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The Sociological Observations on Literati Painting

of the Ming Dynasty

Chen-Heng Chien

Abstract

The Ming Dynasty of China had created many thoughts and cultural or artistic
products more than six hundred years ago. Those products remain to change and
influence contemporary people’s life unobtrusively and imperceptibly. For example,
the styles of literati painting; the layouts of “three extremely competences and four

top skills”, including poem, calligraphy, painting, and sigil; and, “the four virtues of

brushes”, including pointed, even, round, and resilient. These terminologies on
writing or painting were almost all created by the literati in Ming. Even the dramas
and novels written in the Ming Dynasty still remain very popular by now, such as the
“Four Big Novels”, named by Li Yu, including “Romance of Three Kingdom”, “Water
Margin”, “Outlaws of the Marsh”, “The Journey to the West”, and ‘“The Plum in the
Golden Vase”. Those novels had been reversed, rewrote, and even re-edited into many
films, dramas, and even computer games, and that gave rise to a trend of reading the
novel “Romance of Three Kingdom”. “Kunqu opera”, a kind of drama renewed from
a local one, had gained an honor label: “the Proclamation of Masterpieces of the Oral
and Intangible Heritage of Humanity is an international distinction” by the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization in 2001. Accordingly, the
tour performances of “The Peony Pavilion: young version”, re-created and lead by

Bai Sianyong, had also been very popular over many places in China since 2004.

According to the above, the literati’s interventions and devotions not only



enhanced the quality of culture entirely, but also attracted more literati to get involved
and to participate the demotic culture activities. But, it also caused some problems. To
achieve the interaction and inclusion between popular and elaborative arts, the
borderlines must be broken first, therefore the four classes of people tiered as scholars,

farmers, artisans and merchants had started to loose their grounds and the borderlines

had started to get blur.

To sum up, the study was intended to discuss the Ming’s styles of painting and
the contexts of articulation from the Ming dynasty’s political environment, the
changing social positions of literati, and the contexts of social economic, thought and
culture from the perspectives of Sociology, and to get the conclusion that the “Theory
of the Southern-Northern Schools” proposed by Dong Cichang was historically
logical and inevitable on the identification of literati’s social status. The author has
also tried to revise Dong’s theory into the contexts of history, and provide some

suggestions about how to think and determine the problems of painting objectively.

Keywords: Che School, Wu School, Literati painting, Dong Cichang, Theory of the

Southern-Northern Schools
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