A Preliminary Research on the Reason Why Painting
Academy Was Not Established at the Ming Court
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ABSTRACT :

Historical records in existence are not sufficient to prove whether paint-
ing academy was established at the Ming court. The key issues involved
are institutional structure and personnel selection criteria. Some schol-
ars argue that the institution is merely nominal, while others believe
that the institution did exist, but without assuming the title of “paint-
ing academy”. It is necessary to distinguish truth from falsehood be-
tween these two schools in order to unveil the key facts in history. There
are mainly two reasons why painting academy was not established: one
is that the function of paintings was not fully recognized by the rul-
ing class; and the other is that the court had no intention to establish
an institution specifically dedicated to this. The result is a paradoxi-
cal juxtaposition of the absence of a functioning administration and the
abundance of highly innovative court painters. On the other hand, if the
Imperial Academy of Maps and Paintings (Hanlin tubua yuan) of the
Song dynasty (960-1279) can be considered as the first integral and in-
dependent court painting academy, the so-called Ming-dynasty court
painting academy, then, somehow resembles the Han (206BCE-220CE)
and Tang (618-907)-dynasty practice of keeping “Expectant Painters”
(daizhao) or “Painters for Court Service” (gongfeng) for imperial serv-
ices. This loose system features neither strict quota for the number of
painters engaged, nor recruitment or evaluation criteria, while the paint-
ers did not receive regular training or salaries. In this sense, the studies
of Ming court art require more attention to those particular phenomena
that formed the trend of artistic styles in different historical periods and
to those factors contributing to these transformations.
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