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Abstract  Categories of painting had a special role and significance in criticism 
of the ci poetry. The mutual borrowing and the mutual facilitating among the 
different branches of arts are the common phenomena in the history. In ancient 
times it was common for critics to talk about works of one kind of art in terms of 
the theory of another kind. In their discussion of ci poetry, the critics borrowed 
much from the theory of painting, including such categories as shenpin (the 
magical work), nanbeizong (the northern and southern schools), goule (outlining) 
and shese (coloring). They drew on these to convey in a subtle and graphic 
manner what would otherwise have been hard to put into words. Such reference 
to painting in ci poetry criticism is a fascinating part of critical theory in ancient 
China; it deepened the content of poetics with regard to the ci and played an 
important role in its theoretical development. 
 
Keywords  painting theory, ci poetics, magical work, the northern and southern 
schools, outlining, coloring 

Introduction 

Literature and art are closely connected in terms of spirit and quality and the 
ancient Chinese ci poetry and the calligraphy and painting are actually of the 
same origin and are based on the same theory. Fang Dongshu 方东树 in the 
Qing dynasty said, “the prose, calligraphy, painting and poetry are based on the 
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same theory and the techniques and the scene-choosing of them are all 
approximately the same. There is also a wonderful and inconceivable link among 
the moral characters, the structures and forms of the four. Their similarities can 
be proved by the comments and appreciations done by the ancient masters”1. The 
mutual borrowing and the mutual facilitating among the different braches of arts 
are the common phenomena in the history. The relationship between poetry and 
painting remains a popular and vigorous topic in the fields of poetics and the 
theory of painting and it is said that “Poetry is painting without form, and 
painting is poetry with form”2; “Painting is the soundless poem between heaven 
and earth while poem is the colorless painting between heaven and earth”3. The 
skills and attainments of ancient Chinese painting have reached the great heights 
and the theory of painting is also extensive and profound. The detailed and 
in-depth discussion has been made on many problems and aspects, such as the 
rudiments of painting, the skills and techniques, different schools of painting, the 
aesthetic features and the appreciation. The ci poetry came into being in the Sui, 
Tang and Five dynasties and bloomed in the two Song dynasties while the ci 
poetics was originated in the two Song dynasties and developed prosperously in 
the Qing dynasty. The ci-poetics appeared later than the theory of painting and 
was greatly influenced by the poetics. A lot of nourishing elements in the 
ci-poetics were drawn from the theory of painting and in addition, many painting 
categories were borrowed for making comments on ci poetry. As a result, the 
connotations were deepened and the structure of the ci-poetics was gradually 
built up. 

The Category of the “Magical Work” 

Wang Wei 王维 in the Tang dynasty enjoyed a great reputation because his 
poem was replete with graphic description and his painting full of poetic grace, 
which was a good example of the communication between poetry and painting. 
Just as the painting concepts can be invoked to comments on poetry, the painting 
categories can also be borrowed to comment on ci poetry. It is said in Zuo’an 
cihua 左庵词话 (Zuo’an Ci Poetry Talk) that “Wang Mojie’s 王摩诘 poem was 
replete with graphic description and his painting full of poetic grace. The ci poet 
describes the beautiful scenery, which is also sketched by the painter. The 

                                                   
1 Fang Dongshu, 1961, p. 3. 
2 Zhang Shunmin 张舜民, “Ba baizhi shihua” 跋百之诗画 (“A Postscript to the Collection of 
Poetry and Paintings”), in Zhang Shunmin, 1985, volume 1. 
3 Ye Xie 叶燮, “Chixialou shiji xu 赤霞楼诗集序 (“The Preface to Chixialou Collection of 
Poetry”) from Yiqi ji 己畦集 (Yiqi Collection), volume 8. 
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beautiful picture painted with words is worth reading a hundred times”4. The 
artistic practice and achievements of Wang Wei in terms of the communication 
between poetry and painting greatly enlightened and inspired the critics. 

Some ci poetry critics analyzed the pictorial flavor retained in the poetic 
conception and for example, Xian Zhu 先著 and Cheng Hong 程洪 in the Qing 
dynasty commented on Su Shi’s 苏轼  “Xingxiangzi” 行香子  (“Lingering 
Fragrance)” in Cijie jiping 词洁辑评 (A Collection of the Commentaries on Ci 
Poetry), saying that “the last few lines retain the pictorial flavor, thus both 
graceful and beautiful”5. Dong Xiazhou 董遐周 commented on the ci poetry and 
paintings by Xu Xiaoshu 徐小淑 by saying that “Xiaoshu is good at painting, so 
there is ci poem in her painting and painting in her ci poem”6. Kuang Zhouyi 况
周颐 in the late Qing dynasty quoted the saying that “there is the flavor of ci 
poem in the painting”7 to comment on a few poetic lines by Lu Bing 卢炳, such 
as “The autumn sky is as clear as water; The leaves covers the wall like clouds”, 
“Wind rolled up the curtain to let the catkins fly in; The willow branches are as 
soft as the silk”. “Zhehua 折花 (Picking Flowers)” by Jiang Jie 蒋捷 said that 
“The human shadow and the window screening, who came to pick the flowers? 
Let him pick the flowers as he likes, where will he go after that? The flowers 
above the eaves are the best, so go a step higher to catch. The person should be 
told that, the flower is worn on the side the hair” and Kuang Zhouyi was pleased 
with the vivid picture presented in the above poem8. The picturesque flavor 
revealed in the ci poem means that the beauty of composition and arrangement of 
the painting is contained in the conception of ci poem, which is in turn made 
more visible. 

The theory of painting is also borrowed to analyze the skills of ci poetry and 
for example Sun Linzhi 孙麟趾 said in Cijing 词径 (The Path of Ci Poetry) that 
“the profound and obscure poem is not as good as the shallow and simple one. 
The wonder of the profound is set off with the shallow just as there are both 
density and spacing in the painting. If a profound idea is not explained in 
everyday language, the poem will be obscure; if the flowing of words is not 
properly restrained, the poem will be too crafty; if the sharp and original points 
are not blended into one integral whole, the poem will be a little trivial; all the 

                                                   
4 Li Jia 李佳, “Zuo’an cihua” 左庵词话 (“Zuo’an Ci Poetry Talk”), in Tang Guizhang, 1986, p. 
3164. 
5 Xian Zhu and Cheng Hong, Cijie jiping, volume 2, in Tang Guizhang, 1986. 
6 Shen Xiong 沈雄, Gujin cihua 古今词话 (The Ci Poetry Talk both Ancient and Modern), 
part 2. 
7 Kuang Zhouyi, Lidai ciren kaolüe 历代词人考略 (A Study on the Ci Poets of the Past 
Generations), volume 29. 
8 Kuang Zhouyi, “Canyingwu cihua” 餐樱庑词话 (“Canyingwu Collection of Ci Poetry Talk”), 
in Sun Keqiang, 2003, p. 395. 
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detailed depiction and the lack of detachment will render the poem stagnant. If 
there is a turn in every poetic line, just as the fantastic light now disperses and 
then affiliates, the reader will feel that there are more than enough things for his 
eyes to take in. That is the magical skill of writing”9. The painter designs the 
picture with the technique of density and spacing so as to achieve the effect of 
good arrangement. The ci poets are inspired by the painting skill and try hard to 
achieve a picturesque disorder in the poem, so that the similarity of both shape 
and spirit is accomplished. In addition, the everyday language should be used to 
explain the profound idea. 

The artistic technique was also analyzed and for example, Zhuo Renyue 卓人

月 in the late Ming dynasty commented on “Shuidiaogetou” 水调歌头 (“Prelude 
to Water Melody”) in Citong 词统 (On Ci Poetry), saying that “Su Shi 苏轼 has 
the broadax of a painter”. The so-called “broadax” is also one of the painting 
techniques and is usually applied to the grand and magnificent work. Su Shi was 
praised for his bold vision, imposing attitude and the exceptional technique. Liu 
Xizai 刘熙载, a critic in late Qing dynasty analyzed the ci poetry by Liu Yong 柳
永 with the painting techniques in Cigai 词概 (A General Talk on Ci Poetry). 

 
The technique of dotting and coloring is also used in ci poetry writing. 
Yulinling 雨霖铃 (Bells Ringing in the Rain) said, “Parting lovers would 
grieve as of old. How could I stand this clear autumn day so cold! Where shall 
I be found at day’s early break; From wine awake? Moored by a riverbank 
planted with willow trees; Beneath the waning moon and in the morning 
breeze.” The grief of separation is described in the first two lines, which is the 
dotting. The next two lines are written as the coloring. The dotting and the 
coloring should not be separated with any other lines; otherwise the famous 
line is turned into a dead one10. 
 
Liu Yong 柳永 is a famous ci poet in the Northern Song dynasty, but some 

people of the later generations often blamed him for writing in a dull and flat 
way and criticized his works for the vulgarity and shallowness. However, Liu 
Xizai revealed the ingenuity of Liu Yong’s ci poetry with the help of the painting 
technique. Dotting is the condensation of emotion while coloring is to build up 
the mood and atmosphere and the combination of dotting and coloring brings the 
poem to the highest state. It is thus made clear that the ci poetry by Liu Yong 
would not have touched people so deeply if they had been written in a flat and 

                                                   
9 Sun Linzhi 孙麟趾, “Cijing” 词径 (“The Path of Ci Poetry”), in Tang Guizhang, 1986, p. 
2557. 
10 Liu Xizai 刘熙载, “Cigai” 词概 (“A General Talk on Ci Poetry”), in Tang Guizhang, 1986, 
p. 3705. 
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dull way. Later Jiang Shunyi 江顺诒  said, “the dotting and coloring are 
discussed separately and poetic lines are quoted to support it forcefully, so the 
readers all nod in agreement after reading. The skills and techniques of painting 
and ci poetry are both mastered”11. Liu Xizai’s practice of invoking the theory of 
painting to comment on ci poetry was approved. Liu Tiren 刘体仁 talked about 
the structure of ci poetry with the painting skill in Qisongtang ciyi 七颂堂词绎 
(Qisongtang Collection of Ci Poetry Commentaries) and he said that “neither 
complete separation nor clear adherence is the good choice for the transition 
from the middle-lengthed section to the long section. The painting method of 
opening and closing should be adopted to get the transition done without any 
letup and in this way, the romantic charm can be achieved. The intensive 
attention and the painstaking planning will produce a result opposite to our 
wishes”12. The painters pay due attention to the layout of the picture and aim to 
achieve a proper alternation of opening and closing and a smooth transition. Liu 
Tiren borrowed the painting method of “opening and closing” to discuss the 
echoing between the middle-lengthed section and the long section as well as the 
transition between the old beginning and the new one. Due to the great lengths of 
the middle-lengthed section and the long section, more attention should be paid 
to the connection, echoing and transition of the two. On the one hand, a new 
poetic conception should be built up and on the other, a unified whole should be 
achieved. 

The painting theory of “quality judging” is most frequently borrowed to 
comment on the ci poetry. The practice of judging the quality of a painting was 
originated from the Tang dynasty, when Zhang Huaijin 张怀瑾 used “quality” to 
evaluate the achievements of calligraphy and painting in Shuduan 书断 
(Judging Calligraphy) and Huaduan 画断 (Judging Painting). Later, “quality” 
developed into an important category for the commentary of calligraphy, painting 
and even poetry. It is said in Tangchao minghualu xu 唐朝名画录序 (The 
Preface to The Famous Paintings in the Tang Dynasty) that “according to Huapin 
duan 画品断 (Judging the Quality of the Painting) by Zhang Huaijin, paintings 
can be classified into the three categories of the magical, the wonderful and the 
fine. Every category is further divided into three sub-categories”13. Therefore, the 
paintings and painters are classified into three classes and their relative 
superiority and inferiority are also decided. In Lunshu yi 论书一  (On 
Calligraphy Part One) of the fifth volume of Yizhou shuangji 艺舟双楫 (The 
                                                   
11 Jiang Shunyi, Cixue jicheng 词学集成 (An Integrated Collection of Ci Poetics), in Tang 
Guizhang, 1986, p. 3286. 
12 Liu Tiren, Qisongtang ciyi 七颂堂词绎 (Qisongtang Collection of Ci Poetry Commentaries), 
in Tang Guizhang, 1986, p. 619. 
13 Zhu Jingxuan 朱景玄, “Tangchao minghualu xu” 唐朝名画录序 (“The Preface to The 
Famous Paintings in the Tang Dynasty”), inYu Jianhua, 1986, p. 22. 
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Two Oars of the Boat of Art), the three categories of “the magical”, “the 
wonderful” and “the fine” are defined. “The magical work is produced with 
heavenly inspiration and retains the celestial beauty; in the wonderful work, the 
traces of brewing are not revealed and all parts are in harmony and the fine 
works are out of careful design and hard efforts”14. The three categories of “the 
magical”, “the wonderful” and “the fine” are frequently employed to comment 
on poetry and later, this set of categories is also used in the discussion of ci 
poetry and ci poets. 

The practice of judging the quality of ci poetry started from the Ming dynasty, 
when Yang Shen 杨慎 wrote the work Cipin 词品 (The Quality of Ci Poetry). 
In this book, all the ci poetry were classified into different categories and labeled 
as “the superior”, “the inferior”, “the good” or “the bad”. Zhou Xun 周逊 said in 
Cipin xu 词品序 (The Preface to The Quality of Ci Poetry) that “the ci poem that 
can bring the readers personally on the scene and make them moved and touched 
are the magical work; the fluent and melodious ones are wonderful works and the 
fine works cannot be compared with the above two”15. The above saying reveals 
Yang Shen’s intention of evaluating the quality of ci poetry. Among the three 
categories, “the magical work” is undoubtedly the best and it is said in 
Huachanshi suibi 画禅室随笔  (Huachanshi Collection of Essays) that “the 
ultimate pursuit of the painter is to produce a magical work”16. In the works of ci 
poetics, some works of the famous ci poets were praised as the magical ones. 
Chen Tingchao 陈廷焯, a critic of the late Qing dynasty praised the ci poems by 
He Zhu 贺铸 as the magical works. “His ci poems fill people with a sadness that 
cannot be expressed. The verve of Chuci and Lisao is carried in his poem and 
some variations are also made, hence magical works” 17 . Tan Xian 谭献 
commented on the ci poem “Yumeiren” 虞美人 (“The Beauty”) by the Last 
Emperor of the Southern Tang dynasty and said that “the two ci poems should be 
considered as the magical works. The ci poetry by the Emperor is comparable to 
the poetry by Li Bai and has already gone beyond challenge”18. “Yumeiren” by 
the Last Emperor is as follows. 

 
Wind returns to this small court, 
As lichens turn green. 
Her eyes and willow leaves, 

                                                   
14 Bao Shichen 包世臣, Lunshu yi, in Lidai shufa lunwen xuan, p. 656. 
15 Zhou Xun 周逊, “Cipin xu”, in Tang Guizhang, 1986, p. 407. 
16 Dong Qichang, Huachanshi suibi, in Shen Zicheng, 1982, p. 252. 
17 Chen Tingchao 陈廷焯, Baiyuzhai cihua 白雨斋词话 (Baiyuzhai Collection of Ci Poetry 
Talk), volume 1, in Tang Guizhang, 1986, p. 3786. 
18 Tan Xian, Futang cihua 复堂词话 (Futang Collection of Ci Poetry Talk), in Tang Guizhang, 
1986, p. 3993. 
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Make a sequence in spring. 
Leaning against the balustrade, 
She remains long in silence. 
The new moon and the crackers, 
Are tediously the same as the past. 
The feast and the music have not yet ceased. 
In the pond, ice is beginning to melt. 
In the bright candlelight and the faint scent, 
And deeply hidden in the painted room. 
My temples, overladen with thoughts, 
Are white like frost. 
 
This ci poem was written by the Last Emperor when he was kept a prisoner in 

Bianjing and a different emotion was triggered by the changed scenery. The 
desolate sight and the human pathos combined together touched people deeply. 
Therefore, the ci poem fully deserved the title of “magical work”. 

The ci poems by Su Shi were most frequently praised as the magical works, 
and Cheng Tingchao said that “Dongpo’s works are magical”19, which was a high 
compliment to Su’s works. Xian Zhu commented on Su Shi’s “Shuilong yin 水
龙吟 (Water Dragon Chant)” in the fifth volume of Cijie jiping and said that “it 
is truly a magical work with skill and effort”20. The related lines of “Shuilong 
yin” by Su Shi are as follows. 

 
A shower of morning rain  
And they are gone, 
Scattered like weeds in the pool; 
Of spring’s colors now  
Two —thirds lie in the dust, 
One—third in the flowing stream.  
Yet when you look close these are not willow catkins, 
But, drop upon drop , 
The tears of parted lovers. 
 
These few lines has always enjoyed great popularity and Su’s incredible 

mastery of the poetic skill is especially revealed in the personification of willow 
catkins. Huang Su 黄苏 commented on Su Shi’s “Busuanzi 卜算子 (Song Of 
Divination)” in Liaoyuan ciping 蓼园词评 (Liaoyuan Collection of Ci Poetry 

                                                   
19 Chen Tingchao 陈廷焯, Baiyuzhai cihua 白雨斋词话 (Baiyuzhai Collection of Ci Poetry 
Talk), volume 8, in Tang Guizhang, 1986, p. 3961. 
20 Xian Zhu and Cheng Hong, Cijie jiping, volume 5, in Tang Guizhang, 1986, p. 1365. 
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Commentaries) and said that “this ci poem was written by Dongpo when he was 
in solitude in Huangzhou. He began the poem by talking about human being and 
compared him to the swan goose. In the second section, he focused on the swan 
goose and many double-edged remarks were made. With the original structure 
and meaningful expressions, the ci poem can truly be rated as a magical work”21. 
Huang Tingjian 黄庭坚 also made a comment on Su Shi’s “Busuanzi” and he 
said, “The language is superb and the idea is original and it seems a poem with 
otherworldly flavor”. The solitary swan goose in the poem is a symbol of the 
refined and graceful author and that is why the ci poem is considered as a 
magical work. 

Mao Xianshu 毛先舒, a critic of the early Qing dynasty had a high opinion of 
Zhou Bangyan 周邦彦, a ci poet of the Northern Song dynasty and praised his ci 
poems as the magical works. He made comments on “Shaonianyou” 少年游 
(“Wandering While Youth”) by Zhou, saying that “what an image and what a 
meaning! Liu Qilang 柳七郎 would feel ashamed of his own inferiority if he 
was here”22. “Shaonianyou” by Zhou Bangyan is as follows. 

 
Southern salt white as snow, northern knife bright as ice, 
Her fingers fair a fresh mandarin orange slice. 
In the just warm-up curtained room they are sojourning, 
In animal-shaped burners incense ne’er stops burning. 
As they sit face to face, 
She plays on flute with grace. 
To him she whispers low, 
“Where will you go? 
The watchmen have already gone three rounds, 
Horse hoofs may slip on frosty grounds. 
You’d better stay, 
There are few people on the way.” 
 
The scene of two lovers parting with each other at the dawn is described in this 

ci poem. The woman said that “Horse hoofs may slip on frosty grounds. You’d 
better stay, There are few people on the way” to persuade the man to stay. In the 
three lines, the woman’s mood, psychology and tone are described vividly and 
the latent emotion is easily felt by the readers. “The ci poem can bring the 
readers personally on the scene and get them moved and touched”, so it is truly a 
masterpiece and fully deserves the title of “magical work”. Of course, compared 

                                                   
21  Huang Su 黄 苏 , Liaoyuan ciping 蓼 园 词 评  (Liaoyuan Collection of Ci Poetry 
Commentaries), in Tang Guizhang, 1986, p. 3032. 
22 Mao Xianshu, “Cibian di” 词辨坻 (“A Differentiation of Ci Poetry”), in Sun Keqiang, 2006. 
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with the ci poetry by Liu Yong, this one is sweeter and more agreeable, but Liu 
Yong has many other strengths, which are not the topic of this essay. 

The magical painting and the magical ci poem do share something in common. 
First of all, both express the idea and emotion incisively and vividly; second, 
both can arouse the sympathetic response in readers, who in turn identify with 
the figures in the works; third, the readers’ emotions and ambitions can be 
sublimated after appreciating the works. 

The Southern and Northern Schools 

Li E 厉鹗, the leader of the Zhexi School of ci poetry in the Qing dynasty used 
to compare the schools of ci poetry with the northern and southern schools of 
painting. He said, “I often compare ci poetry to painting, and the painters of 
southern school are better achieved than those of the northern school. Jiaxuan 
leads the northern school of ci poetry while Qingzhen leads the southern 
school”23. The division of the northern and southern schools is an important 
cultural phenomenon in the ancient China. First of all, the Buddhism of the Tang 
dynasty was divided into the two schools of north and south, and then came the 
division of the painters in the Ming dynasty and finally the division of the ci 
poets in the Qing dynasty. It is said in the fifth volume of Huachanshi suibi that 
“the Zen practitioners were divided into two schools in the Tang dynasty and the 
same can also be said of the painters”24. In fact, the northern and southern 
schools of painters were established by Mo Shilong 莫是龙 and Dong Qichang 
董其昌 in the Ming dynasty after they carefully sorted out the schools of painters 
from the Tang to the Ming dynasties. Wang Wei 王维, Zhang Jing 张璟 in the 
Tang dynasty and the painters after them made up the Southern School while Li 
Sixun 李思训, Li Zhaodao 李昭道 and the painters after them constitute the 
Northern School. The relationship between the schools of Buddhism and the 
schools of painters was discussed in Huaxue xinfa wenda 画学心法问答 
(Question and Answer about the Internal Methods of Painting). 
 

The southern and northern schools of Buddhism were established in the Tang 
dynasty and so are the two schools of painters … The Southern School was 
originated from the Sixth Patriarch. He said, “There is no Buddhist tree at all, 
and there is bright mirror nor. Now there is nothing at all, how could be dust 
any more? “This saying touches the human nature and provides an 
unobstructed vision. It is like a person in stark nakedness and his body is 

                                                   
23 Li E, “Zhangjinfu hongluoci xu” 张今涪红螺词序 (“A Preface to Hongluo by Zhang Jinfu”), 
in Fanxieshangfang wenji 樊榭山房文集 (Fanxieshanfang Collection). 
24 Dong Qichang, Huachanshi suibi, in Shen Zicheng, 1982, p. 253. 
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shrouded with light. Therefore, the Fifth Patriarch hands down the Buddhist 
monk’s mantle and alms bowl to him … The same is true of the schools of the 
painters. Youcheng is the founder of the Southern School and he dips his pen 
in the natural spirit and vigor and then depicts the mountains and the rivers. He 
neither flaunts his superiority nor competes for glamour. Thousands of ridges 
and valleys are portrayed simply, quietly and elegantly25. 
 
In the above quotation reveals the similarity between the Southern School of 

Buddhism and the Southern School of painters in terms of concept. Both are 
opposed to the over-persistence and both emphasize the spirit instead of the 
shape, which serves as the foundation of the Southern Schools of the painters. 

In the history of painting, the southern and northern schools were different in 
many aspects. In terms of landscape painting, the northern school “colored the 
landscape” while the southern school “washed the water colors”26, which was 
started by Wang Mojie; in terms of the skills and techniques, the southern school 
“used the tip of the brush” while the northern school “used the side of the 
brush”27. Therefore, the two schools both have their own strong points, which is 
analyzed in Huaxue xinfa wenda. 

 
The painters are classified into the southern and the northern schools. Painters 
of the northern school spray the ink freely and drive the brush forcefully. Once 
the strokes are finished, everything is fixed and the trace-over is not needed. If 
the ink is not washed with water, it will be cherished as gold. One stroke is 
followed by the trace-over and then the charm is revealed. That is the painting 
method of the southern school28. 

 
Fu Baoshi 傅抱石 pointed out the respective features of the southern and 

northern schools from five aspects in Zhongguo huihua bianqian shigang 中国绘

画变迁史纲 (The Evolution of Chinese Painting)29. The northern painting is 
favored by the government officials and has the following features: (1) an 
emphasis on color and structure; (2) an objective attitude; (3) a complex and 
difficult painting process; (4) the lack of individuality; and (5) the air of the 
aristocrats. The southern painting is preferred by the men of letters and has the 
following characteristics: (1) the practice of washing ink with water; (2) a 
subjective attitude; (3) free spraying of ink; (4) the presentation of self; and (5) 
                                                   
25 Buyantu 布颜图, Huaxue xinfa wenda 画学心法问答 (Question and Answer about the 
Internal Methods of Painting), in Yu Haiyan, 1937. 
26 Dong Qichang, Huachanshi suibi in Shen Zicheng, 1982, p. 253. 
27 Buyantu, Huaxue xinfa wenda, in Yu Jianhua, 1986, p. 194. 
28 Buyantu, Huaxue xinfa wenda in Yu Jianhua, 1986, p. 211. 
29 Fu Baoshi, 1998, p. 394. 
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the closeness to people. The southern paintings are vivid, lifelike, original and 
elegant, and the spirit is emphasized more than the shape. Wang Yuanqi 王原祁 
in the Qing dynasty said in “Lutai huaba” 麓台画跋 (“Lutai Postscript to the 
Painting”) that “the painters after Youcheng aimed to achieve the vividness and 
charm with their paintings and since then the southern school was established. 
Dong Ju in the Northern Song dynasty synthesized all the strong points of the 
school and brought them to the highest achievements. The painters of the 
southern school all respected him as the master. Their paintings were simple and 
honest, but unconventional and original and their way of using the pen is 
energetic and vigorous, but graceful and charming. They were not devoted to 
coloring, but the brilliant colors simply appeared; they did not strive for the 
unorthodox, but high spirit presented itself. That was because they had acquired 
the essence of painting”30. Fang Xun 方薰 said in Shanjingju hualun shanshui 
山静居画论山水 (Shanjingju Collection of Essays on Landscape Paintings) that 
“what makes a painting exceptional is the spirit and the original shape and form 
do not matter much, which is doctrine of the southern school”31. From the 
aesthetic perspective, the paintings of the southern school reflect grace and 
detachment of the men of letters, hence greatly valued by the later generations. 

If the aesthetic orientation of the southern painting school is invoked to 
analyze the southern school of ci poetry, a lot of discoveries can be found. What 
is more, the aesthetic orientation of ci poetics reflected in commentaries by Li E 
can be clearly seen.  

First of all, Li E divided the ci poets into the southern and northern schools 
and clearly put forward that “the southern school is superior to the northern one”, 
which shows his style and value orientation. 

If the Li E’s thought of ci poetics is compared with that of Zhu Yizun 朱彝尊, 
the founder and leader of the Zhexi School, the former’s distinguishing features 
will be better showed. Li E specified the group of ci poets who were upheld by 
the Zhexi School as models; some ci poets were excluded and others were 
included. First, the Zhexi School followed Zhu Yizun and upheld the ci poetry of 
the Southern dynasty as the banner and Zhu said in Cizong 词综  (The 
Aggregation of Ci Poetry) that “the ci poetry reached its highest state in the 
Southern Song dynasty”. However, “the ci poetry in the Southern Song dynasty” 
still indicates a wide range, which includes not only the elegant and refined ci 
poetry by Jiang Kui 姜夔 and his followers but also the bold and unconstrained 
works by Xin Qiji 辛弃疾 and his followers. Li E classified Xin Qiji and his 
followers into the northern school and got them dismissed because “the southern 
school is superior to the northern one”. This shows that the style of Li E tends to 

                                                   
30 Wang Yuanqi, “Lutai huaba” in Shen Zicheng, 1982, p. 394. 
31 Fang Xun 方薰, Shanjingju hualun shanshui, part 1, in Yu Jianhua, 1986, p. 239. 
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be narrow and cramped. Secondly, Li E went beyond the time horizon defined by 
Zhu Yizun and included Zhou Bangyan as the representative of the southern 
school. Li E said the following words in “Wuchifu linglongci xu 吴尺凫玲珑词序 
(A Preface to Linglong Ci Poetry by Wu Chifu)”. 

 
Zhou Qingzhen stood out among the ci poets of the Northern and Southern 
dynasties. His ci poetry was graceful, restrained, simple and melodious and 
therefore was praised as the masterpieces. There were other talented ci poets, 
such as Yu Qingsong 俞青松, Weng Wufeng 翁五峰, Zhang Jixian 张寄闲, Hu 
Weihang 胡苇航, Fan Yaozhuang 范药庄, Cao Meinan 曹梅南 and Zhang 
Yutian 张玉田 and they all had their own strong points and were respected by 
their contemporaries. The outstanding ci poets of the Yuan dynasty were surely 
Zhang Zhenju 张贞居 and Ling Zhexuan 凌柘轩. The ci poetry in the Ming 
dynasty tended to more refined, but Ma Hechuang’s 马鹤窗 works were as 
coarse and vulgar as the words of merchants. Shen Chushi of this dynasty was 
said to be good at ci poetry, but unfortunately he inherited the corrupt practice 
of Hechuang. The same was also true of his followers. Linglonglian ci 玲珑帘

词 (Linglong Shade Collection of Ci Poetry) by Chifu could clearly express 
his emotions and ideas. The ci poetry by Chifu was written after he reached his 
middle age, so a profound meaning was contained in the poetry. He had 
selected the essence after an extensive reading and his poetry was soft, 
profound, quiet, flowing and beautiful. Therefore, he was considered Qingzhen 
the second32. 
 
The ci poetry school defined by Li E was led by Zhou Bangyan and named 

“Qingzhen School”, which showed Li’s preference for Zhou Bangyan. Li pointed 
out the ci poetry of Qingzhen School was graceful, restrained, simple and 
melodious, which was very similar to the paintings of the southern school. It thus 
can be seen that Li E clarified his aesthetic thoughts of ci poetry by employing 
the category of “southern school” in painting. 

Second, Zhexi School of the early period thought highly of the ci poetry of the 
Southern Song dynasty not only because they appreciated the pure and elegant 
melody of the poetry, but also because they could identify with the national 
hostility and family hatred of the people in the Southern Song dynasty. For as 
long as fifteen years of his life, Zhu Yizun had been degraded, frustrated, 
impoverished and dejected and he said in Jiepeiling from Zitici ji 自题词集 (Ci 
Poetry Written for Myself) that “Ten years are spent on make the sword; Friends 
are made all over the world. The tears of all my life were shed, The ci poem was 
written at an old age, To express my hatred. The black hair on the temple turned 
                                                   
32 Li E, Fanxieshanfang wenji 樊榭山房文集 (Fanxieshanfang Collection), volume 4. 
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gray. Do not follow Qing Guan or Huang Tingjian, I intend to sing a new song, 
Like the one sung by Yutian. Retreat from the complicated human world, Turn 
my back to the peace and prosperity. I am now too old to take an official 
position”. It is especially pointed out in the poem that he intended to follow 
Zhang Yan 张炎, because he could identify with the experience and emotion of 
Zhang. Both of them have shed their tears and retreated from the complicated 
human world. In the late Southern Song dyansty, Zhang Yan had experienced the 
fall of the country and the similar identity and mood drove Zhu Yizun to write in 
the desolate tone of Zhang Yan’s. The other ci poets of Zhexi School also 
preferred the ci poetry of Southern Song dynasty largely because of the similar 
emotional factors and for example, one of the Zhexi masters, Li Fu 李符 said 
that “I am dressed in clothes made of cloth and live an impoverished life. 
Indulgent and cynical, I am quite similar to Yutian”33. Therefore, the experiences 
and encounters of the poets were all written into the ci poetry. It thus can be seen 
that Zhexi School of the early period favored the ci poetry of the Southern Song 
dynasty with an eye to the profound and complicated emotions. The national 
calamity and family catastrophe were inflicted upon the people of the Southern 
Song dynasty, so their ci poetry was usually written in a depressed and gloomy 
style and contained profound meanings. These features aroused a deep 
sympathetic response in the ci poets of the early Zhexi School. Different from the 
early years of Emperor Kangxi’s reign (CE 1708–1717), the reign of Emperor 
Qianlong (CE 1736–1799) where Li E was situated in enjoyed a comparative 
peace and prosperity. The wrath and indignation prevalent in the early Qing 
dynasty had long disappeared. The poets began to sing of the moon and the wind, 
so the pursuit of purity and elegance became a fashion. It was in this historical 
and cultural background that Li E upheld Zhou Bangyan and Jiang Kui as the 
masters of the southern school, which was comparable to the southern school of 
painting. The fresh and elegant style of Zhou and Jiang could be compared to the 
free and graceful paintings of the southern school; while the grief and indignation 
approved of by the early Zhexi School were neglected. It thus can be seen that 
the aesthetic viewpoint and the value orientation of Zhexi School has changed 
during the middle period. 

The Category of “Outlining” 

Zhou Ji 周济, a critic of Changzhou School of the Qing dynasty used the word 
“outlining” while commenting on the ci poems by Zhou Bangyan and it is said in 

                                                   
33 Li Fu 李符, “Shanzhong baiyun cixu” 山中白云词序 (“A Preface to the Ci Poetry of White 
Clouds in the Mountians”), in Zhu Zumou, 1989. 
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Jiecunzhai lunci zazhu 介存斋论词杂著 (Jiecunzhai Miscellaneous Writings on 
Ci Poetry) that “nobody can be compared with Qingzhen in terms of outlining”34 
and it is also said in Songsijia cixuan mulu xulun 宋四家词选目录序论 (Preface 
and Review to the Anthology of the Ci Poetry by the Four Masters of the Song 
Dynasty) that “the simple and vigorous poetry of Qingzhen was written by way 
of outlining”35. These are the classic comments on the artistic technique of Zhou 
Bangyan and are frequently quoted by the critics of later generations. 
“Outlining”36, as a word for the painting technique, explains the way of using the 
paintbrush for modeling. Shen Zongqian 沈宗骞 in the Qing dynasty said in 
“Chuanshen zonglun” 传神总论 (“On Vividness”) of Jiezhou xuehua bian 芥舟

学画编 (Jiezhou Collection of Painting Theories) that “there are different ways 
of using the paintbrush, such as color rendering, outlining, dotting and light-ink 
stroke”37. “Outlining”, as a technique of painting, means to make a sketch of the 
object with lines, hence a basic of modeling. Fang Xun in the Qing dynasty said 
in part one of Shanjingju hualun shanshui that “the stones are drawn with the 
small ones piled upon the big ones and the mountains are drawn with ridges 
connected with one another; then the method of light-ink stroke is applied and 
finally, comes the outlining. After the outlining, the shapes of the stones and the 
mountains are fixed”38. The method of outlining would enhance the shape of the 
object and was considered as major techniques of painting together with “color 
rendering”. What is more, both outlining and color rendering are methods of 
using ink. The shape of the object is made by the free flowing of ink on the rice 
paper and in this way, the edge of the object is blurred. In terms of the effect of 
painting, outlining and color rendering are opposite to each other and generally 
speaking, the likeness of the shape is achieved with the former and the likeness 
of the spirit with the latter. The beginners are supposed to do outlining first and 
then move on to color rendering, which shows that the two are of different levels. 
For the skillful painters, outlining is not necessary because they can catch and 
reflect the spirit of the object with color rendering. In Songhu huayi 松壶画忆 
(Songhu Recollection of Paintings), Qian Du 钱杜 of the Qing dynasty praised 
Yao Gongshou’s 姚 公 绶  way of painting mountains and stones in 
“Zhuozhengyuan shanchatu” 拙政园山茶图  (“The Camellia of Zhuozheng 
Garden”) and said that “the mountains and stones are colored with reddish brown 
and green and the skeleton is not outlined. The charm and beauty are completely 

                                                   
34 Zhou Ji, Jiecunzhai lunci zazhu in Tang Guizhang, 1986, p. 1632. 
35 Zhou Ji, Songsijia cixuan mulu xulun, in Tang Guizhang, 1986, p. 1643. 
36 There are three theories concerned with the technique of outlining and they are respectively 
the theory of theme, the theory of the functional words and the theory of story. The author of 
this essay prefers the first one. 
37 Shen Zongqian, Jiezhou xuehua bian, in Yu Jianhua, 1986, p. 512. 
38 Fang Xun, Shanjingju lunhua shanshui, in Yu Jianhua, 1986, p. 914. 
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revealed and the viewers are intoxicated”39. Light-ink stroke is a method of color 
rendering and it was employed in “Zhuozhengyuan shanchatu”. Both the shape 
and the spirit of the mountains and stones were reflected though the outlining 
was not used. The elementary skill of outlining was passed while the higher skill 
of light-ink stroke was used, which showed the masterly ability of the painter. 
The same is also true of the figure drawing. It is said in Jiezhou xuehua bian that 
“the method of outlining should not be used in figure drawing either. Otherwise, 
the vividness will disappear and the figure will be made stiff. The general effect 
will be spoilt”40. In fact, the likeness of shape can be achieved with the method 
of outlining, but sometimes, the likeness of spirit will be sacrificed. In the 
opinion of the ancient artists who esteemed the likeness of spirit, the 
overemphasis on shape will spoil the general effect. 

However, the Chinese painting is an art filled with dialectic ideas and the 
people of the ancient times were able to view the painting technique of outlining 
from a dialectic perspective. As an elementary painting method, the outlining is 
simple and plain and therefore was considered natural and beautiful by the 
ancient painters who were influenced by the Taoist thoughts. Chiweng 痴翁 was 
praised and it is said in Shanjingju hualun shanshui that “the mountain peaks and 
the steep cliffs are simply outlined and the light-ink stroke is not used. However 
the charm and beauty are also presented”41. That is to say, the outline of the 
mountain was simply sketched and the complicated method of light-ink stroke 
was not applied. Although the method was simple and plain, the wonderful effect 
was achieved. The aesthetic meaning of outlining was elaborated on in Jiezhou 
xuehua bian and it is said that “a look at the paintings by the ancient people will 
show that the figures and objects are outlined with a few lines while the color 
rendering is not used. The hills and valleys all present themselves. Some are 
refined, some are elegant, some are grand and others are meaningful. The 
expressions and images are portrayed so vividly that it is not attainable for the 
common people”42. Generally speaking, the simple and plain outlining can render 
the paintings refined, elegant, grand and meaningful, and on the contrary, the 
complicated method of light-ink stroke will lead the paintings to the conventional 
pattern.  

After clarifying the aesthetic connotation in the original and implied meanings 
of outlining, we can move on to the outlining in the ci poetry by Qingzhen. Zhou 
Ji praised the wonderful skill of Zhou Bangyan with the word “outlining” and it 
is said in Jiecunzhai lunci zazhu that “after reading many ci poetry written by 

                                                   
39 Qian Du, Songhu huayi, in Shen Zicheng, 1982, p. 543. 
40 Shen Zongqian, Jiezhou xuehua bian, in Yu Jianhua, 1986, p. 516. 
41 Fang Xun, Shanjingju lunhua shanshui, in Yu Jianhua, 1986, p. 240. 
42 Shen Zongqian, Jiezhou xuehua bian, in Yu Jianhua, 1986, p. 516. 
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Qingzhen, I feel that the ci poetry written by others are all inferior. Nobody can 
use the method of outlining as well as Qingzhen does. The outlining parts make 
others’ ci poetry shallow and narrow, but those by Qingzhen are rendered simple 
and vigorous”43. 

The outlining as a painting skill is to make the sketch of the object with a few 
lines; while in ci poetry writing, outlining refers to the words which can highlight 
the theme of the work. In Zhou Ji’s opinion, the latent and implied beauty in ci 
poem should be valued, so the theme of the poem should not be made clear. 
However, some ci poets prefer to clarify the themes the ci poems by outlining 
either because they are not good at implying or because they are afraid their 
meanings are not well-taken. As a result, the implied beauty is lost and the ci 
poems are rendered tasteless and flimsy. Therefore “the outlining parts make 
others’ ci poetry shallow and narrow”. The ci poetry by Zhou Bangyan is 
considered simple and vigorous, but some lines of outlining can be found in the 
poetry. However, the outlining lines in Zhou’s poetry not only help to preserve 
the implied beauty but also “make the poem simple and vigorous”, thus the 
aesthetic value enhanced. The state of Zhou’s outlining cannot be reached by 
other ci poets. In Songsijia cixuan mulu xulun, Zhou Ji again pointed out that 
“the ci poetry by Qingzhen are made simple and vigorous by way of outlining. 
The outlining parts make others’ ci poetry shallow and narrow, but those by 
Qingzhen are rendered opposite”. 

The wonderful outlining of Qingzhe’s ci poem can be illustrated with an 
example and “Langtaoshaman” 浪淘沙慢 (“Waves Washing on Sand”) by him is 
as follows. 

 
In the gloomy morning, the grass is withered in the frost; The city is shrouded 
in fog. On the southern road the lady’s cart is about to set out; He is drinking 
without cheer outside the eastern city gate. The breeze kisses the face and the 
willow is weeping. Hiding tears, a young woman snaps willow branches. 
Missing Hanpu she wonders where the swan has gone. Why it has never been 
heard of ever since? The emotion is deep. Look far at the vast earth and sky. 
The dew is cold and wind clear, but no one is found. The never-ending sadness 
makes her shudder. Nothing can be forgotten, but the goodbye has to be said. 
The wine is flowing out of the jade cup. Away, away is sailing a single cloud 
white, a lonely moon is shining in the western sky. The gauze belt has lost its 
luster; The interlinks are loosened and the fragrance dies away. A sad song is 
heard near and far; The good wine turned tasteless. I am grieved that the spring 
has gone; Missed its appointment with me. The night falls, the ground is coved 
with the snow of pear flowers. 

                                                   
43 Zhou Ji, Jiecunzhai lunci zazhu, in Tang Guizhang, 1986, p. 1632. 
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The ci poem is written in memory of a person. From the very beginning to the 
line “a young woman snaps willow branches”, the writer has been remembering 
the things of past. In the following part, he expresses the melancholy and grief 
after the separation. According to Zhou Ji, the last sentence is the outlining and it 
is said that “I am grieved that the spring has gone; Missed its appointment with 
me. The night falls, The ground is coved with the snow of pear flower”. The 
whole poem is narrative except the last few lines. Both the past and the present 
are described and the warm affection and the loving thought are emphasized over 
and over again. The last sentence is not a narrative, but an expression of emotion 
and the line “I am grieved that the spring has gone; Missed its appointment with 
me” sounds like a sign. At the same time, it is also a summary of the above 
narrative and the theme of the ci poems is thus reflected. Zhou Ji commented on 
this last sentence by saying that “the outlining is both powerful and vigorous”. In 
this poem, the narrative is like the color rendering while the expression of 
emotion is like the outlining. The theme is highlighted and the emotion is 
expressed forcefully, so Zhou Ji said that “Qingzhen’s ci poetry is rendered 
simple and vigorous with outlining”. In terms of the artistic technique, the 
practice of highlighting theme with outlining is often used by the 
not-very-accomplished ci poets and it is believed those masters should have 
avoided using it. However, Zhou Bangyan is very familiar with the dialectics of 
arts and applied the outlining to the ci poem most appropriately. As a result, the 
theme is flickering in the ci poem like a mountain peak in the sea of clouds and 
the simple and vigorous effect is thus achieved.  

Zhou Ji applied the concept of outlining not only to the ci poetry by Qingzhen, 
but also to those by Liu Yong and he said that “the ci poetry by Liu Yong is 
distinguished with the skillful narrative, but an outlining often appeared either at 
the beginning or at the end. The line thus carries a heavy weight”44. The above 
line was written as the headnote for “Doubaihua” 斗百花 (“A Hundred Flowers 
Contend in Beauty”)” by Liu Yong and the ci poem is as follows. 

 
The warm sunshine is bright and clear; The fog surrounded the fragrant trees. 
The pond is colored with the light smoke; The wind is playing with the curtain. 
People are tired in the lazy spring, The game of grass is neglected; Nobody 
cares to go for a walk. The door is closed all day long. The never-ending grief 
lingers on; A day is so hard to pass. The young man wears powder, And sleep 
where he falls down after getting drunk. Nobody can be found in the yard; The 
swing moves back and forth by itself; The rain of flowers is locked up. 
 
In this ci poem, a beautiful and languid young woman is described and the line 

                                                   
44 Zhou Ji, Song sijia cixuan, in Tang Guizhang, 1986, p. 1651. 
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“the never-ending grief lingers on” reveals the theme of the poem, hence an 
outlining. The successfully using of outlining shows that Liu Yong is definitely 
not a person of mediocre ability and the ci poem by him can serve as an example 
to illustrate Zhou Ji’s term of “outlining”. 

Zhou Ji preferred the ci poetry by Zhou Bangyan and considered him the first 
of the four masters who brought the ci poetry to its highest state of development. 
The ci poetry by Qingzhen is known to be simple and vigorous, which is 
achieved with outlining. Zhou Ji borrowed the painting category of outlining and 
applied it to the criticism of ci poetry. In this way, the ingenious technique and 
the artistic achievements of Zhou Bangyan are unveiled. 

The Category of “Coloring” 

“Coloring” is another painting category borrowed to comment on ci poetry. Chen 
Zilong 陈子龙 of the late Ming and early Qing dynasties proposed in Wang 
Jieren shiyuxu 王介人诗余序 (A Preface to the Poetry by Wang Jieren) that ci 
poetry had four characteristics which were also called “the four difficulties” and 
one of them was coloring. “It is so fragile that the bright pearl and the green 
feather are thought to be too heavy, let alone the dragon and phoenix. It must 
have bright colors, but no powder should be applied, hence the difficulty of 
coloring”45. The coloring in ci poetry criticism refers to the flowering language 
and refined rhetoric in the ci poetry. The ci poetry is an amorous discipline, so 
the content should be attractive and the diction beautiful. Ouyang Jiong 欧阳炯 
of the Five dynasties described the creative environment of ci poetry in Huajianji 
xu 花间集叙 (A Preface to Huajian Collection) and it is said that “the gifted 
scholars and beautiful ladies take out the flowery writing paper and the ingenious 
ideas are expressed with brilliant language. The lady touches the sandalwood 
with her long fingers. The fresh and pure ci poetry is written to portray the 
charming and enchanting figures”. The indulgence in women and songs and the 
romance of a handsome scholar and pretty girl require that the ci poetry must be 
written elegantly and gracefully. Therefore, the ci poetry is distinguished from 
other literary genres with its heavy dependence on coloring. Wang Shizhen 王士

祯 of the early Qing dynasty said in Huacao mengshi 花草蒙拾 (Shallow Talks 
on Flowers and Grass) that “in the ci poetry collected in Huajian 花间 (Huajian 
Anthology), the coloring is meticulously done. None of the ci poems written by 
the later generations can be compared with them”46. Huajian is the classic of ci 
poetry and is esteemed as the model by poets of later generations, so the 
                                                   
45  Chen Zilong, Wangjieren shiyuxu, in Chenzhongyu gong quanji 陈忠裕公全集  (The 
Complete Collection of Mr. Chen Zhongyu’s Works). 
46 Wang Shizhen, Huacao mengshi, in Tang Guizhang, 1986, p. 673. 
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linguistic feature of coloring undoubtedly has exerted great influence on the 
creation of ci poetry. 

The word “coloring” was originated from Kaogong ji 考工记 (The Artificers’ 
Record ), later was used as a technical term for painting and finally developed 
into an artistic technique of painting. As a category of painting, coloring is 
juxtaposed with line drawing and ink painting. In the theories of the ancient 
Chinese painting, a lot of attention has been paid to coloring and in Guhuapin lu 
古画品录 (A List of the Ancient Paintings), Xie He 谢赫 of the Southern 
dynasties considered “coloring according to types” as one of the six techniques. 
Li Yan 李衍 of the Yuan dynasty listed coloring as one of the methods of 
drawing bamboos in Xizhai zhupu 息斋竹谱 (Xizhai Commentaries on Bamboo 
Drawing), and Zou Yigui 邹一桂 in the Qing dynasty also regarded coloring as 
one of the eight methods. Wang Yu 王昱 in the Qing dynasty considered “the 
beautiful coloring”47 as one of the six requirements of painting, which shows the 
importance of coloring to painting. The purpose of coloring is to “make the color 
fit the object so that the emotion is well expressed”48. In Lidai minghua ji 历代名

画记 (On the Famous Paintings of the Past Generations), Zhang Yanyuan 张彦

远 of the Tang dynasty quoted a few lines from Shiming 释名 (Explanation of 
Terms), which says that “painting is for hanging, so it is the colorful object hung 
up”. Therefore, coloring is an important method to present the object vividly and 
truthfully and Tang Dai 唐岱 in the Qing dynasty said the following words 
while talking about coloring. 

 
The mountains have different colors in different seasons and what is more, the 
color will change along with the weather, so the look of the mountain cannot 
be made real without coloring. It is said that in spring the mountain is as 
gorgeous as a smile; in summer it is as green as the dripping water; in autumn 
it is as bright as the make-up and in winter it is as desolate as the sleep. These 
are the different images in different seasons. Wonderful as the ink painting is, 
it can only reflect the spiritual essence of rivers and mountains. However, the 
color of the mountain changes along with the alternation of seasons, which has 
to be capture with coloring49. 
 
Compared with ink-drawing or line drawing, the technique of coloring will 

endow the paintings with rich colors, hence a strong expressive force. Due to the 
                                                   
47 Wang Yu, Dongzhuang lunhua 东庄论画 (DongZhuang Commentaries on Painting), in 
Shen Zicheng, 1982, p. 401. 
48 Wang Yanshou 王延寿, Wenkao fuhua 文考赋画 (The Writings on Painting), in Yu Jianhua, 
1986, p. 10. 
49 Tang Dai, Huihua fawei 绘画发微 (The Details of Painting), in Shen Zicheng, 1982, pp. 
410–411. 
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limited paintings tools, the ancient Chinese painters have acquired the traditional 
painting technique and formed the aesthetic formulary, which contributed to their 
high accomplishment in ink-drawing. The ink-drawing is good for presenting the 
structure and spirit of the object, but it cannot capture the connotation and the 
radiating vigor of the object due to its monotonous color. For example, the figure 
painting requires not only strength of character and spirit, but also the flesh and 
blood. Therefore, the relationship between ink-drawing and coloring is usually 
compared to that between quality and art and Wang Gai 王概 of the Qing 
dynasty talked about coloring in Xuehua qianshuo 学画浅说 (Shallow Talks on 
Painting). 

 
Luchaishi 鹿柴氏 said, “the sky has the rosy clouds, so it is as splendid as the 
brocade, which is the color of sky. The earth has the flowers, grass and trees 
arranged in good order, which is the color of the earth. The human being has 
the black eyes, red lips and white teeth on his face, which is the color of 
human being. The phoenix has the coronet, the rooster has the ribbon, the 
tigers and lions have rich and brilliant colors and the pheasant is bright and 
gorgeous, which is the color of the things. Mr. Sima quoted from Shangshu 尚
书 (The Classic of History), Zuozhuan 左传 (The Spring and Autumn Annals) 
and Guoce 国策 (Strategies of the War Time) to write Shiji 史记 (The Book 
of History), which is the color of literature. The Prime Minister Zhang Yi is so 
eloquent that he can change the black into white, which is the color of speech. 
The coloring brings both shape and sound to the prose and speech. Ah! There 
are the vastness of heaven and earth, the variety of human beings and the 
beauty of prose, hence a colorful world. Coloring is not exclusive to 
painting”50. 
 
Confucius talked about the relationship between quality and art and he said, 

“Where the solid qualities are in excess of accomplishments, we have rusticity; 
where the accomplishments are in excess of the solid qualities, we have the 
manners of a clerk. When the accomplishments and solid qualities are equally 
blended, we then have the man of virtue”. (“Yongye” 雍也 of Lunyu 论语 [The 
Analects]) The idea can be illustrated with a metaphor which says “Ornament is 
as substance; substance is as ornament. The hide of a tiger or a leopard stripped 
of its hair, is like the hide of a dog or a goat stripped of its hair”. (“Yanyuan” 颜
渊”of Lunyu) The above quotations show that Confucius emphasized both quality 
and art. The talk on coloring by Wang Gai was also quoted above and the 
coloring was compared to the “art”. Hence the importance and value of coloring 
is emphasized, which is in agreement with Confucius’ idea. However, the 
                                                   
50 Wang Gai, Xuehua qianshuo, in Shen Zicheng, 1982, p. 615. 
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aesthetic concept of valuing both quality and art was not the mainstream in the 
history of Chinese painting theory. The discourses that affirmed the value of 
coloring were rarely found in the history of painting theory and the ancient critics 
tended to focus on its limitations when they talked about coloring. The ancient 
painters who were greatly influenced by the concept of classic elegance preferred 
ink-drawing to coloring. When sometimes the coloring had to be used, it would 
be simplified and weakened to the utmost. Wang Wei 王维 said in Shanshui jue 
山水诀 (The Knacks of Landscape Painting) that “the ink-drawing ranks first 
among the techniques of painting. Both the character of nature and the wonder of 
creation are revealed”51. The painters made a differentiation of importance and 
unimportance when they used the ink and the five colors. Zhang Yanyuan in the 
Tang dynasty talked about painting and said that “the ink-drawing is 
characterized by vivid expression and bold outline. If all the five colors are used, 
the image will be eccentric. It is a taboo of painting to pay attention to all the 
aspects, such as the shape, the look and the spirit. If each and every aspect of the 
painting is attended to, the mysterious flavor will be lost”52 .Some critics 
associated the ink-drawing with the concept of classic elegance and Zhao 
Mengfu 赵孟頫  of the Yuan dynasty said in Songxue lunhua 松雪论画 
(Songxue Collection of the Commentaries on Painting) that “the value of the 
painting lies in the classics elegance, without which the painting will not be 
worthwhile not matter how artful it is. The painters of nowadays use the 
paintbrush meticulously and apply the colors copiously, believing that they are 
masters of paining. However, they have neglected the classic elegance, which 
ruins their works completely”53. The overemphasis on color is thought to have 
spoilt the classic elegance, so the ancient critics of painting considered coloring 
as the complement to ink-drawing. Wang Yuanqi 王原祁 of the Qing dynasty 
said in Yuchuang manbi 雨窗漫笔 (Yuchuang Collection of Informal Essays) that 
“coloring serves as a complement to ink-drawing so as to highlight the wonder of 
it”54. The ink-drawing is dominating while the coloring is supplementary, so the 
function of the latter is very limited. 

In the opinion of the painting critics, coloring can only enhance the formal 
beauty of the painting. After the Tang and Song dynasties, the literati painting 
occupied the dominant position, so the quality and the bold outline were again 
emphasized while the art and technique were further neglected. As a result, 
coloring was overlooked by the painters and the painting critics. The style of the 
literati painting was in agreement with the simple and elegant poetic style after 
                                                   
51 Wang Yuanqi, 1984, volume13, book 2, p. 319. 
52 Zhang Yanyuan, 1963, p. 26. 
53 Zhao Mengfu, Songxue lunhua, in Yu Jianhua, 1986, p. 92. 
54 Wang Yuanqi, “Yuchuang manbi” 雨窗漫笔 (“Yuchuang Collection of Informal Essays”), in 
Wu Yuming, 1994, p. 73. 
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Tang and Song dynasties. Coloring means to add colors to painting; while the 
coloring in ci poetics means the rich and gaudy style. Different from the 
traditional painting where coloring was considered as inferior to ink-drawing, the 
traditional ci poetry was characterized with the rich and gaudy style, which can 
be illustrated with the classic of ci poetry, Huajian. Ci poetry is an amorous 
discipline and the ci poets aim to make the works ornate and beautiful. For 
example, Wen Tingyun 温庭筠 is considered the originator of ci poetry and Hu 
Zai 胡仔 of the Song dynasty commented on him by saying that “he is good at 
using words and his poetry is ornate and enchanting”55 and Wang Guowei 王国

维 even compared him to the golden partridge painted on the screen. We can 
imagine how beautiful the diction of Wen’s ci poetry is. However, along with the 
gradual refining of the ci poetic style, the ci poetry was growing similar to poetry. 
The aesthetic concepts of “naturalness” and “simplicity” in poetry were also used 
for the commentaries on ci poetry. The critics of ci poetry began to uphold the 
natural and the fresh while avoiding the amorous and the gorgeous, which 
influenced people’s understanding of coloring. Shen Qian 沈谦 said in Tianci 
zashuo 填词杂说 (Random Talks on Ci Poetry Writing) that “the conception 
should be original and the coloring elegant”56. Shen Xianglong 沈祥龙 said the 
following words in Lunci suibi 论词随笔 (Essays on Ci Poetry). 

 
Neither coloring alone nor line drawing alone is good for ci poetry. The 
structure will not be constructed with coloring while the spirit will not be 
revealed with line drawing. It is like a beautiful lady wearing make-up and she 
looks gorgeous and magnificent without the pearls and jade and she looks 
natural and fresh even with the lead powder on57. 
 
A joint use of coloring and line drawing should be applied to ci poetry so as to 

achieve the ideal of naturalness and elegance. Along with the refining of the 
painting aesthetics, the critics were growing cold towards coloring; while in the 
field of ci poetry, the coloring ci poetry was redefined and the gaudy and rich 
style was restricted. In terms of the developing process, the coloring of painting 
came into fashion later while for the ci poetry, coloring is one of the inherent 
qualities. In terms of the artistic thought, the critics of painting and ci poetry 
came to a new understanding of coloring after the dialectic and rational thinking, 
which was a truthful reflection of the traditional Chinese artistic spirit. The 
category of coloring was transferred from the field of painting to that of ci poetry 
and the process of evolution provides enlightenment and inspiration for people. 

                                                   
55 Hu Zai, 1984. p. 125. 
56 Shen Qian, Tianci zashuo, in Tang Guizhang, 1986, p. 635. 
57 Shen Xianglong, Lunci suibi, in Tang Guizhang, 1986, p. 4054. 
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The plastic art of painting and the linguistic art of ci poetry have a lot in 
common in terms of scene depiction and emotion expression. What is more, the 
two share many common features in the aspects of the dialectic artistic thinking 
and aesthetics. The artists of ancient China usually excelled in several kinds of 
arts and the artistic practice of one kind often influenced and was influenced by 
other kinds. Therefore, they had obtained a profound understanding of the 
communication between different branches of arts. The art and theory of painting 
matured early than the ci poetics, so some categories of painting were invoked to 
comment on ci poetry. As a result, the inexplicable phenomena in ci poetics were 
explained in a simple and vivid way. This is the brilliance of the traditional 
Chinese ci poetics, and should be analyzed further in the modern ci poetics. 
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