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Art World in Jiangnan during the Ming and Qing Dynasties
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City development in China boomed during the Ming and Qing periods.
A city, as the regional centre of politics, economy and culture had a
varied, mobile population of diverse origins, forming a new class of urban
residents. In economically developed cities of the Jiangnan area, residents
were mainly scholars, merchants and craftsmen with a higher level of
literacy. Cultural life in cities thrived with the growing needs of these
people, rendering a flourishing of fiction, opera, storytelling and singing.
The visual arts also experienced rapid development with the emergence of

different schools of painting and the growth of printmaking.

Chinese society underwent tremendous changes from the mid-Ming
onwards. New economic patterns drew a large number of men of letters
to the cities, participating in various cultural occupations to make ends
meet. Artistic activities in Suzhou, Songjiang (present-day Shanghai),
Huizhou, Jinling (present-day Nanjing) and Yangzhou during the Ming
and Qing dynasties reflected a Chinese art world closely associated with

regional economies.
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The city of Suzhou (part of the Wu area) was the economic powerhouse
of Jiangnan and by extension, entire China throughout the Ming and Qing
periods. Artists of the Wu School, the leading school of literati painting in
mid-Ming, engaged in buying and selling paintings and calligraphic works
in Suzhou. For instance, Wen Zhengming and his sons, Wen Peng and
Wen Jia made a living from their literature, paintings and calligraphy, while
Wen’s nephew, Wen Boren worked as a professional artist in Suzhou and
Nanjing. The works of Tang Yin, another renowned artist active in Suzhou,
were done to cater the needs of his patrons; Qiu Ying however, was

fundamentally a professional artist.
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Fifteen views of the garden (selection)
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In late Ming, Dong Qichang of the Songjiang School proclaimed a
separation of literati artists from professional ones. It was a considered
strategy to raise the status of literati artists who were in competition with
professional artists. Dong Qichang in middle age was promoted rapidly,
finally attaining the post of Minister of Rites in Nanjing, with a generous
salary. However, this did not mean he never sold his works. On the
contrary, owing to his official status, his works were sought after by many
officials and nobles, with demand outstripping supply. Dong therefore
employed artists to work on his behalf, one of them being Zhao Zuo. Zhao
was a student of Song Xu, following the styles of Dong Yuan, Mi Fu, Huang
Gongwang and Ni Zan. Having an artistic style similar to Dong Qichang,
Zhao succeeded in displaying the essence of Dong’s brushwork, becoming
a well-known ghost-painter for him. These changes reflected the rising

commercialization of literati painting.
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The growing popularity of literary fiction during the Ming dynasty
stimulated a boom in the publishing industry. Fictional works with
accompanying delicate illustrations became fashionable among the leisured
class in cities, and printed material was widely distributed. To make
the graphics more attractive, publishers would invite famous artists to
illustrate these works. Chen Hongshou, renowned for figure painting, was
commissioned to do illustrations for the classic, Romance of the Western
Chamber. Chen also created a set of cards depicting figures derived
from the popular Water Margin. Another artist engaged in woodblock
printmaking was Xiao Yuncong, a native of Wuhu, Anhui. In late Ming the
publishing business flourished in Huizhou, and Xiao’s works, including On

Encountering Trouble and Landscapes of Taiping, were especially created

for print.
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#EME Xiao Yuncong (1596 — 1669)
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Landscapes of Taiping - Mount Jing
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Landscapes (selection)
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Social and political unrest during late Ming and early Qing required a
large number of literati artists to make a living from painting. Many former
Ming officials and scholars chose to live in seclusion during this period. In
order to escape political
persecution, some of them
became Buddhist monks
or Taoist priests, gradually
forming an art and cultural
circle of monks, priests
and hermits. Among them,
descendants of the Ming
imperial family such as Zhu
Da and Shitao as well as
Hongren and Kuncan were
the best known, collectively
celebrated as the Four
Monks. Grand tours of
China became a fashion
during the Ming, with Mount
Huang becoming a premier
attraction soon after. Shitao,
Hongren, Kuncan and Mei
Qing were active in Xin'an
(part of Anhui) and drew
inspiration from Mount
Huang, forming a unique
painting style. Together
with other loyalist artists in
Anhui such as Cheng Jiasui
and Zha Shibiao, the artists
founded the Xin’an School

of Painting.
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Lotus and mallard
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M Mei Qing (1623 — 1697)
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Scenic spots of Mount Huang (selection)
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Remote from the prosperous towns of Jiangnan, the mountainous terrain
of Xin’an was by no means an affluent place. However, the rise of Huizhou
merchants in mid-Ming energised the local economy, eventually supporting
the formation of a unique culture. Huizhou merchants liked to enhance
their cultural status by collecting paintings and calligraphic works. The
works of 14th-century Ni Zan were regarded as sophisticated, and works
similar in style to Ni Zan, such as those by Xiao Yuncong, Hongren, Cheng
Jiasui and Zha Shibiao were highly pursued by the Huizhou merchants for
their collections. Hence, Huizhou merchants became the major patrons
of Xin’an artists. Particularly during the political unrest in late Ming, the
merchants provided substantial financial support to the loyalist artists

secluded in Mount Huang.
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Jinling was a famous historical city, the hub of politics, economy,
transportation and culture in the Jiangnan area during the Ming dynasty.
It was a place where a great number of literati and artists lived. However,
many of them were forced to relocate elsewhere in times of war. After
Jinling gradually recovered from the social turmoil of early Qing, artists
soon returned to the city. Some were loyalist artists, refusing to take any
official position in the new regime, choosing to sell their works for a living.
At the time, Gong Xian, Fan Qi and others were known as the Eight Masters
of the Jinling School, yet their painting styles were different from each
other’s and there was no direct teacher-student relationship. These artists

were catergorised by later generations as the Jinling School of Painting.
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Hangzhou and Yangzhou were also [N
prosperous cities. Hangzhou was a L A—
market threshold and travel destination
with many wealthy merchants and literati
residents. Professional artists were
also attracted to stay to earn a living,
such as Chen Hongshou who settled
in Hangzhou selling paintings in his
later life. Yangzhou was an important
commercial centre during the early
Qing. The rise of salt merchants brought
unprecedented economic prosperity
to the region. Cultural activities and
gatherings were very popular, attracting
huge numbers of literati and artists
throughout China to the city. A massive
art market gradually formed. Shitao,
returning from the capital, chose to stay
in Yangzhou for his remaining years, his
distinct style inspiring many later artists
such as the Eight Eccentrics of Yangzhou.
The people of Yangzhou were fond of
collecting novel things. In order to suit

the taste of their patrons, Yangzhou artists

chose to use eccentric subject matter and
unconventional techniques. Among them,
the most representative included Jin
Nong, Zheng Xie, Luo Pin, Huang Shen
and Li Fangying.
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Bamboo shoots of Jiangnan
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Jinling, Yangzhou and Hangzhou were connected by canals, and the
activities of artists centred around these cities. Eminent literati artists
such as Wang Hui and Yun Shouping frequented the area. Yun in
particular, associated with different cultural elements while making a
living as a professional artist meeting the needs of merchants and nobles.
Distinguished professional artists in these cities included Yu Zhiding and
Jin Tingbiao from Yangzhou, who later served at the Qing court, with their
exquisite and refined painting style reflecting not only royal taste but a

trend different from literati painting.
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