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Abstract

Orchid Paintings by Xuechuang and his Method

Kang Yeong-ju *

During the Yuan dynasty (1271-1368) in China, there were pronounced developments
in painting themes symbolizing principled and moral gentlemen. At that time, members of
the literati who failed to retain government posts retired from public life to live in seclusion,
dedicating their time instead to painting and writing poems in pursuit of purity and loftiness
of heart. Chan monk Xuechuang Puming (&% %1, unknown-c.1352) also expressed
the spirit of the time through ink paintings of orchids, which was the preserve of literary
noblemen. In his ink paintings of orchids, Xuechuang reflected the symbolic connotations of
orchids such as “gentlemen,” “loyalty,” and “fidelity,” which were propagated by Confucius
and Qu Yuan. Thus, the archetype of Xuechuang’s ink orchids had a profound effect on the
creation of ink orchid paintings not only by the kings and literary noblemen in the Joseon
dynasty, but also by Zen monk-painters in Japan.

Xuechuang began painting after having entered into monkhood at Yuanjuesi. During
his stay at Yunyansi Temple, he compiled the first collection of ink paintings of orchids titled
Hualan bifa ji (%1550, Notes on brush techniques for painting orchids). In particular, his
sojourn at Yunyansi and Shengtiansi Temples saw the artist exerting his outstanding talents
to produce prolific paintings of ink orchids. Xuechuang also exchanged paintings and letters
with a number of his peers including Huiji Yuanxi (IffCEY), Zhao Mengfu (57, Zhao
Yong (5%£), Yu Ji (FEE), Ke Jiusi (fif /L1t and Li Qi (Z=7il)).

The literati of this era were highly appreciative of “Xuechuang’s orchids” in recognition

of Xuechuang’s stylistic influences from Zhao Mengfu and Zhao Mengjian (i %).

* Cultural Heritage Appraiser at Pyeongtaek Port, Cultural Heritage Administration
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Indeed, Xuechuang shared similarities with the Zhao family in terms of the composition and
materials used. However, Xuechuang made himself distinct from the Zhao family’s painting
styles in his depiction of the leaves, petals or pistils that define ink orchid paintings, and
other elements such as rocks and bamboo. This earned his ink paintings the exclusive title
“Xuechuang’s Orchids.”

The collection Hualan bifa ji is Xuechuang’s treatise on composing ink paintings of
orchids, which no longer has any extant copies. However, Hualanfa (1%, Techniques
for painting orchids), which was included in the book titled Jingzhai Zhizheng zhi ji (FE5
“FIF1E5L, Records on various systems of the Yuan Dynasty), was later confirmed as the
abridged version of Hualan bifa ji and eventually became recognized as the first collection
of ink orchid paintings. During the Song and Yuan dynasties, compilations of ink paintings
portraying plum blossoms and bamboo became commonplace, which has allowed in-depth
research on the said genres of ink paintings to the present day based on historical painting
collections. In contrast, the research on ink paintings of orchids has made little progress due
to the absence of such materials. For this reason, Xuechuangs Hualanfa, which contains
meticulous descriptions on how to draw ink orchids, is considered a crucial primary
historical source as the first collection of its kind in the study of ink orchids.

Since Xuechuang left no records of his artwork, it is difficult to discern the artist’s
intentions behind his paintings. However, it is possible to gain a glimpse into his philosophy
on paintings through recurring inscriptions in his works such as Jivwan yufen (JUbifss5
, Lingering fragrance in Jiuwan), ‘Guangfeng shuanhui (JeEJE, Orchids bending in
the wind), ‘Xuanya shuangqing (5%, Orchids on a cliff in shared harmony), ‘Xuanya
you fang (%%FK475, Enchanting fragrance of orchids on a cliff), as well a phrase he used as
his seal ‘Wuwai gingle (94542, Standing aloof from worldly affairs and enjoying purity
in life). In short, he aimed to apply the symbolism of orchids as once sung and praised by
Confucius and Qu Yuan into his own life. He internalized the spirituality of orchids beyond
their botanical form, while depicting his intent to promote the symbolic aspects of orchids in

his life through ink paintings of orchids.
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