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of each petal, the slightly yellowed edges of green leaves, and the leaf veins outlined with fine 
lines. It is noteworthy that the plain and natural style of Xu Xi 徐熙 not only emerged during 
this period in the painting academies but also had a significant influence on the late-Southern 
Song Dynasty. For Xu Xi or Huang Quan 黄荃 and their followers, the pursuit of realism 
remained consistent under the influence of the philosophical view about the investigation 
of things. For instance, the palm leaf fan painting attributed to Xu Xi titled �'�U�D�J�R�Q�À�\�� �R�Q���D��
Legume Plant 豆荚蜻蜓 (Figure 4) captures the moment a dragonfly rests on a legume plant’s 
leaf, making viewers feel as if they could sense the slight tremor of the leaf. The legume plant 
is portrayed in a vibrant yet tasteful shade of green, while the dragonfly’s semi-transparent 
wings give it a lifelike quality. The painting is set within a round-cornered concave design of 
the palm fan, which enhances its aesthetic appeal. It is easy to imagine that if this work were 
presented on a typical leaf page, it would undoubtedly lose an element of charm and interest.

Figure 4　Dragonfly on a Legume Plant by Xu Xi
Note: Chinese painting of the Southern Song Dynasty, palm fan leaf, ink and color on silk, 27 cm × 23 cm (the 
Palace Museum).

It is important to emphasize that the philosophical view about the investigation of things 
shares a commonality with the realism advocated by the painting academies of the Song 
Dynasty. Their essential elements are to focus on achieving meticulous detail and broad 
expression. Compared to works on typical leaf pages or long scrolls, the round fan paintings 
of flowers and birds allow for a more focused composition. As a result, the round fan 
paintings in this category from this period more effectively embody the philosophical view 
about the investigation of things. When the creative intentions behind these works aligned 
with the mainstream philosophical views, they gradually diverged from the femininity that 
the round fan had traditionally symbolized. For example, the round fan painting Loquats and 
Mountain Bird employs a broken branch composition to depict a mountain bird frolicking 
among the loquat tree branches. The painting is highly realistic, with exquisite details in 
the subtle elements. The feathers of the mountain bird and the mottled texture of the leaves 
are beautifully rendered, while a sense of coherence is well maintained. The accompanying 
page features a poem from Emperor Qianlong of the Qing Dynasty, which reads, “The fruits 
are round and oval 结实圆而椭; Loquat is named for this 枇杷因以名. Simply conveying 
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their form 徒转象厥体, What need is there to inquire about their sound 奚必问其声? The  
birds themselves rest steadily in shape 鸟自讬形稳, While the butterflies flutter lightly in  
the shadows 蝶还翻影轻. Emperor Huizong of the Song Dynasty was skilled in painting, 
especially composition 宣和工位置. Why did he lose his capital and see demise of this dynasty 
何事失东京?” Emperor Qianlong used this round fan painting to express his sentiments regarding 
Emperor Huizong of the Song Dynasty, who was an emperor skilled in painting yet suffered 
the loss of his empire. Nevertheless, it is undisputed that Emperor Huizong improved the 
painting academy system, fostered the development of several notable flower-and-bird 
painters, and influenced the rise of flower-and-bird painting, ultimately bringing flower-and-
bird painting of the Song Dynasty to its peak. This point can indeed be substantiated by two 
observations: first, works themed on flowers and birds account for more than half of those 
listed in the Catalogue of Paintings in the Xuanhe Period; second, painting academies of the 
Song Dynasty preserved the distinct styles of both Xu Xi and Huang Quan.

Let us shift our focus to the creation of round fan paintings of flowers and birds in the 
Southern Song Dynasty. In this period, round fan paintings in this category continued to 
thrive, maintaining a momentum that was no less significant than that in the Northern Song 
Dynasty. Li E 厉鹗 included over 90 painters in A Record of Works by the Southern Song 
Dynasty Painting Academy 南宋院画录, more than half of whom specialized in flower-and-
bird painting or showed proficiency in this genre. This statistic stands as ample proof of the 
prosperity of flower-and-bird painting during that period. In contrast to the Northern Song 
Dynasty, the Southern Song flower-and-bird paintings were mostly smaller-scale paintings, 
so those created on round fans were naturally considered as flower-and-bird paintings of 
the highest standard. The developments in round fan paintings of flowers and birds in the 
Southern Song Dynasty are evident in the fact that the artists moved beyond the painting style 
of the Huang family in the early- to mid-Northern Song Dynasty and incorporated various 
techniques such as double outlines 双钩, boneless painting 没骨, dotting and coloring 点染, 
light washes 淡彩, and freehand brushwork 写意 into their creations. A significant number of 
accomplished artists emerged during this period, including Li Anzhong 李安忠, Li Di 李迪, 
and Lin Chun. In other words, the techniques employed in the Southern Song Dynasty were 
more varied than those in the Northern Song Dynasty, moving away from the sheer pursuit 
of realistic representation. This is because the creation of round fan paintings of flowers and 
birds, or all the painting circles, in the Southern Song Dynasty was influenced not only by the 
philosophical view about the investigation of things but also by the prevailing aesthetic ideas 
of literati painting. Under such influences, round fan paintings of flowers and birds in this 
period embraced a more poetic approach to expression, imbued with deeper meanings.

History shows that the rise of literati painting’s aesthetic ideas in the mid- to late-Northern 
Song Dynasty led to a transition in painting from large-scale works to sketch paintings, as 
well as a shift in style from the previously bold and assertive expressions to a more subtle 
and introspective approach. Literati clearly found themselves more inclined to appreciate 
the more delicate sketch paintings. This trend facilitated the rise and development of round 
fan paintings, particularly those about flowers and birds that embody the philosophical 
view about the investigation of things. The unique shape of the round fan paintings’ central 
area lends the painting a gentle aesthetic appeal. This design allows for a more pronounced 
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expression of introspective and nuanced artistic intent compared to typical album leaves. As 
a result, round fan paintings of flowers and birds increasingly captured the attention of the 
literati. Likewise, the creators of these paintings pursued a refined and unrestrained style and 
paid particular attention to the construction of aesthetic conception in the paintings, aiming 
to reveal the inner world of the literati. Under this influence, the Southern Song painting 
gradually aligned itself more closely with poetic expression. Compared to the earlier works, 
there were significant differences in both the selection of imagery and the shaping of the 
paintings’ aesthetic conception. In fact, compared to the Northern Song Dynasty or earlier 
periods, the Southern Song Dynasty placed a greater emphasis on the creation of poetic 
round fan paintings. This was particularly evident in the round fan paintings produced by 
literati artists, who sought to embody a spirit of self-entertainment. Therefore, the beauty of 
painting is about expressing the painter’s emotions and thoughts, which is the same as what 
a poet does in a poem (Cheng & Cheng 2000). During this period, poetry and painting, two 
distinct art forms, both served as mediums for expressing emotions and thoughts. The close 
ties between them even led to the saying that a poem is an invisible painting and a painting  
is a visible poem. Two pieces of round fan paintings by Liang Kai 梁楷 can be briefly discussed 
here as an example. One is Autumn Willow and Two Finches 秋柳双鸦 (Figure 5) which 
employs a dry brush 渴笔 technique to simply depict a slanting, withered willow branch. The 
composition is cleverly divided into two halves by this branch, with two finches positioned 
on either side, flapping their wings. This arrangement resembles the yin-yang symbol. In 
the foreground, a few delicate willow strands are added for embellishment, while in the 
background, soft ink washes subtly reveal a distant round moon. In this work, the artist 
captured the pulse of life through the delicate willow strands and the fluttering finches. The 
entire composition resonates with the imagery expressed in the lines of a poem by Wang Wei 
王维, “The moon rises, startling the mountain birds, which sing over the spring streams 月

出惊山鸟, 时鸣春涧中.” The other painting is Cold Crows on Withered Willow9 疏柳寒鸦 
which depicts two crows perched on a tree trunk and two others soaring in the sky. The use of 
significant blank space creates a sense of spaciousness and evokes a sense of solitude befitting 
the scene in the cold of early winter. This example illustrates two facts. First, as an artist 
serving in the imperial painting academy, Liang Kai diverged from the grand and majestic 
style typical of the academy’s paintings. Instead, he focused on the expression of free will 
and the sensibilities of the literati. Second, in the Southern Song Dynasty, round fan paintings 
of flowers and birds presented unique features from the perspective of the literati, differing 
from those on typical album leaves. In addition to the softer touch to the central area of the 
painting, there was also a growing focus on depicting themes such as cold crows and withered 
willows—images rich in the literati’s aesthetic sensibilities. This further accentuated poetic 
expression in the works, instead of focusing on the investigation of things. This shift occurred 
due to the influence of both the imperial painting academy and literati artists, and marked 
the self-awareness inherent in the evolution of round fan paintings of flowers and birds as a 
distinct art form reaching a specific stage.

9 Liang Kai, Cold Crows on Withered Willow, the Song Dynasty, round fan leaf, ink and color on silk, 26.4 cm × 24.2 cm (the 
Palace Museum).
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Figure 5　Autumn Willow and Two Finches by Liang Kai
Note: Chinese painting of the Southern Song Dynasty, round fan leaf, ink on silk, 24.7 cm × 25.7 cm (the 
Palace Museum).

4　Conclusion
The round fan, as a symbol of beauty, first appeared in images primarily representing a culture 
and consciousness associated with women, largely reflecting their melancholy and sentiments. 
In the Song Dynasty, driven by the shift in government policies and socioeconomic factors, 
the round fan gradually evolved into a new concept. In the meantime, the round fan was 
used as a medium for creating flower-and-bird paintings. Under the influence of the painting 
academy system and literati painting, these paintings emerged as a genre different from 
conventional sketch flower-and-bird paintings. Their unique shape, varied compositions, 
realistic depiction, and diverse techniques made them a new elegant medium for the literati 
and a uniquely valuable form of expression in the art history.
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