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Settling the Mind and Observing Things:
An Anonymous Sung Dynasty Album of Literati Portraits

Lin Li-na
Department of Painting and Calligraphy
National Palace Museum

Abstract

The holdings of the National Palace Museum include an anonymous Sung
period album leaf bearing the simple title “Human Figures” (Jen-wu). The album leaf
offers a realistic portrayal of the elegant lifestyle of the Northern Sung scholar-
official, depicting literati participating in tea and wine drinking parties, writing
calligraphy and painting, flower-arranging, hanging paintings, strumming zithers,
and playing chess. The present essay explores the evidence of interaction between
the Sung dynasty and its neighbors that can be derived by comparing the tea wares,
screen paintings, garments, mounting, seals, and other details of the album leaf with
mural paintings and funerary goods recovered from Sung, Liao, Chin, and Hsi-hsia
tombs, supplemented with evidence from textual records and reliably attributable
paintings. The paintings feature a diverse variety of furniture and other objects
which reflect Northern Sung style while simultaneously preserving formal vestiges
of the Chin, T’ang, and Five Dynasties. The album leaf portrays the elegant,
archaistic taste of aristocrats and literati, and reflects the aesthetics of refined
interior design. The album leaf also bears the seals of the Sung emperors Hui-tsung
and Kao-tsung, and is thus one of the few extant painting albums to have once
belonged to the Northern Sung imperial household. (Translated by Jeffrey Moser)

Keywords: Tea culture, interior design, paintings of intimate scenes, realism,
mounting ribbons, court mounting of the Hslian-ho reign (1119-1125)
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