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O Pierre Bourdieu, trans. Richard Nice, Distinction: 4 Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984)
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PRAELAE) (B3 ARXIL 1996) B 301-337
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@ Anne De Coursey Clapp, Wen Cheng-ming: The Ming Artists and Antiquity, Artibus Asiae Supp.
XXXIV (Ascona, 1975), pp. 89-94.
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@ Badhk L AALEALE % T 4 A Stephen Little, “The Demon Queller and the Art of Qiu
Ying,” Artibus Asiae, XIVI, 1/2 (1985), pp. 5-79.
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@ = &3t 4T L Sherman E. Lee, “Yan Hui, Zhong Kui, Demons and the New
Year,” Artibus Asiae, LIII, 1/2 (1993), pp. 211-227. Wen C. Fong, Beyond Representation:
Chinese Painting and Calligraphy 8 hopgt Century (New York: The Metropolitan Museum o f
Att, 1992), pp. 367-373.
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@ Thomas Lawton, Chinese Figure Painting (Washington D.C.. The Smithsonian Institution,
1973), pp. 142-149
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Anxiety between Elegance and Vulgarity: Wen Zhe ngming,
Zhong Kui and Popular Culture

Shih Shou-chien

National Palace Museum, Taipei

Wen Zhengming was the instigator and leader of literati culture in its process of
coalescing a distinct entity in the sixteenth-century China. Through the creation,
appreciation, and exchange of paintings, he not only constructed the specific model for
the so-called “Wu school” literati painting, but also defined a unique lifestyle,
emblematic of and prized by the elite class. Along with elite class’s wish to distinguish
itself utterly from the commoners came the acute fear of assimilating in any way to
popular culture. This proved especially true for customs that transcended social class,
for example the celebration of Chinese New Year. Wen Zhengming’s Zhong Kui
painting is a representative case which can illustrate the underlying anxiety in the
relationship between the elite class and popular culture.

The hanging scroll entitled Zhong Kui in the Wintry Forest has traditionally been
attributed to Wen Zhengming. However, its Zhong Kui figure is depicted n mtricate
detail and revealsthe style of the professional painter Qiu Ying. It is further suggested
that Qiu followed Wen’s instruction to make the Zhong Kui figure an elegant image.

Compared with the traditional imagery of Zhong Kui, this Wen-Qiu painting is
significant for its absence of Zhong Kui’s superhuman strengths and is reinterpreted in
accordance with an early- Ming poem by Ling Yun-han, which reads, “Wishing for
bright spring luminance across ten thousand miles.” Zhong Kui in this painting is thus
no longer a violent demon queller but a refined invocation to spring and the center of a
tranquil painting suitable for a scholar’s studio.

The lack of auspicious functionality in this Zhong Kui painting imparts the
distinctive qualities of the literati’s lifestyle, which Wen and his peerstried to construct
through formulating an elegant pursuit in activities like interior designing and tea
appreciation. However, the popularity of paintings such as Wen-Qiu’s Zhong Kui
remained quite limited. This reveals the impossibility of a complete separation between
the literati and commoners. Moreover, it is this reality that confirms the continuing need
to investigate the tensions that marked the relationship between the elite and popular
cultures in China.

Key words: Wen Zhengming, Qiu Ying, Zhong Kui, literati culture, elite culture,
popular culture, literati’s lifestyle
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