Interview Plan
Title
A Millennium in Brushstrokes: Understanding Chinese Painting through Five Artists,
from the Song Dynasty to the Modern Era

I. Interview Positioning
Program format: In-depth art history interview / humanities conversation program
Duration: Approximately 120 minutes
e First 20-30 minutes: Professor Luo gives viewers a brief tour of her studio and
introduces several paintings
e Final 90 minutes: one-on-one interview
Guest: Professor Luo Yanzi — a Chinese painting artist and art educator with a systematic
understanding of Chinese art history and a strong personal critical perspective
Program tone:
e Academically substantial, but without the heaviness of academic jargon
¢ Humanistic and warm, but never artificially lyrical
e Accessible and easy to follow, suitable for viewers interested in Chinese painting
without necessarily having a professional background
e Using the artist as the point of entry, and the spirit of the age as the ultimate focus

Il. Core Concept of the Interview
This is not meant to be a conventional survey of art history organized by dynasty and reduced
to a list of facts. Instead, the program follows a clearer and more compelling narrative line:
Beginning with the Song dynasty, we select one representative Chinese painter from each
major period. Through that artist’s life, style, artistic ideas, and aesthetic orientation, we seek
to illuminate the most characteristic features and deepest spiritual core of Chinese painting
in that era.
The central questions are:

o What defines this artist’s style and artistic characteristics?

e Why does Professor Luo see this artist as especially representative of, or outstanding

within, his era?
e And how, in turn, does an era shape an artist?

I1l. Why Begin with the Song Dynasty

This serves as the opening premise of the program and will be introduced by Cathy:

After a preliminary discussion with Professor Luo, we decided to begin our conversation on
Chinese art history with the Song dynasty. This is not because there was no great painting
before the Song, but because it was during this period that the kind of literati spirit that
would profoundly shape later Chinese painting began to take form. Painting was no longer
merely a matter of representing external objects; it increasingly became a vehicle for
expressing character, cultivation, worldview, and lived experience.

Although the full maturity of literati painting is usually associated with the Yuan dynasty, the
Song undeniably provided its crucial intellectual and aesthetic foundations.



IV. Suggested Representative Artists
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Notes:

n line of the program is as follows:
Representative Artist Keywords Key Discussion Focus
Monumentality, order ofWhy Song landscape painting became a
Fan Kuan mountains and rivers, spirithigh point; how Chinese painting moved
of heaven and earth from depicting scenery to evoking a realm
Austere simplicity, Why literati painting matured in the Yuan;
Ni Zan detachment, untrammeledthe “emptiness” of the picture plane and
spirit, personalization the spiritual condition of the individual
Gentle refinement,

, _ Why Ming literati painting became more
cultivated elegance, union of

Shen Zhou . self-aware and fully developed; the
poetry, calligraphy, and
o cultural temperament of the Wu School
painting
Individuality, self-consciousWhy powerful personal styles emerged in
Shitao (or Bada Shanren)brush-and-ink practice,the Qing; how to understand the phrase
historical rupture “brush and ink should follow the times”

, . Bridging elite and popularHow Chinese painting entered the modern
Qi Baishi  (alternate: _ . , ,
, taste, transformation ofera; how tradition did not die, but
Huang Binhong) o ) .
tradition, modernity continued to grow
Fan Kuan is a vivid and visually compelling choice for the Song, and a strong point of
entry for discussing the “Song pinnacle” and the relationship between landscape and
cosmic order.
If the program wishes to follow the literati-painting thread more directly, Su Shi and
Mi Fu may be mentioned as part of the intellectual background.
Shitao is a particularly effective choice for the Qing because he offers both major
works and a body of theory, making him a useful bridge into modernity.
Qi Baishi is the ideal modern representative for public accessibility and broad
program appeal; if Professor Luo prefers a more scholarly emphasis on brushwork
and ink, Huang Binhong may be introduced as well.

V. Program Goals
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To help viewers understand, through five artists, that Chinese painting is not about
whether something “looks like” its subject, but why it is painted in a particular way.
To show that the transformations of Chinese painting are not merely changes in style,
but also changes in ideals of personhood, social structure, and cultural psychology.
To allow the guest to fully present her own critical perspective.
To establish, at an accessible level, a basic framework of understanding:

e Song: the grandeur of heaven and earth

¢ Yuan: the solitude of the self

¢ Ming: the completion of cultivated elegance

¢ Qing: the intensity of individuality

¢ Modern era: the transformation of tradition



VL. Interview Structure and Time Allocation (90 minutes)

Part I: Opening and Framing the Theme (0-8 minutes)
Host introduction:
Hello everyone. In today’s conversation, we are not going to turn Chinese art history into a
dynastic checklist, nor do we want to reduce Chinese painting to a set of esoteric terms.
Instead, we would like to do something more specific. After an initial conversation with
Professor Luo, we decided to begin with the Song dynasty and, from each period onward,
choose one painter through whom we can glimpse the most characteristic features and the
deepest spiritual core of Chinese painting in that age—through his works, his temperament,
and his fate.
Why begin with the Song? Because, in the view of many, it was in the Song dynasty that
Chinese painting truly began to move beyond simply “depicting things.” Between landscape
and brush-and-ink practice, a literati spirit gradually took shape—one that would influence
Chinese art for centuries to come. Although the full maturity of literati painting is generally
associated with the Yuan dynasty, the Song undeniably laid its crucial intellectual and aesthetic
groundwork.
So today we begin with Fan Kuan, and move through Ni Zan of the Yuan, Shen Zhou of the
Ming, Shitao of the Qing, and finally Qi Baishi in the modern era.
And through this trajectory, we would also like to ask a larger question: when Chinese
painting reaches its highest point, what is it ultimately painting?
Opening questions:
1. If you had to summarize Chinese painting in one sentence, what is its most essential
core?
2. Why is it especially meaningful, or reasonable, for us to begin with the Song dynasty
today?
3. Inthe history of Chinese painting, what do you think is most worth returning to again
and again?
Possible follow-up questions:
e How would you explain to a general audience the most fundamental difference
between Chinese painting and Western painting?
e s "literati painting” primarily a matter of social identity, or of spiritual orientation?
o When we speak of xiey7in Chinese painting, what exactly is being “written” or
expressed?

Part Il: Song — Fan Kuan and the Summit of Song Landscape Painting (8-24 minutes)
Transition logic:
Let us begin with the Song dynasty. Professor Luo feels that Fan Kuan is an ideal starting point.
Core questions:
1. Professor Luo, among the many outstanding painters of the Song dynasty, why have
you chosen Fan Kuan for our discussion?
2. The first impression many viewers have of Fan Kuan's landscapes is one of
monumentality, grandeur, even overwhelming force. What kind of aesthetic outlook
of the age lies behind this quality?



3. Why did Song landscape painting place such emphasis on the vastness of heaven and
earth and the smallness of humankind?
4. In Fan Kuan's paintings, is he really painting mountains—or is he painting a sense of
order, even a cosmology?
5. If Chinese painting would later move increasingly toward the expression of the inner
mind, how was this step first taken in the Song?
Possible follow-up questions:
¢ Why did Song painters approach landscape with such seriousness?
e |s the solemnity, order, and grandeur of Northern Song painting related to the
scholar-official culture of the time?
e If a general viewer were to look at only one work by Fan Kuan, which would you most
recommend, and why?
Suggested work:
e Travelers among Mountains and Streams

Part lll: Yuan — Ni Zan and the Maturity of Literati Painting (24-40 minutes)
Transition logic:
If the Song established one kind of pinnacle, the Yuan pushed Chinese painting in another
direction—from the grandeur of mountains and rivers to the truth of individual character.
Core questions:
1. Why did painting in the Yuan suddenly become so “cold” and so spare?
2. Why has Ni Zan come to stand almost as a symbolic figure of literati painting?
3. Many people, on first seeing Ni Zan, feel that his paintings are empty, pale, or lacking
in content. How would you guide viewers into his world?
4. Where does the sense of detachment in Ni Zan's painting come from? Is it the result
of the age, or of his temperament?
5. Why can we say that by the Yuan dynasty, Chinese painting had truly become a form
of writing the self?
Possible follow-up questions:
e |s Ni Zan’s spareness simply subtraction, or a form of extreme refinement?
e Why did Yuan literati painting value yigi—an untrammeled or transcendent spirit?
What does )i really mean here?
e |s there a relationship between Ni Zan's well-known fastidiousness and his pictorial
style?
Suggested works:
o Six Gentlemen
e The Rongxi Studio

Part IV: Ming — Shen Zhou and the Self-Conscious Fulfillment of the Literati Tradition
(40-55 minutes)

Transition logic:

The Ming dynasty did not simply continue the Yuan. Rather, it transformed literati painting
into a more stable, more complete, and more deeply cultivated tradition.

Core questions:



1. If Yuan literati painting retained something of a spiritual self-preservation under the
pressure of the age, why did it become more composed and gentler in the Ming?
2. Why is Shen Zhou particularly suitable as a representative figure of the Ming dynasty?
3. What is the most characteristic literati quality embodied in Shen Zhou?
4. By the Ming, did the relationship between poetry, calligraphy, and painting become
more self-conscious than before?
Possible follow-up questions:
e |In what ways does Shen Zhou inherit from Ni Zan, and in what ways does he depart
from him?
e  Why was Wu School painting of the Ming so important?
e Why can Ming literati painting be said to resemble a way of life?
e For viewers today, how can we avoid mistaking elegance for weakness or dullness?
Suggested work:
e [ofty Mount Lu

Part V: Qing — Shitao and the Eruption of Individual Consciousness (55-70 minutes)
Transition logic:
If the Ming marks the completion of a tradition, then the Qing—especially the early Qing—
marks a period in which individual spirit emerges with striking force. Shitao is particularly well
suited to carry this turning point.
Core questions:
1. Why does such a powerful individual voice emerge in Chinese painting by the Qing
dynasty?
2. Why have you chosen Shitao as the representative figure of the Qing?
3. Today people often quote Shitao’s phrase, “brush and ink should follow the times,”
but often too lightly. How do you understand this statement?
4. What do the strangeness, vitality, and mutability of Shitao’s art mean in the broader
history of Chinese painting?
5. How is the tension of individuality in Qing painting related to the upheavals of the
age?
Possible follow-up questions:
e How would you distinguish Shitao from Bada Shanren?
e Was Shitao’s innovation anti-traditional, or was it a way of truly bringing tradition to
life?
e What does it mean for a painting to possess a strong sense of “self"?
e Once Chinese painting places strong emphasis on individuality, does it risk losing its
grounding in older methods?
Suggested works:
e Searching out Every Strange Peak for Sketches
e Selected landscape album leaves

Part VI: Modern Era — Qi Baishi and the Modern Transformation of Tradition (70-83
minutes)
Transition logic:



By the modern era, Chinese painting was forced to answer a new question: within modern
society, modern modes of viewing, and modern educational systems, could it still remain alive?
Core questions:
1. What was the greatest change Chinese painting faced in the modern era?
2. Why have you chosen Qi Baishi as the representative modern figure?
3. What is most remarkable about Qi Baishi: his ability to paint, or his ability to transform
tradition into something modern viewers can still genuinely feel?
Why was Qi Baishi able to appeal to both refined and popular taste?
5. Once Chinese painting entered the modern era, what was most important to preserve,
and what most needed to change?
Possible follow-up questions:
e Compared with the earlier literati painters we have discussed, where does Qi Baishi’'s
temperament differ most dramatically?
e His shrimps, insects, vegetables, and fruits may seem far removed from monumental
landscape, but do they still belong spiritually to the main lineage of Chinese painting?
e Today, when we speak of “innovating tradition,” why does it so often become an
empty slogan?
Suggested works:
e The Shrimp series

Part VII: Closing and Elevation (83-90 minutes)
Concluding questions:

1. If we place the Song, Yuan, Ming, Qing, and the modern era together, what do you
think has remained most unchanged across this thousand-year transformation of
Chinese painting?

2. What practical significance do these historical painters still hold today for
contemporary artists and art educators?

3. If you could offer today’s younger audience one suggestion for entering the world of
Chinese painting, what would it be?

Cathy’s closing remarks:

Chinese painting is not a set of outdated forms, but a spiritual tradition in continuous
transformation.

It may appear to depict landscapes, grasses and trees, flowers and birds, but what it is really
painting is a distinctly Chinese way of understanding the world, situating the self, and
negotiating the relationship between human beings and nature.

VIIl. Reserve Follow-Up Question Bank
These questions can be inserted at any point to deepen the conversation:
¢ If only one Chinese painting from an entire era could remain, which would you choose,
and why?
e Who is the most easily misunderstood painter in the history of Chinese art?
e Why do some paintings appear very simple, yet demand even greater cultivation to
truly understand?
e |nart education, where is Chinese painting most often reduced to something lifeless?

6



IX. Additional Topics if Time Allows

Extension 1: Is literati painting really the only main line in Chinese painting?

This would give the discussion more nuance and prevent the program from appearing overly
linear.

Extension 2: The relationship between court painting, professional painters, and literati
painting

This would help viewers understand that Chinese painting does not follow a single line of
development.



