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Features of the Series
Masterworks of Chinese Figure Painting

BRTPEHRAYEZN, REFSAKERNE. RERILSRE. BES. AR5, R
E. BRE. ARIIEE. ks PRE. BRE10XKES. SHsESETH.

This is a chronological presentation of a series of ancient masterworks of Chinese figure. It consists of
the following volumes: the Warring States Period, the Qin and Han dynasties; the Wei, Jin and Northern
and Southern dynasties; the Sui and Tang dynasties; the Five Dynasties; the Northern Song Dynasty; the
Southern Song Dynasty; the Western Xia, Liao and Jin dynasties; the Yuan Dynasty; the Ming Dynasty;
and that of Qing Dynasty. Each section contains a number of albums.

NEERBEEHE. S8, RE. . ARL%E . B, FEEFZEMH, EHRLXAN
REBEVLIAN, REZAEIPRF.
The series covers scrolls, rock painting, lacquer painting, bas-relief line carvings on rock, block printing,

new year pictures and other genera. New archaeological finds will be included whenever possible.

BAHIHERERBYNBHAE S, FNSBIERIEFE AT, ERAER, BSEEED.
This series includes articles written by distinguished professors who are authorities in their field of art
history that present the stylistic evolution of figure painting through different periods of history. Each

painting included in the series is accompanied by a precise commentary, which is concise and expressive.
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Passionate Drama

— Figure Painting of the Northern Song Dynasty
(by Hu Dezhi)
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Passionate Drama—Figure Painting of the Southern Song

Dynasty
B by Hu Dezhi

The year 1127 saw the fall of the Northern Song Dynasty
(960-1127) under the forceful attack of cavalry troops of
Jin, the regime of the Nii zhen (Jurchen) people from
northern China. Zhao Gou, the ninth son of Emperor
Huizong of the fallen dynasty, established the Southern
Song Dynasty in Hangzhou (then named Lin'an) in
southern China, and re-established the imperial painting
academy in accordance with the old practice of the
Northern Song Dynasty

A noted difference between the Northern-Song painting
academy and the Southern-Song painting academy is
that the latter attached more importance to figure painting.

The Southern Song Dynasty was a time of political
instability. Fierce political struggle never ceased between
righteous and wicked scholar-officials, and between
those who insisted on recovering lost territory through
war with the Jin regime and those who advocated a
policy of appeasement. The figure painting of this time,
too, imbued with dramatic sentiments, poses a drastic
contrast to the Northern-Song naturalist art tinctured
with the artists' deep reflection on the world.

Li Tang (c. 1047-1130) was a pioneer of the Southern-
Song style of painting. Once a member of the painting
academy during the Xuanhe Reign (1119-1125), after
the fall of the Northern Dynasty he arrived at Lin'an after
an arduous journey and entered the imperial painting
academy again. His "Duke Wen of State Jin Returning to
his Home State" (¥ 32y & [E &) repainted after his

going south, still partakes of the style of Li Gonglin
(1049-1106, see "Symphony of Lines" in Masterworks
of Chinese Figure Painting, Northern Song Dynasty, p.
17, Wenwu chubanshe, Beijing, 2005). Duke Wen was
the sovereign of State Jin (covering part of the present-
day Shanxi, Henan and Hebei provinces in northern
China). When he was young, he was sent into exile in a
struggle over the appointment of the crown prince.
During his 19-year exile he suffered various hardships,
but he never abandoned his political ambition. When he
was 62, he finally returned to his state and assumed
sovereignty.

"Picking Vetch" (3% &) portrays Bo Yi and Shu Qi,
noble brothers of the 12th century BC. They lived under
the reign of the Shang Dynasty. When the new rising
regime Zhou launched an armed expedition to overthrow
the Shang, the brothers stood in their way trying to.stop
their horses and persuade them to give up the rebellious
movement. The leader of the new regime, of course,
refused to take their advice. Before long the Shang
regime was overthrown and the new Zhou regime was
established. The noble brothers refused to cooperate
with the conquerors. They fled into a mountain and
sustained their lives by eating the wild plant vetch. In the
painting "Picking Vetch" the artist abandons the
panoramic composition widely used during the Northern
Song Dynasty, and instead presents part of a scene, on
which the heroes appear in gigantic stature. The
composition sets off the mountain-like stable stature of
the noble men who prefer death from hunger to




cooperation with the conquerors. The concise garment
folding depicted with angular bending strokes echoes
with the rocks and trees with hard contours, suggesting
the weight and solemnity of the historical theme.

The Rationalist School of Confucianism of the Southern
Song Dynasty lays stress on the "five ethical principles”
governing the relationships between the sovereign and
his subjects, between husband and wife, father and son,
and among brothers as among friends. They advocate
ideal government of "benevolent rulers". They maintain
that scholar-officials should possess a perfect morality,
and that a chaste woman must never serve a second
husband (even should her first husband die). All these
ethical and political values put their stamp on the
Southern-Song figure paintings. "Breaking the
Balustrade" ({ft§i[®) portrays an upright and
straightforward minister by name of Zhu Yun asking the
emperor to punish the emperor's tutor, at the risk of
death. "Grading Seats" (%144 [&]) presents a court official
by name of Yuan Ang seating the imperial concubine to
a seat humbler than that for the empress. The artists
chose the climax of the event, i. e. the most dramatic
moment of each episode, to set off the relationship of
the characters and their personalities and mentalities.
Till then this mode of depicting events or protocols had
not been often employed in Chinese figure painting. The
dignity and kindness of the emperors, the humility and
elegance of the ministers, and the sedateness and prudence
of court ladies - all these perfect personal qualities
preached by Rationalists have been turned into visual
images by the academy painters.

Su Hanchen, who is said to have worked in the painting
academy 1119 - 1125, displays his creativity in paintings
about children. His "Children Playing in Autumn" ¥k H
W3k &) and "Children Playing in Winter" (% H B3k )
present a sister and brother in beautiful clothes playing
in a garden. The depiction is in brilliant colour and fine
strokes. The pictures are not only truthful to nature, but

move the viewers with the artist's veneration for life. In
the paintings even plants become an animated part of a
chorus against the tristful autumn and freezing winter.
Some critics hold the painting as a reflection of idle
leisure in the southern China where people who had lost
half of the territory maintained a humiliated existence.
I'd rather say the paintings combat the ugliness of war
and death with a eulogy to the beauty and dignity of life.
In the shadow of war, Southern-Song artists paid
unprecedented attention to presentation of children and
created diversified images. "Playing Ball Under Plantain
Tree" (ZfE diEk &) and "Children Playing in a Courtyard
in Autumn " (FKEEZE*%E) carry on Su Hanchen's
gorgeous style that consists of fine lines and colouring.
Yan Ciping, under the influence of Li Tang, depicts
buffalo boys among lakes and rivers in South China. In
spring breeze and summer drizzle they graze buffaloes,
call them, play with them and make them fight each
other...until frosty autumn and winter slip in. "Buffalo
Boy Returning Home in Wind and Rain" (JAF 1344 &)
by Li Di (serving in the painting academy 1163-1224)
crystallises all beautiful memories about a buffalo boy's
life. Living in the time after a peace treaty was agreed
between the Southern-Song and the Jin regimes, Li Song
is a sensitive and imaginative genius. Compared with
other artists' similar works, his presentation of children
is pregnant with meaning. "The Vendor" (fERE])
executed in hair-like fine strokes records customs of his
day and mitrors the change in children's life caused by
the expansion of the urban economy for commodities.
The fully metaphoric and mysterious painting "Play of
Skeletons" (4i8k4)*% &) inspires viewers' speculation
about life, death, karma and fate. During the Southern
Song Dynasty, the focus of figure painting has shifted
from history to contemporary life.

In a time of rapid development of urban material
production, the Southern-Song artists have a broader
horizon. Vendors, tea seller, puppet players, drama actors
in cities, peasants walking and singing in mountains,




fishermen in small boats, scholars reading by window in
a snowy day, literati playing music, weavers in thatched
houses, court ladies viewing flowers and the moon...
people from all walks of life are displayed in their
emotional, poetic pictures. Those masterpieces from the
artists' minute observation of life extraordinarily
demonstrate details in nature and daily life. Every plant
is masterfully depicted without a single faulty stroke.

However, being too punctilious about descriptions of the
physical aspects and minor details of life tends to produce
mediocre artists who show no distinct personal style. Ma
Yuan (active 1190-1225) was determined to open up a
new path by striking a balance between naturalistic
depiction and subjective expression. He boldly chooses
a section of the nature to present, pruning away the
remaining part, thus reducing the complicated objects to
simple forms. His "Walking and Singing" (#&5#k &) and
"Walking on Mountain Path in Spring" (IHZ2FTE)
ingeniously blend human figures and scenes of mountains
and water, infusing a musical and poetic quality into the
sparsely arranged paintings. His straight, vigorous and
terse brushwork makes an important link in the chain
from Li Tang to Liang Kai (serving in the painting
academy 1201-1204, see below).

When Ma Yuan and his followers make maximum use of
the devices of omission and suggestion, and their creation
tends to become stylised and manneristic, Liang Kai
liberates art by resorting to an outlook on nature rooted
in Chan (Zen) Buddhism. The unconventional close-up
composition in his "Eight Eminent Monks" (/\ & {& &)
and the free and accurate brushwork in his "The Sixth
Patriarch (of Chan Buddhism) Hacking Bamboo" (75fH.
W47 &) represent an artistic breakthrough. In his
"Portrait of an Immortal Depicted Using Splashing Ink
Technique" (7% Z&{li A &) he uses sweeping and free
brushwork saturated with ink. The miraculous strokes
and ink in his "Li Bai Walking and Chanting" (KX 0 f7%
[%]) have been praised as being "impetuous enough to
peal thunderbolts and penetrating into deep oceans", and

has rarely been seen since Shi Ke (see "The Wit of the
Meditator and the Passion of the Flower-singer",
Masterworks of Chinese Figure Painting, Five Dynasties,
p.- 17, Wenwu chubanshe, Beijing, 2005). The artist
displays the unrestrained and aloof personality of the
poet Li Bai and at the same time expressed his own
temperament and emotion. In the fusion of brushwork
and ink, the artist and the depicted figure have become
one and freely hover in the air. The appearance of Liang
Kai's figure painting in omissive brushwork (2 A4
i®]) marks a shift from objective and rational depiction to
subjective and symbolist expression that took place
during the Southern Song Dynasty. Since then the main
body of creative artists is played by Chan Buddhists and
scholars rather than academy painters. The Buddhist
artist Fa Chang (d. c. 1282) stood out and denounced the
traitorous Prime Minister Jia Sidao in a time when all
scholars were scared into silence by the power
monopoliser. Interestingly, the "Avalokitesvara" (W&
&) created by this undaunted monk shows mild
brushwork done by keeping the brush tip hidden in the
stroke and subtle and smooth ink application. The
composed and simple goddess meditating among dark
and tranquil rocks and waters soothes the people who are
suffering from the pain of repeated defeats in war. After
him, images of arhats and avalokitesvaras in free
brushwork became a dominant style.

In the interregnum of Southern Song and Yuan dynasties
(1206-1368) when China was again drowned in
bloodshed, Chinese artists carved out a niche in society
with their peculiar symbolist art. But this special form of
painting noted for its manifest intensity was contrary to
the literati taste for mildness and suggestiveness in art,
and thus is considered "crude, poorly executed and lack
of traditional expression modes". After the Yuan Dynasty
few artists carried on this tradition of art.




