‘Some Relation's'hips between
Poetry and Painting in China

By Jonathan Chaves

SU TUNG-P'O #m4: (1037-1101) once said of
Wang Wei T#f (701-761) that “‘there is poetry in
his painting and painting in his poetry.” This has
become the most frequently repeated quotation
on the relationship of Chinese poetry and painting,
a relationship which has often been discussed by
students of these subjects.

There are many ways in which the two arts
relate to each other in China—in this paper I
would like to call attention to several which would
be fruitful areas for more intensive study.

To begin with, poems often can be used as
sources by art historians. For example, the im-
portant Northern Sung poet Mei Yao-ch’en #gs£Es
(1002-1060) wrote a great many poems that deal
with painting and calligraphy. Some of these are
" useful for determining .contemporary attitudes
toward the art of painting. Here is part of a poem
by Mei on a picture by the monk Chii-ning J&4%8:!

On Seeing a Painting of
Plants and Insects by Chii-ning

When - the ancients painted swans and
tigers

They turned out looking like ducks and
dogs.

But now I see these painted insects

Successful both in feeling and in form.

The walkers truly seem to move,

The fliers truly seem to soar,

The fighters seem to raise their limbs,

The chirpers seem to swell their chests,

The jumpers really move their legs,

The starers really fix their eyes!

And so I learn that the Creator’s power

Cannot match the agility of the artist’s
brush.

1Wan-ling chi ZEER (in Ssu-pu ts’ung-k’an), 10/13a.

85

BERusEs

HAEER,
RERRE,
SEENARA,
HERER.
fTESBER,
REWEZE,
JEEINEE,
RE MBI,
R B,
BEEHEEB,
TEEHR,

It is evident that Mei considers realism to be a
primary criterion for evaluating painting. In ad-
dition, he expresses the idea that modern artists,
such as Chii-ning, surpass the ancients in the field
of “flower and bird” painting. Kuo Jo-hsii 3% g,
an important eleventh century writer on painting,
also felt that “in landscape, forests and rocks,
flowers and bamboo, and creatures and fish, the
ancients are not as good as the moderns.””?

Another poem by Mei® illustrates other ways
in which poetry may be of use to the art historian.
Here, Mei describes some of the paintings in the
collection of a certain Ho Chiin-pao fal&%. The
poem begins with a long discursus on water-
buffalo painting. Mei explains that it is much
harder to paint water-buffaloes than to paint
horses, as the fine hairs of a horse can be suggested

" by an overall hazy treatment, while the sparse
. hairs of a water-buffalo must be painstakingly

depicted. All of this is by way of introduction to
a scroll by the famous T’ang water-buffalo painter

2Kuo Jo-hsti, T'u-hua chien-wen chih % E Mt (in
Mei-shu ts'ung-k'an %43, Vol. I, Taipei, 1964), p. 56.

" 3Wan-ling chi, 15/1a-2a.
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Tai Sung # &, which Mei saw at Mr. Ho’s house.
He proceeds to describe a scene of two water-
buffaloes fighting, and his description, although
written in the difficult medium of verse, is con-
siderably more detailed than the brief entries often
found in the better-known painting catalogues.
Toward the end of the scroll, Mei continues, is a
red seal with characters which read, ‘“Secretary
T’a0.” Mei relates how the Secretary, who lived
“early in the dynasty”, collected many paintings,
“not sparing cash or silk.” But his descendants,
not faring as well financially as their illustrious
ancestor, were forced to sell his collection in the

market place. In this way the Tai Sung work came -

into Mr. Ho’s hands. This section of the poem
would be of invaluable aid to students of T’ang
painting, as there are no extant authentic works
by Tai Sung, to my knowledge.

Mei goes on to describe in. detail a scroll of
famous legendary and historical scenes by the
famous T’ang figure painter, Yen Li-pen Rz
(d. 673), including such episodes as the Dark Lady
<1, a goddess, handing a magic military talisman
to the Yellow Emperor, the last emperor of the
Shang dynasty indulging in various perversions,
and King Fu-ch’ai sz of Wu entertaining the
great beauty, Hsi-shih 7. As a whole, the poem
provides us with a fascinating account of an elev-
enth century collection of paintings, as well as
with detailed descriptions of individual works.

MEI YAO-CH’EN was a poet who was interested in
painting. With poets who were also painters, we
come closer to the heart of our theme. In the
West, such a combination of talents was rare—one
thinks of Michelangelo, best known as a painter
but an excellent poet as well. But only in William
Blake do we find a figure who corresponds some-
what to the Chinese conception of the poet-
painter. Blake too, in addition to being adept in
both arts, combined them in integral works, par-
ticularly in his illuminated books, such as Jerusalem.
And in Blake, as in Chinese art, the relationship
between text and picture was often complex, each
offering a counterpoint to the other.
Poet-painters are more frequently encountered
in China. Perhaps the most famous are Wang Wei
and Su Tung-p’o. To their names should be added
those of an important circle of Ming poet-painters
who flourished in the late fifteenth and early
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sixteenth . centuries—Shen Chou ypm (1427-
1509), his pupil Wen Cheng-ming =& # (1470-
1559), and Wen’s friend, T’ang Yin f&5. (1470-
1523). All three men are best known as painters,
but all were fine poets as well, in particular Shen
Chou. In fact, one Chinese writer complained that
“although Shen has written some outstanding
poems, they have been obscured by his fame as a
painter.”* Because no authentic paintings by Wang
Wei survive, and few if any by Su Tung-p’o, the
works of these Ming artists, who form the core of
the so-called “Wu” school %iE, provide more
accessible sources for the study of our subject.
Su Tung-p’o was the central figure in the first
circle of true wen-jen A, or literati poet-painters.
Other members of the circle were the poet and
calligrapher, Huang T’ing-chien 3%peE8 (1045-
1105), the painter Li Kunglin Z='ZAEs (c.1040-
1106), and the painter, calligrapher and critic, Mi
Fu k%5 (1051-1107). Something of the spirit
which prevailed among these men is suggested by
a poem written by Huang T’ing-chien about a
picture entitled Herdboy with Bamboo and Rock,
jointly painted by Su Tung-p’o and Li Kunglin.
The poeém is preceded by a brief prose preface:S

Su Tung-p’o painted a clump of bamboo
and a fantastic rock. Li Kunglin added a
slope in the foreground and a herdboy riding
a water-buffalo. The picture, full of life, has
inspired these playful verses:
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Here’s a little craggy rock in a wild place,
shadowed by green bamboo.

A herdboy, wielding a three-foot stick,
drives his lumbering old water-buffalo.

I love the rock! Don'’t let the buffalo rub
his horns on it!

Well, all right, let him rub his horns—but
if he gets too rough he’ll break the
bamboo!

4Quoted in Ming shih fsung BAEELE, 26/1a.

5AP’an Po-ying i%{a&, Huang T'ing-chien shih hsilan
HEEER e (Hong Kong, 1958), p. 31.
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Here we have another aspect of the poetry-
painting relationship in China—a poem inspired
by a painting. Such poems often went beyond
mere description of the painting in question, and
became vehicles for the expression of the poet’s
own feelings. Another example would be Su Tung-
p’o’s own superb poem about a painting by his
contemporary, the landscapist Wang Shen F:g:6

Inscribed on the Painting
“Misty River and Tiered Mountains™
in the Collection of Wang Ting-kuo

Saddening my heart, a thousand tiers of
mountains along the river

Shimmer with blue-green colors across the
sky like clouds or mist.

Are they mountains? Are they clouds?
It’s hard to tell, '

But when mist opens and clouds disperse,
the mountains remain. '

Here I see two verdant cliffs, shadowing
a deep valley, .

And a hundred cascades that fly down
the cliffs, '

Twist through forests, coil around rocks,
hide and reappear,

Then rush down to the valley mouth to
form a stream.

The stream grows calm, the mountains
open, and the foothill forests end;

A tiny bridge and rustic shops lean against .
the mountain. -

Travelers pass beyond the tall trees;

A fishing boat floats, light as a leaf;

The river swallows the sky.

Where did the Governor find this painting,

Its limpid beauties brushed by such a
sensitive hand?

SChen Erh-tung pflid, Su Tungp'o shik hsiian
Bz (Hong Kong, 1965), pp. 212-213.

Where in our world is there such a place?
I'd go there now, and buy myself an acre
* or two of land!
But I remember an isolated spot at Fan-
k’ou, near Wu-ch’ang, ‘
Where the Gentleman of the Eastern
Slope resided for five years.

Spring breezes rippled the river; the sky

was vast.

Summer rain clouds curled up at dusk;
the mountain glowed.

Crows shook branches of red maple leaves
before my river home;

Winter snows, dropping from towering
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pines, woke me from my drunken

sleep.

The flowing waters of Peach Blossom
Spring are in this world;

Why insist that the Wu-ling story was
only a fairy tale?

But the rivers and mountains are fresh
and pure, while I am covered with
dust;

There may be a path that leads to them,
but it’s hard to find.

With many a sigh, I return the scroll,

And wait for a friend who lives in these
mountains to send me a poem, ‘“‘Come
Back!”
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The opposite phenomenon also occurred—that
is, painting might be inspired by poems. To take
" another example from the Su Tung-p’o circle, the

second of Su’s famous pair of prose-poems on the
_ Red CIliff inspired a superb handscroll by the little-
known painter, Ch’iao Chung-ch’ang %% (active
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first half twelfth century), a follower and possible
relative of Li Kunglin. In this work, now in the
John M. Crawford, Jr. collection,? Ch’iao has been
faithful to the text in such details as the shadows
of Su and his friends which appear at the beginning
of the scroll, possibly the only known depictions
of human shadows in Chinese. painting, but has
added details which do not appear in the poem,
such as the horse and the sleeping groom in the
stable. The text of the poem is divided into
sections which are inscribed at various stages along
the scroll, possibly by someone other than the
painter himself. Thus painting, poetry and calli-
graphy are brought together in a single work of art.

TChinese Calligraphy and Painting In the Collection of
John M. Crawford, Jr. (New York, 1962), pp. 72-75 and
plates 15, 16.

Plate 58 ON THE RED CLIFF. Handscroll by Ch’iao Chung-.
ch’ang, iltustrating Su Tung-p’o’s second prose-poem by this name.
John M. Crawford, Jr.’s collection. Beginning section.

Material not available due to copyright restrictions.
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Plate 59 ON THE RED CLIFF, by Ch’iao Chung-ch’ang. Section.

Material not available due to copyright restrictions.

Plate 60 ON THE RED CLIFF, by Ch’iao Chung-ch’ang. Section.

Material not available due to copyright restrictions.
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THE PRACTICE OF inscribing poems on paintings,
or on special sections of paper or silk attached to
the paintings for this purpose, was another aspect
of the poetry-painting relationship. The poem
might bé a work by a poet of the past, or by the
* - artist himself, and the calligraphy might be written
by the artist, a friend of his, or a later owner or
connoisseur. When painter, poet and calligrapher
- were the same person, the result was that unique
~product of Chmese literati culture, the work of art
in which three forms of expression perfectly
complement each other and create a whole which
is more than the sum of its parts.
A perfect example of this is a small handscroll
by Wu Chen R4 (1280-1354), one of the Four
Masters of Yuan painting, in the John M. Crawford,

Jr. collection.® Wu has inscribed a poem of his

own composition in the upper right-hand corner
or the picture. The poem may be translated,

West of the village, evening rays linger on
red leaves

As the moon rises over yellow reeds on
the sandbank.

The fisherman moves his paddle, thinking
of home— ‘

His pole, lying in its rack, will catch no
more fish today.

KL3EAT 78 5 MR,
SRR R
B, RS,
BB ETR.

The poem adds two images which are entirely
absent from the painting—those of the village and
the moon (“moon shadows™ in the original text),

. —and colors the leaves and reeds red and yellow,
although in the picture they are done in shades of
gray ink. We learn that it is sunset, and that the
fisherman is thinking of returning home. Because

 these imagistic and psychological enhancements of
the picture are expressed in words, they affect the
viewer on a subtler level than the purely visual,
and deepen his experience of the total work of art.

8Ibid., pp. 107-108 and plate 29.
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Another work of this kind is the hanging scroll,

Drunken Fishierman by a Reed Bank, also in the
Crawford collection,? by T’ang Yin, one of the Wu
school painters referred to earlier. The poem in the
upper right-hand corner of the picture is again by
the artist himself, and reads,

Punting pole stuck in the reeds, he ties up
his boat; '

Late at night, the moon climbs to the top
of the pole.

The old fisherman is dead dmnk——ca!l
him, he won’t wake up—

In the morning he rises, frost-prints on
the shadow of his raincoat.
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Here again, the poem contains images which are
not seen in the painting—the frost and the shadow
of the fisherman’s raincoat—and refers to the
psychological state of the fisherman; in this case,
he is drunk! In addition, the slightly off-balance,
spiky calligraphy echoes the swaying, sharp-leaved
reeds below, and also, perhaps, hints at the fisher-
man’s inebriation. Obviously, the poem is not
merely a description of the painting, nor the
painting an illustration to the poem—the poem,

. the painting and the calligraphy are complementary

elements of an aesthetically integrated creation.

STILL ANOTHER aspect of the relationship :be-
tween poetry and painting in China is the fact that

the two arts share the same images, and that these -

tend to be traditional, or conventional. An ex-
cellent example is the fisherman as an exemplar of
Taoist freedom, an image which occurred in the
poems and paintings of Wu Chen and T’ang Yin
just discussed. In painting, the image can be traced
back to a T’ang catalogue, the Chen-kuan kung-ssu
hua-shin FBAFEE by Pei Hsiao-yuan Z231R
(preface dated 639), where a painting of a fisher-

®Ibid., pp. 138-139 and plate 39.



Poetry and Painting

man is attributed to a Six Dynasties painter.!? The
image then 'continues to occur throughout the
history of Chinese painting. In poetry, the locus
classicus is the poem on the fisherman in the Ch’u
Tz’u %5 anthology, the poem in question being
dated by David Hawkes to the third century B.C.1!

The standard images of both arts were, in fact,

catalogued in two important encyclopedias, both

published in the early eighteenth century. One, the
famous Mustard Seed Garden Manual of Painting
(Chieh tzu yuan hua chuan F+3EE{E, translated
as The Tao of Painting by Mai-mai Sze, Bollingen,
1956), appeared in its final form in 1701. This
work is a collection of all the traditional images of
Chinese painting—mountains and rocks, painted
in various styles, trees and flowers of many kinds,
birds and insects, temples, villas, and scholars and
fishermen in boats. ‘ ‘

The other encyclopedia is the P'ei-wen yiin-fu
Wz EBKF, the Plei-wen Treasury of Rhymes,
published in 1711, but using material going back
to the Yuan dynasty. This is a compendium of
poetic images and phrases, each of which is quoted
in chronologically arranged passages. Every image
in the Mustard Seed Garden Manual of Painting
can be found here as well. Under the heading
“fisherman” (yil-fu #4), the passages quoted
range from the Ch’u ¢z’u poem to a couplet by
Su Tung-p’o: ‘ :

1010 Mei-shu ts'ung-k'an, Vol. I (Taipei, 1963), p. 45.
The painter’s name is Shih I 5 #.

Upavid Hawkes, Ch’u Tz'u: The Songs of the South
(Oxford, 1959), p. 88. .
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I should meet the old fisherman here,
Winding his way through the reeds.

BESHRE,
#E 8 E#H.

That poetry and painting shared the same
traditional images suggests a similarity in the
creative process of both arts. The point also gives
rise to an important question: how does the artist
express his individuality in an essentially conserva-
tive artistic milieu? ‘An interesting passage from
the writings of the late Sung thinker and poet, Ho
Ching #R#& (1223-1275) may help to throw some
light on this problem. “The writers of past and
present,” he states, “have not necessarily sought
to make the style (fz #) of another person their
own style. They have only comprehended the
basic patterns (li ¥&). When one has fully com-
prehended the basic patterns of Heaven and
Earth, then creativity will inhere in the Self (wo
$%).’12 The idea appears to be that mere imitation

_of others is not creativity—intense personal ex-

perience must precede any form of artistic creation.
But the stuff of that experience will ultimately
consist of the essential truths which the great
artists of the past have also discovered. Thus the
poet and the painter will reach a point where the
expression of an individual perception and the
expression of the Absolute are one and the same.

12Quoted in Kuo. Shao-yii #R#FsE, Chung-kuo wen-
hsiieh p’i-p'ing shih HHBHFFE (Hong Kong, Hung-
chih shu-tien ZEEK), p. 271.





