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A Study of Xiao Zhao’s Buildings on a Mountainside:
Also with a Discussion on the Significance of His
Landscape Painting Style in the Early Southern Song”

*

o ¥
Hsu, Wen-mei

Abstract

The present article focuses on a hanging scroll painting in the National Palace
Museum collection entitled Buildings on a Mountainside, a representative work by Xiao
Zhao (active 1126-ca. 1162), a court artist of the Southern Song period. The article also
deals with historical records concerning Xiao Zhao’s wall paintings at Liang Hall to
explore the significance of his landscape painting in the early Southern Song. First, the
article discusses Xiao Zhao’s wall paintings at Liang Hall in the context of the Song
emperor Gaozong’s (1107-1187) construction of an imperial building complex at his
capital in Lin’an (Hangzhou), thereby delineating the period of the Liang Hall paintings
and the close connection between Xiao Zhao and Emperor Gaozong’s reign. Second,
analysis of poems recorded as inscribed on Xiao Zhao’s works in literary collections of
the Song and Yuan dynasties shows that Xiao Zhao actually excelled at depicting the
“landscape-fisherman (shanshui yufu tu)” theme in series of four hanging scrolls.

From the above perspective, the style and motifs in Xiao Zhao’s Buildings on a
Mountainside can be explored in further detail. On one hand, it can be determined that
the painting was part of a “landscape-fisherman” series. On the other hand, when the
painting is viewed together with another hanging scroll in the National Palace Museum,
Autumn Forest and a Flying Cascade (formerly attributed to Fan Kuan but faithfully
preserving Xiao Zhao’s style), they appear to form the summer and autumn scenes of a set
of “landscapes in the four seasons (siji shanshui),” thereby also having the characteristic of
a “linked landscape (lihe shanshui).” The new image produced by the “restoration merging
of paintings (hebing fuyuan tu)” for Buildings on a Mountainside and Autumn Forest and

*  Received: November 5, 2024; Accepted: April 23, 2025

**  Associate Curator of the Department of Painting, Calligraphy, Rare Books and Historical Documents,
National Palace Museum
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a Flying Cascade shows that Xiao Zhao’s landscape painting inherited the “monumental
landscape (dashan tangtang)” style of the Northern Song dynasty, deriving from a
transformation of the style and pattern in Li Tang’s (ca. 1050-after 1130) Wind in Pines
Among a Myriad Valleys, also in the National Palace Museum collection.

The present article then employs the “restoration merging of paintings” method to
re-examine Xiao Zhao’s landscape style in the Intimate Scene of River and Mountains
handscroll traditionally attributed to Li Tang and the Koto-in pair of landscapes in Japan
also said to have been done by Li Tang, especially focusing on the significance of the
latter. Not only can the Koto-in pair be dated to the thirteenth century, but by analyzing
the description of Xiao Zhao’s wall paintings at the Liang Hall in Ye Shaoweng’s (ca.
1185-1190 to after 1241) Record of Hearsay from Four Reigns (Sichao wenjian lu), one
further discovers that Xiao Zhao in the Southern Song was regarded as a skilled painter
comparable to the Tang dynasty master Wu Daozi (ca. 685-758) in being able to do the
four wall paintings at Liang Hall in a single night. Xiao Zhao’s rough brushwork and
abbreviated imagery can be corroborated by the two Koto-in landscape paintings, leading
to the inference that Xiao Zhao was a painter who could do both “abbreviated (sAu)” and
“dense (mi)” landscape styles. In doing so, one can interpret more fully the significance of
the term “Li-Xiao stylistic transformation (Li-Xiao bianti)” as proposed by Li Chengsou
(active 1150-1221) in early Southern Song painting.

The study finally concludes with dating the Liang Hall wall paintings by Xiao Zhao
to 1145 to speculate on the time when Li Tang moved to the Southern Song in Lin’an
and established relations with Gaozong’s court. It was probably during Gaozong’s
Jianyan reign (1127-1130), which would accord with the record in Deng Chun’s (active
1127-1167) Record of Painting (Huaji), and at the latest placing it in the early years of
Gaozong’s Shaoxing reign (1131-1162). Therefore, the birth and death dates of Li Tang
can be determined as being approximately 1050 to sometime after 1130. .

Keywords: Southern Song landscapes, Xiao Zhao, Buildings on a Mountainside, Autumn
Forest and a Flying Cascade, Li Tang, Wind in Pines Among a Myriad Valleys,

Koto-in landscapes
(Translated by Donald E. Brix)
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