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Images, Function and Circulation of Zheng Ji’s Painting
Manual Huaxue jianming (A Comprehensive Guide to
Painting)

Wan Lai Na, Nina

School of Professional and Continuing Education
The University of Hong Kong

Guangdong, located in the south of the Five Ridges, has received less attention
from scholars on the accomplishment of its art and literature, whereas Guangdong
painters outside the mainstream of the painting circle have also long been neglected.
Zheng Ji who was a Guangdong painter active in the Daoguang and Tongzhi reign of
the Qing dynasty created a painting manual Huaxue jianming (A Comprehensive Guide
to Painting), also known as Menghuanju huaxue jianming (A Comprehensive Guide to
Painting from Menghuanju Studio). The manual was printed and published by Juxian
Tang (Talents Gathering Hall) in Guangzhou. It was divided into five volumes (juan) of
landscape, figures, flower-and-bird, and animals, making it a rare and comprehensive
painting guidebook of the late Qing dynasty with both textual explanations and pictorial
illustrations. Considering its artistic and educational values worthy of in-depth study,
this paper firstly examines the position of Zheng Ji in Guangdong literati circle by
investigating his life and social circle; then studies the painting ideology, techniques and
pictorial illustrations of the manual so as to demonstrate its significance and role played
in the artistic inheritance and art education of the late Qing era. In the meantime, the
circulation of the manual in Guangdong and Japan reveals a cross-regional and cross-
cultural characteristic which provides the most direct window for understanding the
connotation of Sino-Japanese cultural exchange of the time.

Keywords: Huaxue jianming, Zheng Ji, painting manual, Menghuanju, Guangdong
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