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Historical Development

Shoujuan (handscroll) or simply juan (scroll) is a
unique format of Chinese painting. Compared to the
other major formats of Chinese painting including zhou
(hanging scroll) and ce (album leaves), the handscroll
is an art form of great charm and fascination. Before
the invention of silk and paper, Chinese literary records
were written on the surfaces of bamboo or wood. A
strip of bamboo with writing is called jiczrz while writing
on wood is called du. Characters are written from top
to bottom. A literary passage is written on a number of
strips and the strips are arranged and strung up as ce
or album. These strung-up strips are rolled up from left
to right during storage and opened from right to left
for viewing. In a rolled form, it is the prototype of
juan or handscroll.

A standard handscroll format consists of five major
components, tantou, qian geshui, buaxin, bou geshui
and tuowei. Tiantou or “top of the sky” is a panel of
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blank silk that acts as protection for the scroll when
rolled. Qian geshui or “preceding separating-the-water”
is a narrow intervening section that is positioned before
the painting proper. Huaxin or “heart of painting” is
the painting proper. The painting section is followed
by the hou geshuior “rear separating-the-water”, which
functions like the gian geshui, is a panel of blank silk
that comes between the painting and the tuowei or
“dragging tail”. The tuowei is the end piece where a
space of infinite length can be provided for inscriptions
by contemporaries or later admirers and critics of the
painting. For decorative purpose, the silk backing may
consist of panels of differing patterns and colours and
the tying pins range from common bamboo and wood,
to rare and precious materials such as ivory, horn,
porcelain, jade, etc. Gl fig. 1)

Viewing a handscroll

As a handscroll is unrolled from the right to the
left on the one hand, the other end is being rolled up.
Therefore, the viewer sees only the portion of the scroll
unrolled between his hands, about an arm’s length. As
the handscroll unrolls sequentially, thus, there is an
element of time inherent in the unfolding of the visual
narrative. The viewer changes the scenes himself at his
own speed. The painted panorama moves and changes
slowly and steadily before his eyes. Scenes appear and
disappear one after another. This movement in time
and space distinguished handscroll art.

| 2 fig. 2




Subject matter and composition of
handscroll painting

Spatial arrangement of a handscroll can be
manipulated with great freedom and imagination. For
example, Yu Zhiding's (1647-after 1713) Flowers, fruits,
vegetables and insects (m fig. 2) was painted without
the discomforting awareness of displacement of time
and place. Flowers, fruits and plants that grow in
different seasons and physical conditions are shown in
a grand parade. The artist meticulously arranged the
multiple elements and set up a rhythmic pattern that
leads the viewers through an appealing visual
exploration. The time element involved in the unfolding
process of a handscroll gives allowance to sometimes
even illogical temporal or spatial juxtaposition.

Compositionally, a short handscroll may contain
one single scene and a long handscroll can be made
up of multiple scenes. A short monoscenic handscroll
may contain a small compact composition like that on
an album leaf. In that case, the format of the mounting
has little special bearing on the composition itself, such
as Orchids and bamboo in the style of Guan Daosheng
by Ma Shouzhen (1548-1604). ([ 1] fig. 3)

In the Xubaizhai Collection, there are plenty of
examples in which multiple scenes evolve into one
another. Lan Ying’s (1585—ca,1664) Orchids, bamboo
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and rock (m fig. 4) depicts the various modes of the
orchid in the different stages of its growth cycle. In this
kind of multiscenic arrangements, there is no necessary
chronological or causal relationship between one
section and another.

Zhang Mu’s (1607-1683) Deer hunting ([11fig. 5)
and Tuo Pin’s (1733-1799) Ghost amusements ([ 1] fig. 6)
are two scrolls in this collection that make ingenious
use of the handscroll composition. The colorful and
vivacious Deer bunting harks hack to the great Tang
dynasty tradition of the aristocrats’ hunts or polo games,
The casual ambience of Zhang's hunting scene has taken
departure from the grand old tradition.

The casual freedom is even more fully
demonstrated in Luo Pin’s Ghost amusements. The main
characters, in situations were depicted in the principal
hells as described in various Buddhist scriptures, form
the subject of this vivid scroll painting. The depiction
of the suffering in hell often focused on the horrors of
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hell to encourage piety in their devotees in order to
attain rebirth in the Paradise. Moreover, Luochans by
Ding Yunpeng (1547—-after 1621) (mﬂg. 7) is another
example of the depiction of Buddhist themes.

Various sorts of repetitive techniques are used to
develop a story and to keep the identity and the actions
of the main characters clear to the viewer. The most
common method is to show the main figure again and
again in front of a changing background — a technique
that works particularly well with the handscroll format,
in which scenes can be smoothly and continuously
changed. The technique is applied in Yang Jin's (1644—
1728) Landscape in the style of Shen Zhou ( AR fig. 8),
the scholar in red robe, who is the main character in
the painting, is pictured several times in the picture:
seated in the thatched hut, crossing the bridge or
overlooking the river scenery by the pavilion on the
top of the cliff.

Within these groups of landscape paintings, some
are inspired by early masters, Landscape in the style of
Shen Zbhou for example, some are imaginary landscapes

while others are records of places that the artists actually
visited. For the simple celebration of the natural beauty
of nature, Xiao Yuncong’s (1596-1673) Clouds ai Moun!
Huang ([1] fig. 9) and Tang Dai’s (1673-after 1751)
Autumn mountains ([ 1] fig. 10) are the most eloquent
articulation of the wonders of nature. Other than as
records of previous visits, these paintings also evoke
fond memories of people and incidents associated with
the places where emotional reunions or farewells might
have taken place.

In these paintings, time crystallizes into eternity,
situation transcends temporality to become emblazoned
into a state of mind, imagination intercepts experience
and earthlings hover over the mundane to traverse in
infinite time and space.

Conclusion

Handscroll paintings have played a peculiarly
important role in the cultural and artistic history of China.
The great appeal of these narrative scrolls lies not only
in the skill and imagination with which the pictures

,were composed and painted, but also in the panorama

of Chinese life and culture they present. The handscrolls
of the Xubaizhai Collection together make up a telling
tale of an important segment of the historical
development of Chinese painting.

Christina Chu
Curator (Xubaizhai Collection of Chinese Painting and
Calligraphy)
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