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SYNOPSIS

The court paintings in the Ming dynasty (1368-1644) occupied ,an ‘mportant position in the his-
tory of Chinese paintings. Especially within a period of more than eighty years during the successive
reigns of Xuan De (1426-1435) to Cheng Hua (1466-1486) and Hong Zhi (1488-1505), their scope and
achievements could be compared with the Painting Academy in Shaoxing during the reign of Xuan
He (1119-1125) of the Song dynasty. The Zhe (Zhejiang or Chekiang) school represented by Dai Jin (1388-
1462) was an important sect of paintings in Middle Ming dynasty. The court paintings and those of
the Zhe school had an origin in common, yet they were different in style. The former stressed on
magnificence and gorgeousness, while the latter tended to strength and boldness. Both succeeded the
painting tradition of “academic style” of the Song dynasty (960-1127) with developments and altera-
tions and possessed distinctive characteristics of the era. In attempting to make a systematic descrip-
tion of the main style of the above mentioned schools of painting, we selected and compiled a part of
the works as reference materials for study and research of museum workers, specialists in research of
fine arts and painting enthusiasts.

During the earlier part of the Ming dynasty, the nation was unified, politically and economically
stabilized; civilization and arts were under gradual development. Zhu Yuanzhang, (1328-1398) the first
Ming emperor, began to summon painters over the country to serve the court. The country became
more prosperous during the reign of Xuan De in economics, culture and other fields. The royal
family of Ming did not set up a special art.academy. The painters in the imperial service were ap-
pointed to various offices. Most of them were concentrated at Jen Zhi Hall, Wu Ying Hall and
Wen Hua Hall. Some of them were conferred with military titles of Office of Jinyi Royal Body-
guards, some were under the Imperial Ministry of Works, serving in the capacity of deputy director
of Wenshi Hall. In short, the titles corferred were rather complicated. A number of famous artists
came forth and there emerged a galaxy of talented people. Among the representative painters of the
Hong Wu period (1368-1398) were Zhao Yuwan and Zhou Wei who were noted for their landscape
paintings, Wang Zhongyu, Shen Xiyuan, Chen Yu, Chen Yuan as well as Sun Wenzhong who were
skilled in figure and portrait paintings. In the Yong Le period (1403-1424) Guo Chun and Zhuo Di
achieved fame as painters of landscape while-Bian Jingzhao and Fan Xian won distinction by their flo-
wers and birds paintings. Bian Jingzhao held official posts during the latter part of Yong Le and
the earlier part of Xuan De periods (1426-1435) and remarkable achievements in the field of paintings.
Among representatives of the Xuan De period, we may cite Dai Jin, Xie Huan, Shang Xi,
Shi Rui, Ni Duan, Li Zhai, Zhou Wenjing and Sun Long. During the Cheng Hua and Hong Zhi
periods, many other talented artists camz forth, the more famous ones being Lin Liang, Lu Ji, Wu
Wei, Lu Wenying, Wang E, Zhong Qinli as well as Zhu Duan who was well-known in the Zheng
De reign (1506-1521). The names of the above painters were recorded in painting history. They were
the first class well-renowned painters with great achievements. Besides, as mentioned in some his-
torical records handed down from ancient times, a few talented artists were made known, such as An
Zhengwen, Miao Fu, Liu Jun, Wang Chen, Zhou Quan, Ji Zhen, Huang Ji, Ji Sheng, Hu Chong, Yin
Xie and Zhu Zuo. Although no reference can be found in any documents or chronicle for most of
them, their works showed that their artistic technique in painting was splendid,



The ‘Ming dynasty .court paintings are characterized by their wide-ranging themes. For example,
figure paintings comprised historic stories or legends, royal easygoing life and religious Buddhas. In
addition, decorative paintings of landscape, birds and flowers, beasts, fish and insects were rich and

colorful.

The characteristics of the Ming court paintings originated from the styles of the academies of
the Northern and Southern Sdng dynasties, known as the academic style. The paintings of the aca-
demic style, painted in a very refined method, are scrupulously abide by moral standard. Some of
‘the Ming paintings are extremely colorful and gorgeous, belonging to the gomg bi school (elaborate
and realistic style of painting). While most of the artists of the Ming dynasty carried forward the
traditiens of Li Tang, Liu Songnian Ma Yuan and Xia Gui of the Southern Song period, they evolv-
ed styles of their own.

Many paintings appeared during the early Ming period. The most renowned among them are
two figure portraits — “Portrait of Tao Yuanming” by Wang Zhongyu and “Tao Yuanming’s Care-
fréee Mood” by Zhou Wei. Drawing in the simple and straightforward style, Wang Zhongyu’s pain-
tings were elegant and natural. The blue and green landscape by Guo Chun who followed the style
of Sheng Mao is also worth noticing, All >f these paintings still kept the features of the Yuan
mesters. “Bamboo and Crane” by Bian Jingzhao and Wang Fu jointiy developed a simple and na-
tural style.

The art of painting during the period from Xuan De to Cheng Hua and Hong Zhi (1488-1505)
took continuance of the academic style of the Song dynasty as its main asp=ct. Representative pain-
tings of these periods include ““A Get Together in the Apricot Orchard” by Xie Huan, “Liu Biao
Inviting Pang Degong” by Ni Duan, “Guan Yu Capturing Pang Dz" by Shang Xi, “Qin Gao Rid-
.ing a Carp” by Li Zhai, “Calling on Pu in Snowing Night” by Liu Jun. Evolved from the techni-
ques of Li Tang and Liu Songnian, Xie Huan’s brush and ink was relined and very realistic. Being
representative masterpieces of legendary paintings in the academic style, all attained a very high qua-

lity with different features. Birds and flowers painting was also the outstanding achievement in the

Ming dynasty imperial painting. Sun Long's ‘“Lotus and Swimming Geese” is an example of the
“boneless” me-gu style in which forms are built up with pale washes, and outlines are not used. Miao
Fu's “Algae and Fish” and Yin Xie's “Hawk Attacking Swan’’ are acknowledged as exquisite works
- of birds and flowers paintings. The .two gong bi paintings of Lu Ji — “Cassia, Chrysanthemum and
Pheasant” and “Pomegranate, Sanflower and Turkey” are representative pieces imitating the aca-
demic style of the Song dynasty. The steady, stark and often aggressive brush stroke which appear-
ed on “Bushes and Birds” by Lin Liang are typical of the innovative school of bird and flower pain-
tings in the academic style. Landscape paintings after the Xuan De reign are worthy of special at-
tention, which Li Zhai, Wang E, Zhong Qinli and Zhu Duan as the leading masters. We have
selected a few of their representative works in the album.

Parallelled with the Wu School in the history of Ming paintings, the Zhe School became a loose
name that was used to designate painters who followed the style of Dai Jin, with Xia Zhi, Chen Jing-



