave and convex
were painted with colour. Colour line was used to portray facial features and five sense organs. Hence ink and colour became a
unified entity. The skin colour of old and young, their shades of the face, freckles, moles, and nevus of the aged and the eye
disease were so clear-cut and lifelike. The characteristics of portraits at this time might be summed up as follows : Importance was
given to both ink and colour, the image was exact, the character was distinctja stronger stereoscopic feeling was brought forth. All
this showed a peculiar style-the style of the epoch of portrait painting of Huizhou.

Portraits of Huizhou in the late period of the Qing Dynasty were influenced by foreign skills and paintings of the Haishang
School. Painters produced Merry-making Drawings for famous persons along with Rongxiang, thus enriching the content of por-

traits. Character’ s motions, and background of garden, wood, flower and tree were added. Yu Gui was a painter from Yixian



County in the Daoguang Period of the Qing Dynasty. Images in his Diyang and Xingletu of Yu Zhengxie are easy-going and
natural. They were chiefly painted with ink, helped with light but elegant colour. Heads of many characters in the Diyang served
as Fenben for persons in Merry-making Drawings.

At the Qianlong Period of the Qing Dynasty in Wuyuan County there was a painter named Wang Qilong. He and his son
Wang ziji took Xiezhen as the profession for three generations. They depended upon a copy of Ding Gao’ s Chuanzhen Xinling
(Understandings of Chuanzhen) and sixty pieces of Wang Qilong’ s Diyang of Chuanzhen in doing the job. These important
documents were collected in 1953 from the discendants of the family.

Ding Gao was from Dantu, another name of his was Hezhou. His family took Xiezhen for the occupation for five generations
since ancestor Yuchen. Ding Gao created his masterpiece Chuanzhen Xinling, his understandings of how to draw portraits. It is the
summing-up of his painting practice of many years. The blockprinted edition of the book is rarely found. But the book may be
found in Volume IV of Jieziyuan Painters’ Biographies. Ding Gao made his personal tacit understanding of drawing public. This
is praiseworthy. The book has 2 volumes, 25 chapters with methods of painting of forehead, sence organs, hair, complexion of
the face, air of blood explained in great detail. There is an appendix of 49 drawings among which The General Drawing of the
Facial Part and The Drawing of Santing Wubu (three stoppings and five positions )were specially favoured by local painters. A
whole set of cants served as the key to the secret and knack of portrait drawing written by our forefathers.

The traditional Chinese Chuanshen skills are different from those skills of western countries in portrait painting. The Chinese
Chuanshen skills aim at accuracy of the part, and distinctiveness in portrayal of the features, and attach special importance to
Chuanshen-the conveying of the spirit.

Chinese Chuanshen is not to be superseded by the art of photography. We should make a great effort in our study and sifting
of the precious experience left over by our forefathers in their artistic creations and try to absorh what is good and apply it to our

present day portrait painting.

August 1997
at Gufeng Hall

Translated by Zhang Zuwu
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