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Transcend to the Land of Tathagata Straight Away
— on the Enlightenment of “Imitation” in Dong

Qi-Chang’s Painting
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Abstract

Xie-He’s Six Skills included “copy and imitation” and pointed out that one of the
training methods to raise painters in the ancient China was to copy and imitate the
masterpieces by ancient masters. In Yuan Dynasty, Zhao Meng-fu further established
the two main basic methods of literati paintings in later generations, namely,
calligraphy and imitation. Dong Qi-Chang of late Ming Dynasty re-established the
method of imitating ancient paintings and advocated the integration of the
culmination of the ancient masters as well as the application of calligraphy in
paintings.

Dong’s impact to Chinese painting has been favored by some and disagreed by
others. Based on the theory of “the southern and northern schools” and the action
principle of “imitation”, that is, creative transformation, and combined with his high
social position, he led the transcendence of the whole painting generation. This
transcendence gradually changed from “creatively transforming the ancient” into
“strictly confined by the ancient” due to the political reality the succeeding orthodox
painters faced. However, it prospered in the “originalist” painters and formed a
grandiose period with the line of Shi Tao, Ba Da, Yang-Zhou School and Shanghai
School.

Professor James Cahill mentioned that, “regarding the discussion of ‘imitation’, it
had been excessively focused on theoretical aspects, whilst there still lacks the
understanding of how it is applied in the actual paintings.” This thesis aims to unveil
the secrets of “imitation” in Dong’s artistry based on previous studies, the “imitation”

theories and how “imitation” is applied in actual paintings.

Keywords : Dong Qi-Chang, The Southern and Northern Schools,

Imitation, Literati Paintings.
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