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General Discussions on

Preservation of Chinese

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 mounting paste,the waxing of the backing to
and the
cleaning with the pod liquid of gleditschia

refine and waterproof the surface

siucusis. We can tell that people were very
careful in their preservation of paintings
during these early periods.

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

Large-size silk paintings developed and
thrived in the Tang Dynasty during the
flourishing of mural paintings. Chang Tsao’s
unfinished eight-panel portable mural, which was
hidden in a old urn during his fleeing from
Chu Tzu's riot (783 A.D.), was painted on silk.
[t is easier to preserve silk paintings from
smudging and weathering. Therefore we
know that the large-size silk paintings were
supposed to be substitutions of murals(1).

Art collecting had become a plea-
sure of life in the upper classes in Tang times.
In Han Hsi-Tsai's painting “"The Banquet”, we
can see a large silk painting on a big screen
and many small works in wvarious forms dis-
played 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

the Collecting and

Painting

Shen E-Cheng

translated by Margaret Chen Lee

Shen- Tzun, was ordered to paint more than 100
paintings on stone screens to decorate the two
walls of the Yu-Hwa Palace. Sadly, the paint-
ings 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 borders due to the heavier silk back-
ings of the paintings. Thus , they have a sim-
ilar look to Tang Dynasty portable mural
paintings.

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

Mi Pei invented the horizontal scrolls

for displaying 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 connoisseurs’ 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 biography , painting theory,
painting methods, painting critics and painting
connoisseurships. This information has pro-
vided very valuable reference data for research.
In the past , transportation was limited , so it
was very difficult to view a masterpiece per-
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sonally. But all the works of art in collections

were made known to people through writings
sooner or later.
According to painting history, portrait
paintings developed first , followed by flower-
and-birds and landscapes . Religious and histor-

ical stories were the main content of por-
trait paintings. After Southern Sung’s Chia Shih-
Ku and Liang Kai, the contour method which
was developed by Li Kung-Ling became
prominent and portrait paintings have since
entered the territory of literati school.

with the

heavy coloring of gold, green, and blue of the

Landscape paintings started

early years and developed later into the ink-
only and light-coloring methods of the late
Tang. After paper silk  in the
Yuan Dynasty besides “tsun” (texturing and

replaced

shading) and “"wash” , "dry rubbing” was added

to the ink brush techniques. This gave the
The

composition had an air of

paintings an older and drier appearance.
Northern
sternness because of the main mountain erected

Sung’s
at the center. In the Southern Sung, composi-
tion’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, artists more
highly emphasized the depth of the landscape,
the weight of the brush

ness and value of the ink tones to push the land-

strokes , and the wet-

scape paintings to a more lyrical and higher pla-

teau. Landscape painting has playved a
highly important role in Chinese painting
Many artists 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 .
ing capture both the form and
This s different

Western still-life drawing.

Sometimes only a few strokes in a draw-
of the
compared to

soul

object. very

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 , signatures and imprints
of seals. These qualities also comprise the
essential evidence that is used to identify
the authenticity of paintings.
111
In the history of painting , literati

artists and professional artists have
their
Before the Five Dynasties ,

school

taken turns in having glorious

moments. painters
with
both

ernment

high scholastic attainments would get
fame and an official position in the gov-
For example , there were the Yen
brothers (3) , Older 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 in-
herited their

through examinations (5).

positions (4) or obtained them
There were a few
exceptions among those scholars who had high
acclaim in paintings, like Wen Tong,Wang Shen,
and Li Kung-Lin.

Colophon with Su

and Huang Shan-Ku of the Northern Sung.

started Tung-Po
They both had great achievements in literature
and calligraphy 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
paintings. The beautiful content and rhythm of
Su’s poems complimented Wen's paintings per-
fectly. From this point on , the form of colo-

phon in paintings took a sharp turn from the
pre-Sung’s signature logo and hidden writings
on silk seams , backings 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 without colophon. Late Ming
artists Shih Tao and Shih Hsi were experts in

this area , and Yangchou Eight Eccentrics went
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s "Mountain Retreat in Spring”

even further to collaborate calligraphy, poetry
and painting. Chen Hen-Lo of the early Republic
said that literati painters had four criteria:
ethics, scholastic 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 personality and

state of mind through objects.

Colophon has several different styles: 1)
Started simply with only the signature, called
“single kuan” ; 2) Adding another line to address
the receiver of the painting , called " double
kuan " ; 3) Adding the title and dates of the
painting , called “idea kuan”; 4) Containing
poems and “fu”s on either detailed or ex-
pressional paintings, called the "poetry kuan” |,
the lengthiest kuan; 5) Mixing calligraphy into
the painting , called "mixed kuan” ; 6) Contain-
ing multiple writings, sometimes by more than
one person, called "carpet kuan”.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 exam-
ple, he viewed and wrote on Huang Kung-Wang’
(Tzu-Ming ver-
sion) every three to five days for a long
period of time and did not even leave the silk
border-trims alone. The whole painting finally
looked like graffiti and Chien Lung's last verse
was "I will write no more”. This was an
extreme case of abuse and disrespect to master-
pieces.

It is very difficult to forge calligraphy
and seals, so colophons and seal imprints
have become major evidence for judging the
Before starting a

authenticity of paintings.

painting, the area for colophon and seal

imprints should be counted into the planning to
attain a well balanced and unified compo-
sition. Among the Ming artists, Shen Shih-Tien,

who studied calligraphy with Huang Shih-Ku,

had a refreshing and carefree style ; Wen
Tsen-Ming's strokes were refined and graceful ;
Tang Yin was too proud of his excellency in
therefore

both poetry and calligraphy --

sometimes his writings occupied slightly too
much space in the paintings ; Tzou Yin was not
proficient in poetry, so he only put down his sig-
nature and dates on the foot of the mountain or
rock cracks ; Hsu Wei's calligraphy was dash-

ing; Chen Tsun's colophon often invaded the

painting area and created many interesting

effects. This is a brief analysis of the style of
colophon in this era.

There are two types of colophon , " ti

() *

(preface) and pa (postscript) and some

ancient paintings have both “ti” and "pa”. For

example , on Shen Chou’s 7 Towering Moun-
tains and Slim Bamboos " , besides his own writ-
ing , there are other people’s “ti” . Colophon
sections usually were added to the famous paint-
ings during mounting, especially for albums and

hand-scrolls Painters often asked a pre-

stigeous person to do the " ti 7 and had other
viewers write 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
Cheng- Ming and Tung Chi-Chang put their sig-
natures on forged paintings. And the cases of
students signing paintings for teachers were even
more common . The trickiest way of forging
was to cut an 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 records( "Chu Lu”
), which was to note its collection history, colo-
phon and seal imprints . When an unheard of
work of Shen Chou or Li Tang suddenly sur-
faces , we can almost certainly be sure that it is
not authentic . But when a painting is forged
by an excellent hand and its elaborate colo-
phon is identical with the descriptions on the

record, then it is almost impossible to tell it
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apart from a real work. In the Ching Dynasty,
there were fake records published ahead of
time to match the forthcoming forged paint-
ings. Because of these sophisticated metﬂods.
we cannot be too careful when we try to identify

a painting.

\Y

A private seal used to be called "yin”
and an institutional seal used to be called
“chang”. Nowadays we call them “yin chang”
combined. Painters have name-seals and
“casual” seals. Collectors use collection-seals
which serve as an important evidence Aor
identifying paintings.

In detail , name-seals have varieties
of surnames , family names, other nafnes and
pen names . Artists often use pen names like
“mountain farmer” , “monk” , “commoner” and
“old-man”. Casual seals usually carry the
names of artists’ studios. Sometimes designs of
an animal or propitious phrases are carved on
casual seals too.

If a painting has the genuine
collection-seal imprint of Emperor Sung Hui-
Tsung , Sung Kao-Tsung , Chin Chang-Tsung
or Yuan Wen-Tsung, it usually would be guaran-

teed of being a precious piece. This is because

those emperors were all experienced connois-
seurs, or they appointed very knowledgeable
specialists to do the job for them. For exam-
ple, Ke Chiu-Ssu was appointed to a position to
handle the connoisseurship for Emperor Yuan
Wen-Tsung’s palace collections. If there is the
presence of a collection-seal imprint of Chia Ssu-
Tao (Northern Sung) Hsiang Tzu-Ching,
Liang Ching-Piao, or An Chi (Ming and Ching)
on a painting of private collections, its authenti-
city would also be very reliable.

There are proper places for apply-
ing collection-seals and casual seals. The loca-
tion of the seal imprints and the color of the
seal-ink can be clues for identifying a painting.
There are a lot of forged ancient paintings.

Thus , the wealthy collectors often hired special-
ists to examine the authenticity of paintings. On
the border of them, the specialists always signed
their names and left their seal imprints, which
can also be used as references for judging the
genuineness of the painting.

VI

There are three essential criteria for
collecting a painting or calligraphy: “authentic-

ity “excellence” and “newness”. "Authen-

»

ticity” is the number one criterion.
The period of an artist's work and his
working attitude can decide the degree of excel-
lence of the painting. For example, The prime
of Master Pu Hsin-Yu's creative life was his 20
vears in Taiwan. And the peak period of Mas-
ter Chang Tai-Chien’s detailed portrait painting
was right after he returned from copying Tun-
Huang cave murals. The best of his splash-ink
and splash-color works were done in the later
part of his life in the U.S. while his eyesight
was deteriorating. The prominent works in art
history usually were done by the artists during
their most devoted and energetic periods. Shen
Chou’s “Lofty Lu Mountain” , a tribute to
his teacher Chen Hsing-Yen's 70th birthday
(Shen was 40 then) , was considered the master-
piece of the "delicate Shen” period (7).

If a painting met the criteria of

e

“authenticity” and excellence” , but unfortu-
nately was not preserved well (e.g. damaged
with insect holes or water stains ) , then its val-
ue would certainly be depreciated. Mending and
remounting are the only ways to save it. For
masterpieces , we have to ask a specialist to
do the restoring job, because any mishandling
would be a crime to the Chinese culture.

VII

For preserving paintings, we need some
basic knowledge: 1)One has to be picky in
choosing the paste and brocade for sophisticated
mountings. The paste has to stay overnight after



prepared, otherwise the flexibility of the paper
would be too large. 2) A good mounting job
has to be neat and dry. The procedures of poli-
shing and waxing the backing of the painting
are zlso important. A smooth backing would
let the picture hang well and keep the paint-
ing surface from been scratched when it is rolled
up. 3)The upper dowel has to be very straight
and the bottom dowel must have proper
weight to hang the painting straight (pine is a
good choice). 4) Some dowel-ends were made of
fancy materials, such as sandalwood, redwood,
5) All
wood materials have to be sapless , so as not

ivory, ox horns, porcelain or enamel

to stain the painting. 6) The dowels of hori-
zontal hand scrolls have to be light-weight
and the flat tieing ribbons must have
attachments to pin the scrolls snugly after
rolling them up without leaving any marks on
them. 7) For proper framing, one has to seal the
back of the frame with waterproof paper to pre-
8) A rushed
mounting job, an overly stretched protecting

vent moisture from getting in.

film, or an extremely low temperature and
humidity in an air- conditioned room , would
cause the painting to shrink and sometimes the
frame to bend.

The worst enemies for painting preserva-
fir_m are moisture and ultra-violet light
Insects used to be a big problem, but modern
houses can be saved from this kind of trou-
bles with insect-proof building materials and
proper precautions . To solve the problem of
temperature and humidity, our ancestors used to
hang the paintings up in a good ventilating
area during days that have proper temperature
and humidity (books were treated the same
way). Scientifically, the relative humidity has
to be between 559% to 65% RH and the tem-
perature has to be 22°C for paintings. Modern
housing's air-conditioners and dehumidifiers are
able to control the situation at a reasonable
range.

Ultra-violet light is worse than humidity

and insects. I have seen a large diptych of
Chang Koo-Lian hanging facing sunlight and
the colors were almost half-faded after five to
six vears. Another huge flower-and-bird paint-
ing of Chu Tse-Chang has been displayed in
front of a window in San Francisco Airport
and the colors were almost completely gone
when I saw it two years ago . It is very sad to
see masterpieces being mistreated in this man-
ner. The lighting in the National Palace
Museum in Taiwan is over 97% ultra-violet
light- proof. In addition, they only display
ancient paintings one month in an exhibition
period. and substitute them with reproductions
for the balance of the period for preservation
purposes.

For preventing insect problems , col-
lectors used to store scrolls in camphor-wood
trunks with dividers to keep scrolls from
stacking on each other, and sometimes add
potpourris. Before viewing a old painting, we
have to wash our hands or put on white gloves,
and wear masks over our mouths to pre-
vent touching , coughing and breathing from
affecting the painting. We also have to extin-
guish any incense in the room to keep the smoke
from staining the painting and hang curtains
over doorways to keep dust and sand away.
Smoking should certainly be prohibited.

When a vertical scroll is being hung,we
must double check the strings to make sure they
are on place and then let the scroll down grad-
ually. We also have to be very careful rolling
up a painting. Once it is cracked or torn, it
would be difficult to restore it completely, even
with a remounting job . To view a hand scroll,
first, we have to flip the long ribbons and
the pin attachment into the scroll , then hold
the scroll evenly with two hands, rolling it with
the right hand and in the meantime gradually
unroll it with the left hand. After viewing the
scroll,follow the opposite procedure to roll it up,
then stand the scroll on a desk to even the ends,
at the same time tightening the brocade wrap.
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The last step is to circle the ribbon around the
scroll two and half times and stick the pin into
the ribbon.

Regarding framing , we have to use
acid-free cardboards to prevent yellowing of the
paintings. Scrolls and frames should not be hung
on a damp or newly-finished wall, otherwise the
paintings would get moldy and discolored. For
mounting, a good mounter always adjusts the
mounting procedures to meet the needs of
different weather regions. For instance , paint-
ings to be sent to the U.S. should be prepared
specially to prevent curling in the drier weather.

The saying , “Silk will crack into
inches in eight hundred vyears and paper will
exhaust in one thousand vears ,” was first
mentioned in Mi Pei’'s “"Hua Shih” . A
large quantity of ancient paintings were done
on silk . Although the old silk paintings look
dark, the material itself still shines and the
Thus, the feath-
ered cracks , a yellowish tone in darkness and

cracks are crisp and brittle .

over-tightness in silk are not the the char-
acteristics of genuine old silk material.
Airing silk paintings annually helps keeping
Otherwise , they
would be too dry and brittle, and finally crack

them in proper humidity

into pieces. The folding fans usually suffer the
most, sticking together or falling off the frames.

Paulownia-wood boxes are the best
choice to store paintings in proper humidity
When it is damp, the wood absorbs moisture and
tightens the gaps to prevent more moisture
from coming in, and when it is a clear day ,
the wood lets out the moisture gradually.
Paulownia is a favorite material for Japanese
painting collectors.

Damaged and faded old masterpieces
all need repair work to return them to their
original beauty. Mold and discolored lead-white
can be treated by hydrogen peroxide and ink
tones can be restored with ammonium hydrox-
ide. All restoration works are very technical
and require assistance from specialists.

To replace the traditional camphor
balls and camphor-wood storages , many public
museums now have more scientific smoke /
steam rooms to exterminate germs and insect
eggs with chemical ingredients before they store
the art works away.

After all , the old masterpieces, which
are our ancestors’ intellectual property , are not
easy to come by. We should preserve them
carefully and with respect . Now that we are
in a prosperous society, everyone can be a col-
lector. To study ancient paintings and calligra-
phy , and obtain more collections or increase
the knowledge in art connoisseurships would
be a great pleasure in our leisure life.

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 govern-

ment.

4. Ma Yuan’s 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 pro-
fession.

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

6. Chen Yung-Chih’s * The Coming-out of Buddha ™ was
at  first mistakenly identified as Wei-Chih I-Seng’s
(Tang Dynasty) painting. Chen’s signature was later dis-
covered on the edge of a cliff during the remounting of
the painting.

7. Collectors always favor “bold Wen and delicate Shen”
from Wen Cheng-Ming and Shen Chou’s paintings. In
the later years of Shen, he indulged in Wu Chen’s
works and became very productive with an unrestrained
style which was not as popular as his earlier refined
style. The huge “Lofty Lu Mountain” is the most

exquisite work of his.
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