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Art of Flower and Bird Paintings of
Lin Liang and Lu Ji

Zhuang Jiayi

Lin Liang and Lu Ji were the famous painters in the imperial court of the Ming Dynasty, respectively be-
ing adept in producing paintings of flowers and birds, who could be called double art stars shinning in the
sky. Their arts have occupied a very important position in the Chinese ancient history of painting. But the
materials of their life accounts recorded are not very much since, up to the Ming Dynasty, the paintings by
man of letters were prevalent and the artist who was holding office in the imperial court was regarded as an
artisan — painter without having an important position in the social status. Since there were various aesthetic
tastes and standards, the evaluations on the court paintings were relatively low. Therefore, there was no one
specialized in composing comparatively detailed autobiographies for these painters. Up to now, we have still
not found out the exact dates of birth of these two artists and known much about the circumstances of their
drawings in the imperial court. In accordance with the materials pieced together, I would like to give an in-
troduction to their biographical lives as well as their art activities respectively before commenting on the

achievements which Lin Liang and Lu Ji have made in the art of painting.

Recorded in the history of painting, “Lin Liang styled himself Yi Shan, born in Guangdong, and had
the official title of Jinyiwei Zhihui” [1], and “he was recommended during the years of Hongzhi to hold office
in the Hall of Renzhi”[2]. In the Guangdong local historic materials, there is a little more information about
Lin Liang: “Lin Liang styled himself Yi Shan, born in Funanbao. He was smart and quick — witted when he
was young. He served in a department of a provincial administrative government. He was good at painting
birds with ingenious composition, whose unusual talents were unknown to others at the beginning. Chen Jin,
the president of the government, borrowed a well — known painting for self — appreciation. Standing by the
side, Lin gave critical comments on the faults of the painting. Chen gave way to unbridled fury and wanted to
torture him. Lin made a self — statement about his painting ability. Chen was so much startled about his
miraculous work in which he tested his talent at once. Since then, he was very quickly promoted.” “Later,
he entered directly into the Hall of Renzhi under the instruction of the Ministry of Works, conferred upon
Jinyi Zhenfu.”[3] Given the above mentioned materials, it can be known where Lin Liang’ s place of birth
was and what he did in his early years at his home town. Chen Jin, who was mentioFned in the historic ma-
terials, was a successful candidate in the highest imperial examinations on the twelfth year of Zhengtong (AD
1447), and, later, on the sixth year of Jingtai (AD 1455), he was appointed as President of Guangdong
Province and relieved of his office on the first year of Tianshun (AD 1457). It is only during such two or
three years when Chen Jin was holding office that Lin Liang could encounter him. If it was counted twenty
years for his age at that time, Lin Liang might be born in about the first year of Zhengtong (AD 1436).
Nevertheless, there is an error in the above mentioned historical record as to the time of his entrance to the
palace during the years of Hongzhi (AD 1488—1505). His main activities of art creation should be carried
out during the years of Tianshun (AD 1457—1464) and the years of Chenhua (AD 1465—1487). In the

historical materials, there are two statements that Lin Liang had ever held two positions in the imperial court



—“Jinyi Zhenfu” and “Jinyi Zhihui”, which only goes to prove the fact that he was promoted in the imperial
court. The court artists of the Ming Dynasty were respectively under jurisdiction of the imperial supervisor
who was in charge of the imperial uses for the emperor and were conferred on the title of Jinyiwei Wuguan,
among whom the highest rank was Jinyidu Zhihui, and the following in order were Jinyi Zhihui, Jinyi
Qianhu, Jinyi Baihu and Jinyi Zhenfu. Having produced a large amount of works of flowers and birds in the
imperial court, Lin Liang enjoyed a very high prestige and, therefore, occupied a quite high position. The
son of Lin Liang succeeded his profession. In accordance with the record in the book of Compendium of
Painting History written by Zhu Moyin of the Ming Dynasty, “Zi Jiao styled himself Zi Yuan and carried out
his father’s profession”, and he also “was adept in feather patchwork of ink and wash. He was granted the
title of Jinyiwei Zhenfu, serving in the Hall of Wuying since he ranked first in the examination for the selec-
tion and enrollment of court painters in the seventh year of Hongzhi (AD 1494)” .[4] It is quite common in

the court painting history of the successive dynasties to see that the father and son concencrated in the imperi-

al court.

Lin Liang’s art of painting gives priority to the paintings of flowers and birds. Nevertheless, in accor-
dance with the recorded history, he had, in his earlier years, followed Yan Zhong, a famous painter of land-
scape in Lingnan Area, learning landscape painting, and then studied the figure painting under another
painter, He Yin. But, his achievements on these two aspects have never surpassed the accomplishments he
made in the scope of his paintings of flowers and birds. “There were Lu Ji earlier and Bian Jingzhao later,
During the past hundred years of bird paintings; From the two painters indifferent techniques but different
meanings, Show their brushwork with their staring eyes; Only with Chinese ink did Lin Liang create birds,
Which were sweeping the cloud black upon the silk opened; Exquisite and vivid birds in water and on land,
Were adding glitters and vitality to the room.” [5] This is a poem composed by Li Mengyang of the Ming
Dynasty to praise Lin Liang’s paintings. It can be learnt from the comments by the predecessor that Lin
Liang’s paintings of flowers and birds have two characteristics. On one hand, he “produced flowers and
feathers in colors with ingenious craftsmanship.” [6] On the other, he “created birds and trees in Chinese
ink as if he wrote grass script with an energetic hand .” [7] At present, a large amount of his compositions
which have been preserved belong to the latter. The works can be seen the delicacy of lines and beauty of
form without application of any colors. Although his works are done with ease and verse, the importance is
attached to the modeling of an object, which becomes vivid and vigorous, without any fault of “seeking no

similarity in form” in haste and carelessness.

The scroll of Birds in the Bush, which is being kept in Beijing Palace Museum, is one of Lin Liang’s
representative paintings of flowers and birds. This is a paper scroll of painting in light shade of ink and wash.
It depicts many birds are flying in the scrub forest. Its composition is very appropriate in density, being ap-
plied by the brush and ink in flexibility and diversity. A wild sphere of vision is spreading from such a narrow
hand scroll in which the rich content is arranged, which makes the onlooker feel the vastness of nature in
such a small compass. Although the painting is done only in black and white without any other color and lus-
ter, it also gives the feeling of a riot of colors in brightness. The scroll of Double Hawks (kept in the Muse-
um of Guangdong Province) is another of Lin Liang’s masterpieces. In this painting, the two hawks with
flashing eyes are squatting on a huge rock in snow. Their feathers are patched in light ink by a thick brush,
which express the strong downy feeling without any obvious outlines. Their eyes, olecanons and talons are
outlined explicitly and precisely with vigor and force of a brush, which make the onlooker feel keen and

acute. The whole sky is covered with light ink added with a little of cyanine, but some hollow strokes in

oblique narrowness are left to express the snow flakes flying about in the sky, which makes the tableau sub-




stantial and touching. This piece of work fully evinces the creator’s craftsmanship of brush and ink. Some
other similar compositions are Double Hawks kept in Beijing Palace Museum, Double Hawks kept in the Mu-
seum of Guangdong Province, Double Hawks and The Hawk in Autumn kept in Taipei Palace Museum, etc.
In addition, Lin Liang often composed birds such as wild geese in reed, magpies and peacocks etc., which

are of temperament, vividness and interest.

Lin Liang did not write anything else on his paintings besides his signature, which may not be advanta-
geous to understand his creative process and other relative information concerning his works. But, on the oth-
er hand, it shows his position as a court artist, since other court artists in the successive dynasties never put

down anything else on their works.

Lu Ji, who enjoyed the same reputation with Lin Liang, “styled himself Ting Zhen, born in Siming
(now Ning Po in Zhejiang Province).” [8] His nickname was a “Happy Fool” [9] with unknown date and
place of birth. Lu Ji “started learning to paint flowers and birds from Bian Jingzhao. Looking at his

paintings, Yuan Zhonggie sensed that he was above Jingzhao. Therefore, he invited Lu Ji as a tutor at home.
Since Lu Ji had imitated the famous paintings of the Tang and Song Dynasties, his paintings were Becoming
fine works of art, an unparalleled giant among dwarfs at his time.”[10] Later he “was recommended to hold
office in the Hall of Renzhi, and promoted to Jinyi Zhihui” .[11] Lu Ji had two sons to learn from him, Lu
Gao and Lu Tang, who could respectively have passed down his father’s artistic skills. [12] The time for Lu
Ji to serve in the imperial court should be during the years of Chenhua (AD 1465 — 1487), whose paintings
were very prevailing during the years of Hongzhi (AD 1488 — 1505). Hanghui, who was later than Lu Ji,
wrote in his poem of Collection of Double Brooks : “Lu Ji directly went into the Hall of Mingkuang as Zhihui,
serving the Emperor Xianzhong. A plate of gold and silver were bestowed to him, for the emperor beamed
with delight upon his brushwork.” At the beginning of the years of Chenhua when Lu Ji went into the
palace, Lin Liang’s paintings were sweeping the imperial palace, and, therefore, the style of LuJ i’s draw-

ings at the early time in the court was quite similar to Lin Liang’s.

Lu Ji’s works preserved in the world are fewer than Lin Liang’s, whose painting style can be divided
into two categories. On one hand, by means of a vigorous and unrestrained brush, Lu Ji creates his painting
mainly of ink and wash with somewhat light colors. On the other hand, the painting is drawn in gaudy colors
with fine brushwork, which has the pattérn of splendid and imposing ornaments in the imperial court. As far
as the time concerned, it is the artistic style of Bian Jingzhao— fine brushwork and close attention to detail—
that he started learning at his home town. After entering the palace, he is much influenced by Lin Liang’s
artistic technique — ink and wash work with light colors. And then he picks up the style of fine brushwork in
heavy colors again. It seems that the direct reason for him to change his drawing style, especially from the
style of ink and wash with light colors to that of fine brushwork with heavy colors, is to cater.to the different
tastes of the different emperors. Straightly speaking, the appreciative taste of the Emperor of Hongzhi, Zhu
Youtang, was not the same with that of his father, the Emperor of Chenhua, which has brought about the

differences in Lu Ji’s painting style early and later.

The scroll of The Hawk and the Egret in the Ruined Lotus (kept in Beijing Palace Museum) is one of
LuJi’ s representative compositions of ink and wash with light colors. This is a very interesting painting
which depicts the two beings in nature are fighting for survival. In the picture, sweeping past in the sky and
downthrusting, a goshawk is staring with the sharp eyes at an egret which is looking for food by the lotus

pond. Flapping its wings and screaming, the egret is scurrying off into the reeds, trying to escape the sharp



— pointed peck and cute talons. On the down part, the painter draws a patch of dilapidated reeds and ruined
lotus leaves with a technique of scattering and batching, a scenery of desolation and awful killing. All of these
add a fit of emotional turbulence, which has successfully highlighted the atmosphere of the inclusive tragedy.
Recorded in the history of painting, Lu Ji “was summoned to the palace to paint and made a new approach
without going beyond the emperor’s taste.” [13] What significance implying in this kind of paintings needs
to be farther studied. The painting style of The Hawk and the Egret in the Ruined Lotus is quite closer to
that of Lin Liang’s works, and therefore, it can be determined that it was drawn during the years of Chen-
hua, belonging to the earlier works of Lu Ji. The scroll of Birds in Osmanthus and Chrysanthemum (kept in
Beijing Palace Museum) is Lu Ji’s representative composition in heavy colors. This painting is done by the
fine brushwork, “whose form was drawn to the real” and neglected no detail consciously and meticulously .
The colors are “applied to each different creature,” splendid and imposing. In the picture, the animal and
plant do have the implication of certain lucks and blessings, which accord with the requirement of the decora-
tion and beautification of the imperial court. The painting style of this painting is totally different from that of
The Hawk and the Egret in Ruined Lotus, which must have been done during the years of Hongzhi, belong-
ing to the masterpiece Lu Ji made in his mid — later period. Recorded in the history of painting, Lu Ji “paint-
ed a hen on a wall for fun, around which the alive cocks were playing while crowing.” [14] As to such a sto-
ry, it can be seen from the words of praise to Huang Quan, who was a court artist of Xishu of the Five Dy-
nasties: “(Huang Quan) drew flowers and birds in the four seasons on the Hall of Bagua. A hawk was flap-
ping its wings repeatedly towards it when seeing a pheasant painted on the wall.” [15] Lu Ji’s such composi-
tion can corroborate the above written record. There is only one figure painting among Lu Ji’s compositions
handed down from the ancient times, that is, the scroll of The God of Longevity, which is being kept in Bei-
jing Palace Museum. In this fine piece of work, Lu Ji painted a figure in the folk legend — an old immortal
of longevity. An old immortal is also called the God of Longevity, which is the symbol of having a long life.
In the painting, an old immortal is standing, cupping one hand in the other to the sky with a sika by his side.
It can be seen that this painting is created for somebody so as to congratulate his birthday. In the seventh
chapter of Travel to the West, which is a novel of gods and spirits, Wu Chenen of the Ming Dynasty has
made the following delineation to an old immortal: “In the skies appears an old man, whose hands are cup-
ping glossy ganoderma in the floating mist. With a long head, large ears and a short body, he is called the
God of Longevity in the Area of the South”. An old immortal under Lu Ji’s brush tallies with the figure in
the literary works. This is not a mere coincidence, but it is the common understanding from the works of lit-
erature and art. In regard to the writing in the painting, Lu Ji wrote nothing but his signature (sometimes

adding his place of birth) as Li Liang did.

In the developing course of the Chinese painting of flowers and birds, there is always a statement that
“The paintings of the Huangs are in rich and bright colors, and Xu Xi’s are in wildness”. [16] “The
Huangs” refer to the artists, Huang Quan and his two sons — Huang Jucai and Huang Jubao during the time
from Xishu of the Five Dynasties to the beginning of the Northern Song Dynasty. They were early or late
serving in the imperial court, adept in drawing rare fowls and strange animals with the style of applying rich
and heavy colors. The latter refer to Xu Xi and Xu Zhongci, the father and the son. They were also living in
the period from the Southern Tang of the Five Dynasties to the beginning of the Northern Song Dynasty.
They mostly paint wild flowers and birds with the style of wildness, simplicity and elegance. Thus, they
form the two schools in the paintings of flowers and birds. And later, it is on the basis of these two schools

that the painting of flowers and birds is developing and changing constantly, which gradually brings about

colorful and various styles. Generally speaking, the paintings for the imperial court are of the style of majestic




splendors and those prevalent among the folk people are of the style of wildness. But, it is not always the
case. Once a style is fashionable, it will impose great influence upon the surroundings as well as upon the fol-
lowing. Therefore, the two styles of splendor and wildness in painting flowers and birds are infiltrated and
harmonized with each other in its evolution, which gradually results in the fact that there is not very clear and
obvious distinction between them. We can clearly see from the works of Lin Liang and Lu Ji, the court artists
of the Ming Dynasty, that there is a phenomenon of both distinction and correlative infiltration and combina-

tion.

It is the common understanding out of the research upon the Chinese ancient history of the fine arts that
the court painting of the Ming Dynasty is adopted the style of the Song Dynasty, segregating the Yuan Dy-
nasty. The Emperor of Hongzhi of the Ming Dynasty has once called Wang E, an artist serving in the imperi-
al court, “Today’s Ma Yuan.” [17] “(the Ming Dynasty) The school of the Academy inherited the school of
Zhao, Li and Liu of the Southern Song Dynasty.” [18] “(the Ming Dynasty) The style of the Imperial Art
Academy was mainly under the dominance of Ma Yuan and Xia Gui and each artist had his own speciality in
painting landscape, or flowers, or birds, or figures. But at the same time, they did have gifts in many ways,
and it was not rarely seen in the Imperial Art Academy that an artist was good at painting various themes,
which was the tradition of the Imperial Art Academy of the Southern Song Dynasty.” [19] “Although there
were not many such court artists of figure paintings (the Ming Dynasty), they did follow the painting style of

the Academy of the Song Dynasty.” [20]

Though there is difference between the styles of Lin Liang and Lu Ji, their styles, traced to their
sources, are still those of the Imperial Art Academy of the Song Dynasty. Lin Liang inherits the fine brush-
work of ink and wash, whose style is very simple and elegant, and the brush movement is unrestrained and
running. On the other hand, Lu Ji inherits the painting style of applying heavy colors from the Xunhe Art A-
cademy of the Northern Song Dynasty, whose painting technique is standard and neat with bright and color-
ful pigments. From the above quoted historical materials, Lu Ji’s paintings are very realistic as well as true to
life, which is the essential tradition of the court painting in the ancient China. Li Liang’s style is an excep-
tional case in the imperial court, belonging to the minority. Therefore, during the years of Hongzhi, Lu Ji’s
painting style takes over that of Li Liang, occupying the mainstream of the court paintings of flowers and

birds in the Ming Dynasty.

In addition, there is an interesting story drawn from Lin Liang’s and Lu Ji’s places of birth. Lu Ji was
born in Siming (now Ning Po in Zhejiang Province) and Li Liang was born in Nanhai (now Guangzhou in
Guangdong Province). They were the points of start and termination of the precipitate retreat line of the
~ regime of the Southern Song Dynasty, while they were attacked by the cavalry of the Yuan. The small impe-
rial court of the Southern Song Dynasty retreated from Linan (now Hangzhou of Zhejiang I.)rovince) to the
South, through Fujian Province to Guangdong Province. There were over a hundred thousands of entourage
and court servants, among whom there must be a lot of court artists of the Art Academy. While they were on
the way of retreating, the painting style of the Art Academy of the Song Dynasty was passed down from gen-
eration to generation among the folk people of the Provinces of Zhejiang and Fujian. Up to the Ming
Dynasty, these artists who had the painting style of the Imperial Art Academy of the Song Dynasty emerged

as the times required, who became the mainforce of court paintings of the Ming Dynasty.
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