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Abstract

The Style of Zeng Jing and the Literati Aesthetic of
the Late Ming Period

Jung Sukbum *

This paper explores whether the style of Zeng Jing (1565-1647), a painter of the late Ming
known primarily as a professional portraitist, is related to the literati aesthetic developed
during his active years in southern China, and if so, what the exact correlation is, People
featured in portraits by Zeng Jing were mostly eminent literati, active in such southern cities
as Jinling, Wumen, and Huating, or men of letters living in seclusion, or social and political
thinkers of his time, Meanwhile, those who wrote postscripts to his portrait works were
also prominent thinkers or cultural personalities of the late Ming period, His ties to the
intellectuals of his time show that the traditional view of Zeng Jing as a simple portraitist
appears both reductive and misleading. The significance of his portrait works, therefore, has
to be reassessed.

Those who were supporters of Zeng Jing and appreciated his portraits were such
figures belonging to the left wing of the Wang Yangming school as Wang Longxi and Li
Zhi who rejected dogmatic thinking in favor of subjective and intuitive judgment. Men of
letters belonging to the so-called Gong an school, influenced by the left wing of the Wang

Yangming school, such as the Yuan brothers known for their quasi-retrograde literary ideals,

* Lecturer at Hongik University
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those adhering to the Jingling school such as Zhong Xing, and Tan Yuanchun, and members
of the southern Chinese literati who led reclusive lives away from the political, social and
cultural scene of the capital city and who sympathized with the latter's view were also
among Zeng Jing' s admirers and patrons, These people shared the ideal of literature as the
spontaneous expression of the mind and spirit, which is not a passive adherence to literary
and artistic norms passed down from the past, This stance naturally led these southern
Chinese men of letters to the praise and idealization of a bucolic existence removed from the
mundane world, This is well attested to by the explosive increase of numbers of ‘hermits
seen during the Ming dynasty, Many men of letters came to adopt a reclusive lifestyle.
Eremitism gained popularity among late-Ming literati and, in some cases, became even a
family tradition, handed down through subsequent generations,

Subjects featured in Zeng Jing's portraits reflect such ideals and aspirations of the
literary circle of southern China, Zeng's sitters were famous for shunning the ‘ratrace’ of the
mundane world and enjoying their reclusive lifestyles. They are portrayed most often against
the background of deep mountain valleys, enjoying the serenity of nature and the spiritual
peace it affords, or shown in an indoor setting, immersed in an inner universe of their own,
oblivious of the world outside, Zeng Jing's portrait paintings, therefore, actively visualized
the world view of the Wang Yangming school at the same time as catering to the tastes and
aspirations of men of letters of his time, earning, in the process, fervent support from these
people.

Zeng Jing s portrait paintings reflected the aesthetic of the literati class of his time in
their technical aspects as well, Subjects are portrayed, for example, using mainly contour
lines, and the use of color is kept to a minimum, These technical aspects, meanwhile, are
in continuity with an existing stylistic tradition exemplified by Portrait of Yang Zhuxi and
Portrait of Su Shi from the Yuan dynasty and Portrait of Wang Jian from the Ming dynasty.
This is not to suggest that there was no stylistic evolution in Zeng Jing's paintings. For
example, his later works such as Portrait of Xu Mingbai or Portrait of a Hermit are quite
distinct from his early works such as Portrait of Wang Shimin or Portrait of Pei Ran that are
primarily line-depicted portraits, In these later works of his, Zeng Jing attempted to render

depth using light and shade, or avoided contour linesentirely; thereby showing a degree of
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Western influence, But, unlike his own disciples, Zeng Jing used the contrast of light and
shade with moderation, in a manner not to run counter to the literati aesthetic of his time,
This helped ensure a steady base of followers among Southern Chinese literati members,
That is one reason why the significance of Zeng Jing's portrait paintings should not be
reduced to their technical quality, namely a highly realistic mode of depiction, His portrait
paintings should be reassessed as works that embody the zeitgeist of the late Ming dynasty,

and his techniques as the vehicles of the worldview of his time,
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