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Foreword

In ancient China, koi fish, wild goose, messenger bird, and cloud were common metaphors for a letter. The letter was a media
of communication. It was the messenger that carried love of a person to his or her friends and family members in remote

places.

In the history of literature, many private letters of famous historical figures have been collected and admired for generations,
such as Sima Qian’s “A Letter to Ren’an”, Ji Kang’s “A Diffidation Letter to Shan Juyuan”, Wu Jun’s “A Letter to Zhu Yuansi”,
Wang Wei’s “A Letter to Xiucai Pei Di, Written in Mountains”, Bai Juyi’s “A Letter to Yuan Weizhi”, Su Shi’s “A Replying
Letter to Xie Minshi”, etc.

In the history of Chinese art, the calligraphy works in early times were composed of private letters. The Western Jin dynasty
scholar Lu Ji’s “Pingfu Tie”, known as the earliest calligraphy model in China, was a letter he worte to a friend. The works of
the famous calligraphers Wang Xizhi and Wang Xianzhi, available as either authentic works or copies, were mostly casually
written letters. These works are small and exquisite, like feathers falling from a bird flying through, representing the precious

light of dawn in Chinese calligraphy history.

The Shanghai Museum has a rich collection of Ming dynasty literati letters. Those left by Wu school artists are especially
remarkable in quantity and quality. As historical records, these letters offer a comprehensive understanding of the politics,
family life, and artistic life of the time. The Wu school artists” personal lives and experiences, their artistic concepts and
aesthetic tastes, their friend circles, and even the fashion in the literary and artistic world, were preserved in these works.
As artworks, they were written casually by artists in their most relaxed status, revealing their most true personalities and

unfeigned handwritings, thus allow nowadays readers to understand their art from a distinctive perspective.

The Shanghai Museum selected about 50 pieces that are valuable as both historical records and calligraphy samples for the
exhibition “Private Letters of Suzhou Wu School Artists”. Most of them have never been shown to public before. To present
more of their works, the catalog intentionally includes high quality pieces that are not shown in the exhibition. We wish these

works would help our readers to uncover Wu school artists’ private and artistic lives in the Ming dynasty.

Yang Zhigang
Director, Shanghai Museum
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Introduction to Private Letters in Chinese History and the Collection of
Ming Dynasty Literati Letters in the Shanghai Museum

Zhang Lei

Abstract:

In the beginning of the article, the author introduces the etymology of “chidu” (letters) in the history
of Chinese calligraphy. There are different terms refer to letters depending on the material they are
written on, which is also related to the evolution of writing media. The earliest physical evidence of
exchanging private letters dates back to the Spring and Autumn Period, and the letters were written
on wooden slips. By the Wei and Jin dynasties, private letters were regarded as calligraphy works
worth of appreciation and collection. This came along with the emergence of the early scholar-official
class, these officials” intention to express their spiritual world, and the inventions of new stationeries.
When a scholar’s calligraphy was highly valued, his private letters would be collected and used as
models to follow. Other than being appreciated as calligraphy works, the letters survived today are
important historical records that contain information of almost every aspect of the society of their time.
In the second part of the article, the author focuses on the letters of the Ming dynasty literati, which is
abundant in Shanghai Museum'’s collection, and discusses the calligraphy and artistic styles of several

representative artists.



