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[ABSTRACT)

Art Theory by Tung Ch’i-ch’ang

Han, Jung-hee

Tung Chi-ch'ang (1555-1636) was a prominent calligrapher, painter and art theorist in
late Ming dynasty. His theories were most influential in the history of Chinese painting
and had undoubtedly left strong impact on the later period. Though his Theory of
Southern and Northern Schools is most well known, there are Theory of Literati Painting
and Theory of Revival among others, and numerous critiques on ancient painters are still
present to this day. This paper approached his theories in four different aspects: view of
paining, theory of history of painting, theory of style, and theory of technique.

Firstly, he asserted manner of revival and observation of nature for his view of painting.
He had a tendency to recollect the old paintings while he appreciated the real scenery.
Such attitude was probably influenced by the attitude of Kungan School of literature in
late Ming period. Tung Chi-chang claimed that much transformation should take place
when in borrowing master's manner. Imitations without transformation is just as good as
lifeless and additionally he emphasized the importance of Great Synthesis. Great synthesis
is intermingling the merits of early masters on a picture. Tung Chi ch'ang had also
presented a new aspect of interpretation of traditional chi-yun, which stated that the
chi-yun could be surmounted through learning. He had suggested that chi-yun could be
gained through abundant reading and travelling, revising it a vantage way for scholar-
painters.

As for the theory of history of painting, it concerns the current of history of painting,
and the Theory of Southern and Northern Schools is the most significant of all. It views
the history of Chinese painting with two different aspects, Southern School and Northern
Schools, and he mentions the early masters while accounting for the theory. This
advocates that the literary style painting developed from Tang period in comparing with
Buddhism that prevailed in the Southern sect. This theory is evaluated as a dogmatic
theory questioning its authenticity, however it has also contributed a lot in the

comtemporary trend of literary thoughts. In Ming dynasty, the dichotomy of orthodoxy and
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heterodoxy was current and his theory advocated his intention of projecting literary
painting as the Orthodox.

Additionally, he had proposed a new interpretation for [-pin class and referred
scholar-painters like Ni Tzan and Mi Fu as [-pin class painters. [pin class used to
include extraordinary painters, but it later altered its meaning, referring scholar-painters
since the day of Tung Chi-chang. He, furthermore, analyzed that there were two main
streams in paintings of Yuan, that of i Ch'eng and Tung Yuan, and concluded that the
painting style of Tung Yuan was more prevalent then. This, however, is proclaimed to be
different from the reality and groundless. It is, nevertheless, important in the history of
Chinese painting that he first coined terms like Che School and Literati painting.

For third, the theory of painting style. This is most frequently mentioned subject for
Tung Chi-ch'ang, and painting styles of early masters are discussed here. He not only
examined the painting styles but also held an attention to the minute handling of the
paintings, and this unprecedented approach of analysis distinguishes him from other
connoisseurs. Though his analysis is a concise one compared with that of present, his
attitude was doubtlessly progressive. The theory primarily concerns the painters of
Southern School. Wang Wei and Tung Yuan were mainly discussed for Tang and Five
dynasties and Mi Family for Sung dynasty. Moreover, four painters of Four Great Masters
of the Yuan were evenly introduced, and he did not forget to acknowledge the official
painter, Kao Ko-kung. Shen Chou and Wen Cheng-ming were focused for his contemporary
painters of Ming as well.

Tung Chi-chang had excessively investigated the style of Wang Wei and Tung Yuan
because they hold an important stance as the fountainhead of the Southern School lineage.
An issue arises here, questioning the authenticity of masters works he modeled after, for
many of painting styles of the masters previous to Yuan were based on the forgeries, and
therefore it unfortunately loses its credibility. Tung himself, however, strongly believe in
its authenticity, though it bears some insufficiencies in examining genuineness.

Lastly, regarding the theory of technique, it is considered as a distinctive feature of
paintings of Ming, and Tung discussed diverse painting techniques for creation of new
pictures. He explained his thoughts of techniques, which were obtained from studying the
old paintings, but it likewise loses its credibility when modeled after forgeries. His theory

of technique consisted of various kinds such as Law of sparseness and density, Law of
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falseness and truth and on the brushwork and ink, and as well as the spirit. Moreover, he
had experimented these on his own works. Consequently, his paintings reflected his
theories and may seem abstruse and unique. Tungs paintings are rather intellectual than
emotional (sentimental), and it particularly gives emphasis on the consistency of his
paintings with his theories. Even so, his paintings seem novel after passing it through a
process transformation, but his followers lack in originality focusing only on imitating the
pictorial elements.

Tung Chi-chang's theory may be dogmatic and sometimes far from the truth, however it
is creative and considered as a creation of the day. Born in the days when the idea of
artistic lineage and the concept of new technique had prevailed, such attitude can be
understood as a natural phenomenon. Though his theories may be somewhat fictitious,
numerous scholar-painters had recklessly followed and accepted them, and they had also
dominated the minds of painters and theorist of Ching dynasty. I would like to suggest
that we should not evaluate his theory whether it well fit to the reality or not, instead
they should be appraised as an achievement of revolutionary theory because they are

original and creative in some aspect.
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