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Introduction

During the late Ming period (16th to 17th century), following the
dominance of the Wu School artist Wen Zhengming (1470 — 1559),
Dong Qichang (1555 — 1636), a native of Songjiang (present-day in
Shanghai city), became the most influential figure in Chinese painting
and calligraphy. His influence finally eclipsed the Wu School and

became the driving force in steering the development of the main

trend of painting in later periods. Dong consolidated his artistic ideas

in the theory of the Southern and Northern schools of landscape

painting and established the direction for later artists to follow.

The term “Songjiang School” was initially coined by the Suzhou
counterparts to represent the style of painting flourished in the Songjiang
region, Undoubtedly, Dong Qichang is the key figure of this school,
other artists include Song Xu (1525 — after 1605), Sun Kehong (1532 —
1611), Mo Shilong (1537 — 1587), Gu Zhengyi (16th to 17th century),
Chen Jiru (1558 — 1639), Zhao Zuo (ca. 1570 — after 1633) and Shen
Shichong (act. ca. 1607 — 1640), etc. During Dong’s time, the Wu
School was coming to a decline; Dong then sought to reinvigorate the

scholar-amateur tradition and established the aesthetic canons.

Song Xu (1525 - after 1605)

Song Xu was a native of Jiaxing in the Zhejiang province. He later
moved to Songjiang and had certain influence on the local painting
circle. His student Zhao Zuo even became a key figure of the Songjiang
School. The landscapes of Song Xu were considerably influenced by
Shen Zhou (1427 — 1509). The trees and mountains that he depicted

are imbued with a sense of vigour and simplicity.

This ink landscape on silk is different from his usual works
(fig. 1. The towering cliff stands close to the right side, whilst a vast
expanse of riverbanks and water are depicted on the left, displaying a
unique composition, This kind of composition, which puts all the
weight on one side and gives prominence to the expansive space of
the distant view, is obvicusly borrowed from Xia Gui (act. ca. 1220 —
ca. 1240) of the Southern Song dynasty. This means of expression is
so called “half-a-side Xia” in the history of Chinese painting. The thin
but strong pine trees in the painting, the postures of their outstretching
branches, and the “axe-cut” texture stroke rendering the mountains
and rocks, are also typical features found in the paintings of Xia Gui.
In fact, Song Xu had once copied a scroll of landscape painting of Xia

Gui in his early years.

For the distant view, the artist depicted a scene of “wild geese
descending to sandbar”, which fits in with the title of this painting,
creating a spacious, delightful and enchanting atmosphere. “Wild geese
descending to sandbar” has always been a favourite subject matter of
painters and belongs to one of the “Eight Views of the Xiao and Xiang

Rivers”. This subject matter was popular in the Southern Song dynasty

and its influence reached as far as the painting circle of Japan.
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Fig.5 Dong Qichang Landscape after Huang Gongwang ﬁrKustgwg (section)



In his fan painting Landscape, the thin strong pine tree occupies
the central position of the picture (fig. 2). The surrounding peaks are
done in a simple and unsophisticated manner applied with sparse
dots. It is clear that Song Xu's source of inspiration came from the

Northern School landscapes.

Sun Kehong (1532 - 1611)

Sun Kehong is the first generation painter of the Songjiang School. His
bird-and-flower paintings followed the more unrestrained and leisurely
style of Xu Xi (2 — before 975). Later, he also modelled his paintings
after Shen Zhou. In his Jater years, he was particularly fond of painting

bamboo in ink, with a style similar to those of

Wen Tong (1018 — 1079) of the Northern Song i ;a W B @
dynasty and Wu Zhen (1280 — 1354) of the 'a; 9 ; ¥ g ’3
Yuan dynasty. Yet in this scroll of painting, ;* % % -§ % ;
scarlet cinnabar pigment was used to depict i o ; " Ei &
the bamboo groves on the riverbank (fig. 3). : : % % é é

In the beginning of the scroll, there is an
inscription of four characters written by Sun
himself. It reads, “Qipu shanhi’. Qipu was a
place famous for producing bamboo, whilst
shanhu refers to the interlocking red bamboo
trees depicted in the painting. According to
ancient literature of Chinese painting, the
pioneer who used cinnabar pigment to paint
bamboo was Su Shi (1036 — 1101), the founder
of literati painting from the Song dynasty. This
was quickly copied by painters of later
generations. The spacing between bamboo tees
in the scroll are arranged in a rhythmic way,
and their postures are very graceful,
appropriately setting off the rocks on the sloping
riverbank in mineral blue and green. This gives :
a strong literati flavour to the bamboo. The artist
also intentionally used the technique of “inlay

of ink dot” on the surfaces of rocks, revealing
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Fig.6  Chen Jiru Scholar in forest bermitage
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Fig.7  Zhao Zuo Landscape (secion) 1616

dazzling mineral green dots on the dark ink dots, adding a striking

finishing touch to the whole composition.

Another painting Fggplant done by Sun Kehong in 1582 also
demonstrates his artistic approach in following the scholar-amateur tradition
(fig. 4). The eggplant, not commonly seen in works by previous artists
although it is an ordinary vegetable, is depicted here with light colour

and outline method in an elegant manner.

Dong Qichang (1555 - 1636)

Dong Qichang held the greatest esteem for the paintings of the
thirteenth century artist Huang Gongwang (1269 — 1354). Depicted in
this scroll is the landscape of a range of undulating hills with scattered
trees (fig. 5). The triangle-shaped mountain peaks were painted in
long “hemp-fiber” texture stroke and the bush is painted in horizontal
dots. These techniques are particularly close to the style seen in Huang
Gongwang's Dwelling in the Fuchun Mountains. But unlike Huang,
Dong applied dark and wet ink in this painting. Meanwhile, instead
of painting objects in a realistic manner with a sense of space, he
made a great effort to present the landscape in a clear and plain
composition. This effort is evident in the simplified and abstract forms
of the mountains as well as the unrealistic proportions of trees. These
techniques have made a great impact on the art of the late Ming and

early Qing dynasties, and became a style of the period.

Chen Jiru (1558 - 1639)

Chen Jiru was a lifelong close friend of Dong Qichang, he shared



similar interests and tastes with Dong in terms of painting techniques

and theory. They both advocated the division of landscape painting
into the Southern and Northern schools. This work depicts a figure
sitting alone in forest hermitage (fig. 6). It conveys a quiet and leisurely
atmosphere with an openness that draws the audience into the distance,
bearing a resemblance to the painting style of Dong Qichang. The
trees and the mountain ridges in the painting were both executed by
an extremely wet brush and ink wash to emphasize the diffusion of
ink which, exhibits a lively and dexterous thythm. On the other hand,
the round and blunt brushwork, the use of dark and thick ink, as well
as the forms and shapes of the trees, all show the influence of Wu
Zhen of the Yuan dynasty. In the painting, the artist allowed ink wash
of different concentrations to fuse with each other, half-consciously
constructing an appeal of secluded living in forest yearned for by the
literati. Chen Jiru retired to the outskirts of Kunshan at his early age
and immersed himself in calligraphy, painting and literature, and this

work rightly reflects his state of mind.

Zhao Zuo (ca.1570 - after 1633)

Zhao Zuo studied painting under Song Xu, and he was one of the
members of the close circle among Dong Qichang, Chen Jiru, Song
Maojin (ca. 1559 — after 1622) and Zou Diguang (? — 1574). In the
colophon written by Dong Qichang on this painting, Dong even
showed a high esteem for him. Zhao was a major daibi (ghost painter)

for Dong.

o In this scroll of landscape painting, Zhao combined the techniques
of painters from the Southern School of painting, including Dong
Yuan (2 — ca. 962), Mi Fu (1051 — 1107), Mi Youren (1074 — 1151) and
Huang Gongwang (fig. 7). The composition is dense, but the brushwork

is simple and plain. The ink is applied with a variation of thickness
and tones. The humid and verdant landscapes of the Jiangnan area
are represented with appropriate use of shading techniques and
diffusion of ink. The mountaintops are rendered with reference to the
“dots of the Mi-style” and the “Mi’s cloudy mountains”. Whilst the
long “hemp-fiber” texture stroke of Huang Gongwang is abundantly
applied to depict the foot of the mountains, and horizontal strokes are
applied with a dry brush to depict the nearby sandbank, incorporating
the style of Dong Yuan. However, his artistic expression clearly follows
the style of Dong Qichang. For example, the layering of the mountains
and rocks and the absurd proportions of trees in the foreground are

both distinctive characteristics of the style of Dong Qichang.

Shen Shichong (act. ca. 1607 - 1640)

Shen Shichong studied painting under both Song Maojin and Zhao
Zuo. Like Zhao Zuo, Shen also
painted on Dong Qichang’s behalf.
This landscape painting depicts a
scene in the springtime (fig. 8). Three
farmers are transplanting a
blossoming plum tree to the cottage
in the mountain, and two scholars
are appreciating the beauty of a plum
tree by the roadside. The rest of the
space is planted with bamboo. The
right portion of the painting is
occupied by the side of a mountain,
inviting the viewer to focus on the
activities of the figures. Chen Jiru,
another major artist of the Songjiang
School, wrote two poems versifying
bamboo and plum to coincide with

the subject of the painting.
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Fig.8 Shen Shichong
Transplanting a plum tree 1632




