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General Discussions on the Collecting
and Preservation of Chinese Paintings

by Shen E-Cheng

translated by Margaret Chen

L

Although Chinese painting was already very
popular in the Han Dynasty, we can only trace
the history of mounting back to Fan Hua’s era of
the Southern Dynasty. Tang Dynasty literature
mentions the mixing of fragrances in the mount-
ing paste, the waxing of the backing to refine and
waterproof the surface,and the cleaning with the
We can tell
that people were very careful in their preserva-
tion of paintings around these early periods.

Stone tablet rubbing also became popular at
an early age. Some rubbings used very particular
papers and inks. The fragrance of the ink would
hit a person once the rubbings were unrolled.

Large-size silk paintings developed in and
thrived the Tang Dynasty during the flourishing
of mural paintings. Chang Tsao’s unfinished
eight-panel pertable mural, which was hidden in
an old urn during his fleeing from Chu Tzu'riot

(783 A.D.) , was painted on silk. It is to preserve
silk paintings from smudging and weathering.
Therefore we know that the large-size silk paint-

pod liquid of gleditschia siucusis.

ings were supposed to be subtitutions of murals.(1) .

Art collecting had become a pleasure of life
in the in the upper classes at that time. In Han
Hsi-Tsai's painting. The Banquet, we can see a
large silk painting on a big screen and many
small works in various forms displayed on a
couch. From this painting we can tell that old
masters’ works were used widely for decorative
purposes. The Sung Dynasty’'s Kuo Hsi, who was
favored by Emperor Shen-Tzun, was ordered to
paint more then 100 paintings on stone screens to
decorate the two walls of the Yu-Hwa Palace.
Sadly, the paintings were used later as rags by
the mounting workers when Kuo was purged.(2)

In Chang Ta-Chien's works where he copied
Tun-Huang Cave murals, he utilized sewing
instead of pasting methods to attach the brocade
boarders due to the heavier silk backings of the

paintings. Thus, they have a similar look to
Tang Dynasty portable mural paintings.

Sometimes two brocade stripes, known as
ching ven (scare-swallow), were placed drapping
down from the top dowel of old vertical hanging
scrolls. The strips would flow with the breezes
and scare the birds away from landing on the
paintings.

Mi Pei invented the horizontal scrolls for dis-
playving them higher to “prevent the shoulder
sweat from smudging on the paintings”. This
form is closer to the concepts of modern day
framing.

I

Thanks to the connoiseurs’ profound research
before the Ming and Ching Dynasties, we can find
detailed information about «content, brush strokes,
subject matter, colophons, and seal imprints of
masterpieces in books of art history, artist biogra-
phy, painting theory, painting methods, painting
critics and painting connoisseurships. This infor-
mation has provided very valuable reference data
for research. In the past, transportation was Imit-
ed, so it was very difficult to be able to view a
masterpiece personally. But all the works of art
in collections would be made known to people
through writings sooner or later.

According to painting history, portrait paint-
ings developed first, followed by flower-and-birds
Religious and historical stories
were the main content of portrait paintings.
After Southern Sung’s Chia Shih-Ku and Liang
Kai, the contour method which was deueloped by
Li Kung-Ling became prominment and the por-
trait paintings have since entered the territory of
literati school. :

Landscape paintings started with the heavy
coloring of ‘gold, green, and blue of the early
vears and developed later into the ink-only and
light-coloring methods of the late Tang. After
paper replaced silk in the Yuan Dynasty,

and landscapes.
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besides“tsun”’(texturing and shading)and “wash”,
“dry rubbing” was added to the ink brush tech-
niques. This gave the paintings an older and
drier appearance. The Northern Sung’s composi-
tion had an air of sternness because of main
mountain erected at the center. In the Southern
Sung, composition’s main focus moved to a side
or a corner and left the rest of the space for a
misty and airy background. After the Yuan, art-
ists more highly emphasized the depth of the land-
scape, the weight of the brush strokes, and the
wetness and value of the ink tones to push the
landcape -paintings to a more lyrical and higher
plateau. Landscape painting has plaved a most
important role in Chinese painting. A lot of art-
ists believe that it is the best aesthetic experience
when their spirit and nature become united in a
beautiful scenery.

Flower-and-bird paintings have always been
loyal to drawings of nature in either detailed
color paintings or expressional works in ink.
Sometimes only a few strokes in a drawing would
capture both the form and soul of the object.
This is very different compared to Western still-
life drawing.

In addition to the different brush and ink
techniques and expressional concepts in Chinese
painting, there are other unique qualities such as
so called "art of three - uniques”,colophons,
signitures and imprints of seals. These qualties
also comprise the essential evidence that is used
to identify the authenticity of paintings.

I1I

In the history of painting, literati school art-
ist and professional artistss have taken turns in
having their glorious moments. Before the Five
Dynasties, painters with high scholastic attain-
ments would get both fame and an official posi-
tion in the government. For example, there were
the Yen brothers(3),0Older General Li and the
“Prince’s Peer” Wu Tao-Tze in the early Tang,
and high official Tung Yuan of the Southern
Tang, In the Sung Dynasty, the palace painters
either inherited their positions (4) or obtained them

through examinations(5). There were a few
exceptions among those scholars who had high
acclaim in paintings, like Wen Tone,Wang Shen,
and Li Kung-Lin.

Colophon started with Su Tung-Po and
Huang Shang-Ku of the Northern Sung. They
both had great achievements in literature and cal-
ligraphy and Su's “inspiration and talent often
spilled over from poetry to calligraphy and to
painting.” His cousin Wen Tong usually asked
him to write the colophon for his bamboo paint-
ings. The beautiful content and rhythm of Su's
poems complimented Wen’s paintings perfectly.
From this point on,the form of colophon in paint-
ings took a sharp turn from the pre-Sung's signa-
ture logo and hidden writings on silk seams, back-
ings- and rock gaps, into elaborate displays of
poetry and calligraphy. It was called colophon
literature by Huang Su and his peers. In the
Ming and Ching, there was rarely a painting with-
out colophon. Late Ming artists Shih Tao and
Shih Hsi were experts in this area,and Yangchou
School went even further to collaborate calligra-
phy, poetry and painting.

Chen Hen-Lo of the early Republic said that
literari paintefs had four critiria: ethics, scholas-
tic achievements, talents and ideas. Ethics and
scholarly quality were put ahead of talents, a
hierarchy that emphasized that painting was not
only for depicting objects, but also for expressing
feelings and ideas, and to convey one’s personal-
ity ‘and state of mind through objects.

v

Colophon has several different Styles: 1) Star-
ted simply with only the signature, called”single
kuan”; 2)Adding another line to address the
receiver of painting, called "double kuan”; 3)Ad-
ding the title and dates of the painting,called
"idea kuan”;4 )Containing poems and "fu”s on
either detailed or expressional paintings, called
the "poetry kuan”, the lengthiest kuan; 5 )Mixing
calligraphy into the painting, called "mixed
kuan”; 6 )Containing multiple writings, sometimes
by more than one person, called “canpet kuan”.
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To show off his ability in art appreciation,
Emperor Chien-Lung wrote on paintings of the
palace collections over and over, sometimes with
critiques. For examplehe viewed and wrote on
Huang Kung-Wang’s “Mountain Retreeat in
Spring” {'fze-Ming version)every three to five
days for a long period of time and did not even
leave the silk boarder-trims alone. The whole
painting finally looked like grafitti and Chien-
Lung’s last verse was “I will write no more”.
This was an extreme case of abuse and disrespect
to masterpieces.

It is very difficult to forge calligraphy and
seals, so colophons and seal imprints have become
major evidence for judging the authenticity of
paintings. Before starting, the area for colophon
and seal imprints should be counted into the plan-
ning to attain a well balanced and unified compo-
sition. Among the Ming artists, Shen Shin-Tien,
who studied calligraphy with Huang Shih-Ku, had
a reareshing and carefree style; Wen Tsen-Ming’s
strokes were refined and gracuful; Tang Yin was
too proud of his excellency in both poetry and
calligraphy——therefore sometimes his writings
occupied slightly too much space in the paintings;
Tzou Yin was not proficient in poetry, so he only
put down his signature and dates on the foot of
the moutain or rock cracks; Hsu Wei’s calligra-
phy was very dashing ; Chen Tsun's colophon
often evaded the painting area and created many
intersting effects. This is a brief analysis of the
style of colophon in this era. '

There are two types of colophone, “ti” (preface)
and “pa”(postcript)ane some ancient paintings
have both “ti” and "pa”. For example, on Shen
Chou's “"Towering Mountains and Slim Bam-
boos”, besides his own writing, there are other
people’'s “ti”. Colophon sections usually were
added to the famous paintings during mounting,
especially for albums and hand-scrolls. Painters
often asked a prestigous person to do the “ti” and
‘had other viewers often wrote the"pa” for long
hand-scrolls. Sometimes the added-on colophon
part appeared longer than the painting itself.

There is evidence that Shen Chou, Wen

Tsen-Ming and Tung Chi-Chang put their signa-
tures on forged paintings. And the cases of stu-
dents signing paintings for teachers were even
more common. The trickist way of forging was to
cut a authentic painting into four to five parts
and match it with forged colophon parts. The
real colophon parts were then mounted to forged
paintings. A masterpiece always had public and
private record, “Chu Lu”, which was to note its
collection history, colophon and seal imprints.
When an unheard of work of Shen Chou or Lin
Tang suddenly surfaces, we can almost certainly
be sure that it is not authentic. But when a paint-
ing is forged by an excellent hand and its elabo-
rate colophon is identical with the descriptions on
the record, then it is almost impossible to tell it
apart from a real work. In the Ching Dynasty,
there were fake records published ahead of time
to match the forthcoming forged paintings.
Because of these sophisticated methods, we can-
not be too careful when ,we try to identify a
painting.

1. It was also explained in a poem, written to
request a.painting from Ching Hau, composed
by monk Ta Yu of Chin-Lian Temple in Yeh
Tu.

2. See Kuo, Jo-Hsu, “Tu Shu Chien Wen Lu”.

3. Yen Pi served in the Sui court. His sons,Yen
Li-Te and Yen Li-Pen both had a position in
the Tang government.

4. Ma Yuan' great grandfather, uncle, and
brother all had government positions and his

son Ma Lin inherited their art profession.
Hsia Kuei’s son Hsia Sen and Li Tsung Hsun’
s stepson Li Sung both inherited their profes-
sios.

5. “Hua Chi” recorded the composition title of
Li Tang’s examination.

6. Chen Yung-Chih’s “The Coming-out of Budd-
ha” was at first mistakenly identified as
Wei-Chih I-Seng’s (Tang Dynasty) painting.
Chen’s signature was later discovered on the
edge of a cliff during the remounting of the
painting.



