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PREFACE: THE MODERNITY OF LATER MING ART AND
CULTURE: FROM A COLLECTOR’S POINT OF VIEW

By Gary K. C. Ho

Chairman of Ho Chuang-Shih Calligraphic Arts Foundation

The first time | encountered Ming Culture was on a trip to Vancouver many years ago,
where | visited some high-quality furniture stores. The stores were dominated by ornate
and complex European furniture, so it was interesting to see Ming furniture in the mix (fig.
1). I later learned that these pieces brought prices at the very highest end of the auction
market, especially when professionally presented with strike marks. But in contrast to
T6th century European furniture, Ming furniture seems perfectly at home in a modern
setting. Its refined modeling, subtle design and vigorous lines made it a fundamental
influence for minimalist designers, who recognized that putting a Ming piece in some
pivotal position could create sublime effects. Seeing these pieces for the first time led to

a lifelong fascination with the temperament and culture of the Ming dynasty.

The second encounter was the Exhibition of Calligraphy in the Late Ming and Early Qing
Dynasty, which was mounted when the Ho Gallery of Calligraphic Arts Foundation was
established. The exhibition contained the works of people across the full spectrum of
Ming culture: eminent monks, martyrs, adherents, high-ranking officials, professional
calligraphers and scholars. | have since developed a passionate interest in collecting

works of late Ming calligraphy.

The third encounter was in 2000, when | heard an interview between a Western reporter
and American historian Jonathan Spence. When the reporter asked him when and
where in history he would want to live, he replied, “in Suzhou in the late Ming dynasty.”

Coming from such a respected scholar, | couldn't help feeling a sense of pride.

And the fourth was seeing Tang Xianzu’s 7% T H Peony Pavilion directed by Pai Hsien-
Yung 5E55, and being part of the Kun Opera tide that followed it (fig. 2). In 2001,
UNESCO recognized Kun Operas as Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage
of Humanity. | feel fortunate to have attended the classic performances of the Peony
Pavilion in Taipei and Suzhou. The performances became widely popular, as did a youth
version, which brought thousands of teenagers flocking to the opera. | initially thought
it was just an esoteric fad, but seeing audiences on their feet, in tears, after these

performances really moved and surprised me. I think it resonates because the scenes are



familiar to people today, tinted and amplified by a different time in history. The Japanese
scholar Aoki Masaru called Tang Xianzu the oriental Shakespeare and, coincidentally,
both dramatists died in 1616. But Tang Xianzu was more than a dramatist. In keeping
with the Ming passion for the cultivation of sensibility across all art forms, he was also a
groundbreaking theatrical director, historian, paleographer and the author of more than
2200 poems. And as if that were not enough, he was also a respected official whose
ideas about the treatment of criminals, expressed in a letter to the emperor, had a lasting

impact.

Once you are attuned to Ming culture, you see it everywhere. For example, | was in the
Pudong airport in Shanghai and saw GaoLian’s & (1573-1620) Zunsheng Bajian, Li
Yu's Zifi Xianging Ouji, Wen Zhenheng's Superfluous Things and Jicheng’s Yuanzhi in the
bookstore. | have come to realize that the lifestyles and aesthetic perspective of people
today are much more attuned to the late Ming dynasty than the world of Shakespeare.

And that is as true in West as it is in the Fast Asia.

Ming influence has only risen with revival of China’s economy. The ’Lucky Golden
Drum’ performance in the Beijing Olympics opening ceremony clearly expressed late
Ming dynasty sensibilities. It was a grand spectacle, earsplitting and overpowering, like
the Big Drum in Rengiu, Cangzhou that was created in the Wanli period of the late Ming
dynasty. It is said that the idea came from Liang Hongyu’s 4T £(1102-1135) story
about how she defeated the Jin army by banging her drum. Giant drums were used to
intimidate enemies, while inspiring advancing troops. Today, the drum commemorates
its historical use as a weapon of war in celebrations and festivals. During the Olympic
Games, China brought this primordial Ming drumbeat, amplified by electronic and

optical science, to the world.

A few days ago, | saw a genre painting scroll from the late Ming dynasty titled
Illuminations in Shangyuan, which was collected by antique collector Jeff Hsu {4:F;
&, and vividly captures Shangyuan’s prosperity at that time. In depicting the Lantern
Festival in Nanjing, it provides a glimpse into late Ming street life: bargaining tradesmen,
reveling crowds, fortune-tellers, storytellers, tourists, and servants set among buildings,
gardens, restaurants, and stalls. You can even spot experts examining and discussing

antiques in a market, just as they do today.

In spite of the sense of well-being captured in Ming artworks, the late Ming dynasty is
generally portrayed as a period of turbulence and confusion, with its doom in 1644 at
the hands of the Qing hanging over its head. In spite of the government corruption and
incompetence that eventually brought the dynasty down, the culture remained vibrant
throughout these years, nourished by a robust economy and new ideas introduced by
western missionaries. People in the cities became increasingly cultured, avidly pursuing

new forms of education and entertainment-drama, music, calligraphy, painting,
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collection, science and literature. In all artistic and intellectual endeavors, the late Ming

was a time of unprecedented innovation and advancement.

In contrast to previous dynasties, scholars in the late Ming dynasty had a great deal
of intellectual freedom. They were not bound to age-old Confucian traditions and its
regimen of classics, examinations and bureaucracy, so they could explore new ways of
thinking and new cultural pursuits. Ming artists also began to reflect and draw from a
broader spectrum of society, from wealthy professional painters to recluse scholars and

poets.

These free-thinking intellectuals, whose ranks included top officials, exerted
considerable political influence. During the Wanli period, the Donglin academy—the
local academy in the lower Yangtze region—provided pointed commentary on events
that brought it into conflict with the imperial bureaucracy. Subsequently, Fushe, the
patriotic literature organization led by Zhang Pu (1602-1641), took up the mantle of

Donglin, and continued opposition to the court eunuchs.

After 1644, life became more complicated and confusing. In keeping with imperial
tradition, some chose to follow the Ming emperor into death or die fighting for a lost
cause. Others, including artist-officials, became “officials of two regimes,” and went
on as before, but with diminished status and a sense of personal shame. And even the
monks in their mountain retreats bemoaned the coming of the Manchu Qing, who were
inherently suspicious of their new subjects. It made every opinion treacherous and, with
a momentary slip, you were either “in’ or “out.” For many, it was an era without hope,
and it is admirable and surprising how many of these intellectuals and artists continued

their work in the shadow of their fallen world.

Like the furniture, utensils in late Ming dynasty are notable for their sophistication and
sense of modernity. But there is something uniquely intimate about them. These were
things that were handled and used in everyday life. Holding them, 350 years seems to
melt away and their lives become tangible in our time and space. When Professor Mao
Wenfan £33 conducted research on late Ming culture, she found many of Fu Peimei’s
exquisite recipes in periodicals from the time, reflecting an opulent and complex
culinary culture. It corroborates the description of Ming lifestyles and manners recorded
in Gaolian’s Zunsheng Bajian, covering (in addition to cooking) subjects like ‘posing’,
‘personal care’, and “dressing’ which told Ming women how to make themselves
acceptable to society. Television shows like Xianging Ouji and countless commercials
carry on these traditions. The cavalcade of cosmetics, beauty treatments, ikebana, fish
culture, chess, painting, calligraphy, upholstery, garden design and other enticements

would be perfectly familiar to our Ming anscestors. We are really not that different.

Along with the arts, the late Ming era was a golden age for literature, which Jonathan
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Spence describes as flourishing to the end of the 17th century, reflecting a vibrant
cultural life. There was no single literary figure in China to match Shakespeare’s
achievement, but there were many sparks of brilliance. In the 1590s, Tang Xianzu
wrote a drama about young love entangled in clan conflict, whose plot structure and
characterizations are strikingly similar to Romeo and Juliet. Journey to the West became
China’s version of Don Quixote. The Ming era also gave rise to what would be called
“self-help” books in the West today. In fact, Zhu Bailu’sZ4{)%(1617-1688) Mottos on
Family life, Yuan Liaofan’s % 7 JL(1535-1608) Four Mottos of Liaofan, Hong Yingming’s
#LRZAH The Way of Plain Living (in the Wanli period in the Ming dynasty) still guide
many people’s daily lives today. And the era produced poetry, essays, philosophical

treatises and imaginative works that are among the treasures of world civilization.

Another area of unprecedented development in the late Ming dynasty was in science
and technology. By integrating traditional and foreign knowledge, Chinese inventors %
#JE generated significant advances. For example, New Ideas on Phonology by Zhu
Zaiyu (1536-1611) created systems for understanding and organizing sound that became
important to musical composition and instrument design, ultimately making instruments
like the piano possible. In the realted field of acoustics, Song Yingxing’s 5 R/ & On Qi
expounded on sound’s occurrence, propagation, interference and reception at a time
when these concepts were little known in the West. Tiangong Kaiwu, another epoch-
making book, broke new ground in industrial technology, outlining the production
process for food, clothing, fuel, shipbuilding, paper making, ceramics, mining and more.
A book by Xu Guanqi #:3t5(1562-1633) called The Complete Treatise on Agriculture
collected and built upon China’s long history of agricultural production, considering the
effect of geography, climate, breeding methods and so on. Xu Xiake’s accounts of his
extensive travels in China contain prototypes for a range of scientific fields: geography,
anthropology, geomorphology, hydrology, climatology, horticulture and geology. He
was one of the first to closely examine limestone to consider its formation, and he
investigated the source of the Yangtze River in Xu Xiake’s Travel Notes, recognized
as the original and authoritative geographical monograph on China. And there were
enormous advances in medicine. Li Shizhen’s Z=f7% (1518-1593) Compendium of
Materia Medica, a groundbreaking masterpiece, summarizes Chinese pharmacology
over thousands of years. It has been translated into Japanese, German, English, French

and Russian since the 17th century and its influence is impossible to measure.

As impressive as all these achievements are, to my mind the greatest of all were the
works of late Ming painters and calligraphers. With calligraphy in particular, this period
represents the peak of the artform’s development. Artists like Wang Duo F4% (1592-
1652, fig.3), Zhang Ruitu 5kE&E (1573-1641), Ni Yuanlu {7 CE4 (1593-1644), Dong
Qichang #HE (1555-1636, fig. 4) and Huang Daozhou #i& & (1585-1646) all
created masterpieces that are recognized around the world for their power and beauty—

works that express a time of passion and individuality. Ming painting saw the waning of
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the classical Wu school and its replacement by artists working in a range of new styles:
Dong Qichang’s Huating school, Zhao Zuo’s # = Susong shool, Shen Shichong’s jt+
7 Yunjian school, and those of famous artists like Mo Shilong 5% and Chen Jiru [%
ZK{%. These artists influenced the Jinling school, the Huangshan school , the Four Wangs
and the Four Monks at the end of Ming dynasty, as well as the Transfiguration school.

The late Ming is unquestionably a brilliant chapter in the history of Chinese painting.

I have found that my research into Ming relics and artworks constantly changes my
view of the era and opens up new avenues of inquiry. To me, The Cambridge Illustrated
History of China, is a vast storehouse of treasures reflecting all strata of society. It
said that the only positive viewpoint on Ming dynasty culture is from the bottom of
society up rather than the top down. The arbitrary behavior of the emperor, and the
court’s insulation from the military and civic realities faced by officials became a daily
insult. During this period, the population was growing, business and typography were
developing, and elites were gaining status in local communities. A civic culture that
existed beyond the reach of the imperial court gained strength. Traditional divisions
in Chinese society, dictated by proximity to imperial power, started to dissolve into a
culture shared by more people. With a secular culture emerging outside the realm of
government control, the art of the time became more personal and egalitarian, less
a matter of creating objects to gain favor among courtiers. The Ming dynasty shines
from below, not above. It confirms what Huang Zongxi 522 (1610-1695) said in his
Mingyi Daifang Lu: the blossoming or decay of the world never depends on one family,
but on all of the people in the world. In an age when Western military advances offer
nations unprecedented power, it is important to recognize that power derives from
culture far more than from weaponry. The “global village” always defeats the emperor in
the end, and | believe that the idea of a linked society outside of official power circles
took root in the Ming era. The History of late Ming Dynasty, by professor Fan Shuzhi
B in Shanghai, expressed the view that the period from the late 16th century to
the 17th century began a process of global sea trade between China and neighboring
countries and with England, Portugal, Spain, the Netherlands and their colonies in Asia
and America that continues today. As is the case today, these nations all maintained
trade deficits with China. In the Ming era, more than one third of the world’s silver was

absorbed by China.

Sadly, the Qing dynasty, with its autocratic politics and rage for control, unraveled the
cultural glory of the Ming period and sent China into a cultural malaise from which it is
just now staring to recover. Where the Ming embraced and integrated Western ideas (if
not the Westerners themselves) the Qing were isolationists who banned Catholicism and

other Western influences in the name of the “common people.”

The Ming dynasty presented a particularly difficult problem for many historians

supporting the rise of socialism. On one hand, this era represented an early form
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of economic vitality and cultural freedom that lent power to a civic culture outside
imperial control. But, as expressed in the work of Ray Huang, the free economy of
the time—a kind of early capitalism—caused imbalances that led to weakness and
corruption in financial management and political control. Fei Zhenzhong saw the Ming

era as a period of intellectual elitism and collective degeneration.

In my view, attempts to reinterpret the Ming era to support contemporary ideologies
misrepresent its complexity and richness and exhibit a basic misunderstanding of life at
that time. In building my collection, I try to take the Ming period on its own terms, with
a particular focus on literati calligraphy and painting. The more | read of the era, the

more appeal its culture has for me.

And there is so much more to learn. Although recent cross-disciplinary studies have
revealed much about the panorama of late Ming culture, there are still many avenues for
further research. It is this combination of inherent interest and new territory to explore
that makes this such an exciting field of study. My hope is to assemble a comprehensive
exhibition and symposium someday that attempts to reconstruct the cultural ecology
of the late Ming dynasty, including painting and calligraphy, literature and philosophy,
gardens (fig. 5), furnishings, fineries and other riches. We can then present this treasury

as a gift to this generation, from which they can draw cultural sustenance.
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