
Six Dynasties Chinese Painting 
and Calligraphy



Period of Division (220-589)



Appearance of individual artists and portable painting (3rd-
4th century CE)



Gu Kaizhi (ca. 344-406)

Wang Xizhi (303-361)

Appearance of great masters and art criticism 
(3rd-6th centuries AD)



Attributed to Gu Kaizhi, The Admonitions of the Instructress to the Court Ladies, 6th c. 
CE



Viewing a hand scroll

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-sX8wsf56zU

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-sX8wsf56zU


Attributed to Gu Kaizhi: Admonitions of the 
Instructress to Palace Ladies, 5th century

Jing Ke Assassinating the King of Qin. 
Ink rubbing of Bas-relief. Wu Liang 
Shrine, 151 CE. 



Text: “No one can please forever; Affection cannot be for one alone; If it be so, it will end in 
disgust. When love has reached its highest pitch, it changes its object; For whatever has 
reached fulness must need decline. This law is absolute. The ‘beautiful wife who knew herself 
to be beautiful’ was soon hated. If by a mincing air you seek to please, wise men will abhor you. 
From this cause truly comes the breaking of favor’s bond. ”

The Rejection Scene



Lady Ban’s Refusal Scene

Text: “The Lady Ban declined, despite her desire, to accompany the Emperor in his 
palanquin. How could she not have been sad, but, forefending the unseemly, she 
acted with prudence.”



Lady Ban’s refusal to Emperor 
Cheng, painted screen from 
Sima Jinlong’s tomb, late 5th c. 
CE



Attributed to Gu Kaizhi: Nymph of the Luo River (6th century), 12th c. copy









Seven Sages of Bamboo Grove with Rong Qiqi, Southern Qi, late 5th c. CE



Seven Sages of 
Bamboo Grove 
with Rong Qiqi, 
Southern Qi, 
late 5th c. CE. 
Detail.



Calligraphic Lines 

Liu Ling holding a wine vessel, Southern 
Qi, late 5th c. CE.

God Fuxi, Western Han, early 1st c. CE





Seated Bodhisattva, Yungang, Northern Wei, 480-490 CE



Wall painting from Lou Rui’s tomb, Taiyuan, Shanxi, mid-
6th c. CE

Attributed to Gu Kaizhi, Exemplary 
Gentlemen, 12th c. copy







龍

Chinese character for “Dragon”



Different scripts of Chinese writing to mean 
“Dragon”

CursiveRunningStandardClericSealOracle 
bone and 
Bronze 
inscription

Simplified 
modern 



Cursive script, Dunhuang, Eastern Han, 1st c. CE

Formal cleric script, “Eulogy to Stone Gate,” 
Eastern Han, 148 CE

年

子



Cursive script, Dunhuang, Eastern Han, 1st c. CE





行

下

Wang Xizhi, Ritual to Pray for Good Harvest, in cursive script. Tang copy of 

4th-century Original. Princeton University Art Museum. 



Wang Xun, Boyuan tie,

in running script, 4th

century AD, Palace 

Museum, Beijing



Wang Xizhi, Quick 
Snow and Timely 
Clearing Letter, Tang 
copy of 4th century 
Original. Palace 
Museum, Taipei.



Wang Xianzhi, The Twenty-nineth Day 

Letter, in running script, Tang copy of 4th

century original. Liaoning Provincial 

Museum. 



Wang Xizhi, Preface to the Collection of the Gathering at the 

Orchid Pavilion (Lanting xu) in running script.Tang copy of 4th-

century Original. Palace Museum, Beijing.



Chu Suiliang (attributed), Orchid Pavilion Preface, in running script. Copy of 

Wang Xizhi’s Original. Palace Museum, Beijing.



Qiu Zhijie, Copying the Lantingxu for 
a thousand times. 1990-1995.
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