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ge: Introduction

The Wu area, referring to Suzhou and its vicinity, is not only well
known for its beautiful scenery, but is also a center of cultural activities
in the Jiangnan region (south of the Yangzi River). The “Wu School
of Painting” emerged during the mid-Ming (1368 — 1644). It played a
significant role of passing on the already prevalent literati style of
painting through a closely-knit network of mentoring of family
members and students. Their close relationship, common artistic
aspiration and social activities provided a pretext for much of their
works. As a result, a large number of their works are visual records
of gardens, travelogues, farewell scenes, cte,

Apart from Shen Zhou (1427 — 1509), the innovator of the school
and his students, many followers of the school come from the family
of Wen Zhengming (1470 — 1559). Others are from Suzhou and the
neighbouring districts. Tang Yin (1470 — 1523) and Qiu Ying (circa
1494 — circa 1552) were also active in Suzhou. Although they are
collectively known as the “Four Masters of the Wu District” or the
“Four Masters of the Ming Dynasty” together with Shen Zhou and
Wen Zhengming, they are not considered members of the Wu School
by some scholars. The difference lies in the fact that they derived
their styles mainly from the Southern Song academy style which is a
different source of inspiration with the Wu School who represent
the scholar-amateur tradition. However, since they were close friends
of the members of the Wu School, their art is imbued with the styles
of the scholar-amateur tradition through their friendship and
interaction with the latter.

A-ﬁ-iisti@ Subjects of the Wu School of Painting

Many of the subjects of the Wu School’s paintings derived from the
living environment like gardens, scenery around Suzhou, or everyday
activities like literary exchanges and gatherings, travel to the mountains
and rivers, bidding farewell, etc. This thematic exhibition gives us
some impressions of the leisurely life styles and close associations
within the Suzhou literati circle through the works of the Wu School
selected from the Xubaizhai Collection,

W“ .

The garden is one of the most popular manifestations of the leisurcly
life of the scholars. Their ideal of the garden and aesthetics behind is
revealed through the design and composition of the garden. It is also
an ideal place for holding literati gatherings. Wen Zhengming's Cooling
off the hot summer (exhibit no. 6) (fig. 1) reveals a corner of Wen’s
ideal garden and shows the various outdoor activities of the literati
artist. Different kinds of plants and rocks are displayed in the garden
to arouse poetic association. Wen Boren (1502 — 1575) and Wen
Peng (1498 — 1573) belong to the second generation of the Wen
family. Their work Fifteen views of the garden (exhibit no. 27) (fig. 2)
depicts the composition of the Suzhou garden. Shen Hao (1586 —
after 1661) of the late Ming dynasty laid out the rock from Lake Tai —
a common eclement ol the garden — into an essential component of
the landscapes in his album Landscapes (exhibit no. 38).

Tea gathering or tea drinking is a popular activity in the Jiangnan
region. Apart from sustaining health, drinking tea can also enhance
the friendship among people. It constitutes part of the literati life
style, and scholars usually share the joy of drinking tea with friends
amidst mountains and rivers. Therefore, drinking tea is a common
subject in the painting of the Wu School. Wen Zhengming’s calligraphy
Poem on brewing tea in running script (exhibit no. 11) records the
tea gathering activity of the scholars, and Qian Gong’s (active late
16th to early 17th century) Washing an inkstone and brewing tea
(exhibit no. 37) is a visual representation of the joy of tea drinking
among friends.
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Fig. 4 Chen Chun (1483 — 1544) Hlowers (section) 1539



Record of Travel

Scholars are often inspired by the scenery of their travel and this is
usually recorded in painting or poetry. Shen Zhou's work Spring
outing (exhibit no. 3) was executed after his trip to River Wu. He
also produced another painting as a visual record of the scenery
seen along River Wu during this trip (now in the collection of the
Tokyo National Museum, Japan). The calligraphy of The Song of the
Great Land of Wu in cursive script (exhibit no. 20) and the
corresponding painting (now in the Charles A. Drenowatz Collection
at the Muscum Rietberg in Ziirich, Switzerland) produced by Lu Zhi
(1496 — 1576) also record the scenery of a specific place — the Stone
Lake. In 1533, Lu Zhi produced the calligraphy as a gift presented to
Jingguan. Upon the request of Jingguan, Lu produced a painting on
the same subject the next year. The painting depicts the tranquility
of the Stone Lake, and his aspiration is recorded in the calligraphy.

Bidding farewell is also a common
scene commemorating friendship
among scholars. In Spring outing, Shen
Zhou cxpressed his longing to mect
his friend again after a brief reunion,
and his Farewell by a stream at the end
of the year (exhibit no. 1) (front cover)
represents a similar theme. Shen
Zhou's cousin is departing to assume
the post of a district magistrate, and
the painting depicts the farewell scene
of Shen Zhou with his cousin. Shen
also wrote a poem on the painting as
advice and encouragement given to his
cousin.

Scholars like to exchange poems or
paintings within their social circle. The
exchange of poems on Fallen flowers
initiated by Shen Zhou and copied by
Wen Zhengming is a typical example
(exhibit no. 8). This is a collaborative
work among mentor, student and
friends. Wen had copied and produced
many scrolls of the sixty Fallen flowers
poems, and some of themare
accompanied by paintings (exhibit no.

9) (fig. 3).

5 iR (1496 - 1576) T EF LAKE 1549
Fig. 5 Lu Zhi (1496 — 1576)
Lendscape after the style of Wang Meng 1549

It is a common practice for artists to inscribe poems on paintings.
The content of the poems often coincide with the subjects of the
paintings. Fan Xun (1736 — 1799) of the Qing dynasty (1644 — 1911)
had observed that the practice of inscribing poems on paintings was
initiated by Su Shi (1037 — 1101) and Mi Fu (1052 — 1107) of the
Song dynasty (960 — 1279), and this practice matured during the
Yuan (1271 — 1368) and Ming dynasties. This observation revealed
that the incorporation of poetry in paintings was already an established
practice during the Ming dynasty. In Lu Zhi's two scrolls of calligraphy
and painting of The Song of the Great Land of Wu, Lu expressed his
aspirations to be free and to transcend worldly concerns through a
number of allusions to past history and to legends of the Wu region.
Other examples of combining poetry and painting in this exhibition
include Chen Chun's (1483 — 1544) Flowers (exhibit no. 14) (fig. 4),
Shen Zhou's Spring outing and Wen Zhengming's Poems on fallen
flowers, etc.

Nurtured by the surrounding beautiful environment and the wealth
amassed in Suzhou, the art of the Wu School is characterized by the
lofty pursuit and artists developed a leisurely attitude towards life.
They enjoyed traveling and building gardens, and they reflected
their leisurely attitude in painting and calligraphy. The artistic ideal
and attitude on life characterized the Wu School is different from
their predecessors in the Song and Yuan dynasties. HTowever, the
Wu School gradually lost its impetus during the late Ming dynasty,
and it is Dong Qichang (1555 — 1636) who brought the development
of literati painting to a new height.

Written by: TANG Hing-sun
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Fig. 6 Wen Jia (1501 — 1583) Chrysantbenuums, bamboo and rock 1535



