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A Lone Rider in a Turbulent World: A Study of
Pu Ru’s Horse Paintings”

Wei, Ke-hsin ™"

Abstract

This paper will examine the two interacting forces behind the horse paintings by
Pu Ru (1896-1963), the last scion of the Qing Empire. The first force is the Manchurian
horsemanship education and Han cultural education involved in the formation of Pu Ru’s
social status and ethnic awareness. The second force is the time factor, i.e., the argument
surrounding painting reformation in early Republican years and Pu Ru’s life in Taiwan. In
this light, through the discussion on the styles of his horse paintings and relevant theories
of painting, this study would like to examine the significances of these horse paintings.
With the downfall of the Qing Empire, some members of the Qing nobilities turned to sale
of painting to make a living. As the realistic style of Giuseppe Castiglione or Lang Shining
(1688-1766) was very fashionable at that time, they naturally transformed their artistic
and cultural cultivation into cultural assets and began to produce and sell horse paintings.
An examination of Pu Ru’s fellow nobilities and other famous horse painters at that time
indicates that their works were more or less influenced by Castiglione’s style. However,
in both his horse paintings and in his “Discussion of Horses” in Hanyu tang hualun
(Discussion of Painting from the Cold Jade Hall), Pu Ru seems to intentionally “eschew”
any mention of Castiglione. In fact, we can say that inside the style of Pu Ru’s horse
paintings is hidden a trauma of losing one’s country to the Western powers. Hence, in his
horse paintings, Pu Ru not only engages in a nostalgic review of his past life, projecting
the Manchurian cultivation of horsemanship onto his works, but also utilizes the ancient
styles and textual references to reflect on the dialectics of artistic innovation and the
empire’s demise. Subtly, freely utilizing the Manchurian and Han cultural traditions, Pu
Ru engages in a resistance and a riposte to the powerful impacts of Western culture.

Keywords: Pu Ru, Qing Nobilities, Horse Painting, Giuseppe Castiglione or Lang Shining,
Horsemanship Education

*  Received: 20 February 2021; Accepted: 15 June 2021
** Ph.D., Graduate Institute of Art History, National Taiwan University
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