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Abstract

Flower Paintings by Late Qing Painter Zhao Zhigian

Oh Jiyoung*

This study discusses flower paintings by Zhao Zhigian, a Qing Chinese artist from the mid to
late 19" century, Zhao Zhigian's works, drawing inspirations from the aesthetics of jinshixue (the
study of ancient metal and stone artifacts ), opened a new direction for Chinese painting, at a time
when its artistic scenes were thirsty for changes, thereby becoming one of the spiritual fathers of
the Shanghai school, and laying the groundwork for traditional painting to survive and remain
relevant into the 20" century, Most prior studies on Zhao Zhigian have been almost exclusively
concerned with the question whether or not he should be considered a member of the Shanghai
school, or with the relationship between jinshi style and the Shanghai school of painting, insofar
he was a connecting link between the two, This study is an attempt at a comprehensive portrayal
of Zhao Zhigian as an artist, examining his artistic philosophy and achievements, to determine his
place within the history of Chinese painting.,

My discussion of Zhao Zhigian opens with a look at his flower paintings, an area of his work
that best reflects his intellectual and artistic temperament, Two periods can be discerned in his
flower paintings : before and after 1863, the year that marked a clear stylistic shift for Zhao
Zhigian, as the artist is reported to have acknowledged himself, The initial period between 1857

and 1862, Zhao Zhigian studied classical techniques of the Chinese flower painting tradition and

* Master  Hongik University
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produced colorful and stylized paintings, geared toward a broad audience and catering to the
popular taste of the day. In 1861, however, he produced two very original scrolls, such as
Collection of Strange Fish and Collection of Products of Wenzhou, These works, a reflection of his
long-standing interest in Kaozhengxue, were more particularly the results of his known passion
for, and desire to document exotic animals, plants and produce from various regions of China, A
noticeable change occurred in his style toward 1863, The influence of artists he befriended in
Beijing around this time, and his initiation into ancient epigraphy and further mastery of
calligraphy and seal carving appear to have been the contributing factors, During this period,
Zhao Zhigian , immersed in the study of ancient epigraphy and stelae, professed his admiration for
the weighty aesthetic of antiquity, He clearly understood the intimate ties existing between
calligraphy, painting and seal carving, and worked toward the ultimate stage of calligraphic
mastery he described as ‘awkward .’ This artistic vision is tangible in his flower paintings from this
period, which also integrated elements of seal carving and calligraphy, to shape a new style
infused with the aesthetics of jinshixue, It was also during this period that he created a new genre
of flower painting in which flowers and plants are depicted alongside ancient bronze vessels,
using techniques inspired from stele rubbing, These new styles and genres developed by Zhao
Zhigian had a seminal influence on Shanghai school painters of the likes of Wu Changshuo and
Ren Bonian and the artistic circles of Beijing and became the sources of inspiration for traditional
Chinese painting of the early 20 century . It is important to underline that Zhao Zhigian pioneered
the integration of jinshixue aesthetics into painting, and that his works embodying this style
predate those of Wu Changshuo ., In that, he was the true spiritual founding father of the Shanghai
school, Also noteworthy is the fact that Zhao Zhigian’s influence went beyond Chinese borders to
Korea, Via works of Shanghai school painters, Jang Seung-eup and other Korean painters of the
late 19" to early 20™-century were exposed to Zhao Zhigian's style. Flower and antique objects
using stele-rubbing technique, a genre Zhao Zhigian is widely considered to have fathered, and
Shanghai school painters’ works had a decisive influence on Vessels and Flower Paintings, the
late-Joseon still-life genre representing flowers, plants and antique vessels, in terms of
composition, expressive techniques as well as media,

Zhao Zhigian forged a new aesthetic from his learning in various scholarly fields and

produced highly original works, at the same time as paintings with a commercial bent, In this
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sense, the career of this 19"-century painter may be seen as a portrait of his epoch, a time when
major changes overtook the artistic scenes of China, By establishing that Zhao Zhigian not only
influenced succeeding generations of Chinese painters, but also Korean painters, this article
attempted to give an artist whose significance and impact have not yet been fully appreciated the

place he deserves in the history of Chinese and East Asian painting
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