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Shitao’s Life and Artistic Development in His Early Years

Liu, Shi-yee
Department of Asian Art
The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Abstract

Shitao’s (1642-1707) complex life experiences before moving to Xuancheng,
Anhui, at the age of 25 sui exerted a lasting impact on his mentality and art but has
remained a subject of debate with regard to a few issues. In view of his double identity
as a descendant of the expelled Ming imperial house and a dharma heir to the Chan
master Lii’an Benyue, this article re-examines his art works, inscriptions, and poems in
the context of the doomed Yongli regime of the Southern Ming and the grueling training
of a dharma heir in the Linji sect of Chan Buddhism. Proposing a better substantiated
chronology of Shitao’s move from Quanzhou, Guangxi Province, first to Wuchang (early
1653) and then to Songjiang (early 1663), It also traces his spiritual journey through the
intersection of the historical and the individual. As the trauma over dynastic change eased
into an eager embrace of the new regime, his religious and artistic identities evolved in
tandem. Talent and ambition drove him in the quest for the new. Shitao’s extant early
works are rare. By analyzing his Landscapes and Flowers album (ca. 1655-ca. 1664) in
the Guangdong Provincial Museum and the new development as reflected in his Sixteen
Luohans (dated 1667) in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, this article provides a glimpse
into his burgeoning art practice. In calligraphy, he began with the Yan Zhenqing style
while in Quanzhou. During his sojourn in Wuchang, Zhong You became a major model
and he started painting flowers and landscapes in earnest. In the Songjiang period, he
progressed remarkably in figure painting thanks to exposure to the Buddhist paintings
by Ding Yunpeng and his followers kept in the region. Shitao also started experimenting
with semi-abstract imagery and flattened space in landscape painting probably inspired by
Dong Qichang’s painting and theory.

Keywords: Shitao, Chu region, Chan practices, Linji sect, loyalist complex, brushwork in seal-
and clerical-script calligraphy, abstraction of form
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