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Introduction

Insects are depicted in paintings as a slice of nature, as a celebration of the life around us. The
subject matter is small in size, often it is the chirp of the cricket, or the buzz of the bee that makes
man look for them. Likewise, the picture depicts a microcosmic world - a close-up of the branch,
the blossom or the fruit, and not a full plant. In this minute world, the rhythm of nature is at
work, and this natural cycle had been incorporated into the human life: spring brings prunus and
peach blossoms, attracting bees to gather pollen; the cicada songs heralds summer, and in South
China lychees turn red and dragon boats race over the waters. Man observed their natural
behaviour and gave them meaning, hence bees are hard working, paired butterflies are
romantic, cicada is virtuous. So the poets express emotions through the symbolic meaning of
insects in their literatures.

Artists of the Lingnan School placed great importance on observation of nature. Song Guangbao
(active c. 1820-1840), Ju Chao (1811-1865) and Ju Lian (1828-1904) have numerous works of
flowers and insects. Gao Jianfu (1879-1951) is known to have painted insects on ceramic wares
while working with the local potters. Chao Shao-an practiced sketching from life, both working
directly outdoors as well as studying specimens of flowers and insects brought into his studio.
He has a special affinity with the cicada, identifying himself with it which is regarded in Chinese
culture as a symbol of virtue and purity. He made endless detailed study of the insect, and
published a volume “The Radiant Cicada” (Chanyan /i) in 1936 with 20 works on the cicada and
re-visited this theme throughout his career. Summarizing his efforts of studying and representing
nature, the anthology “A Study of Chinese Paintings” features 60 types of flowers and plants with
butterflies, bees, dragonflies, and beetles.
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Through their experience with nature, ancient people have observed the characteristics of
insects, learned from their strengths, and even made use of them to improve human living.

Insects have unique life cycles which involve changing their appearance quite drastically. Man
has marveled at this ability to change, and added on their imagination to develop myths and
popular beliefs, creating a spiritual dimension for these insects. Legends of insects transforming
into spirits abound in ancient literature, such as the silkworm spirit and the bee spirit in “Classic
of Mountains and Seas” (Shanhaijing). There are also stories of insects transforming into birds
and animals, as the decaying grass turning into a glowworm, the “Butterfly Lovers” of Liang
Shangbo and Zhu Yingtai, and Zhuang Zhou turning into a butterfly in his dream. Man has given
symbolic meanings to insects according to their unique features: Butterflies with colourful wings
become symbols of romantic love; the cicada is a symbol of the scholar’s integrity, and the
crickets’ chirp is symbol of remembrance and longing.

Man has made use of the insects to improve life and economy. The silkworm was raised to
produce silk for weaving, bees are kept for the production of honey, locusts are controlled to
protect food crop. Certain insects are known to have medicinal purpose, and the text
“Compendium of Materia Medica” (Bencao gangmu) written by Li Shizhen (1518-1593) listed
over 100 items of insects. Insects also played a part in man’s leisure and entertainment: cricket
fighting was a popular sport, while other kinds of insects are kept for their song.
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Insects in Works of Lingnan Masters

Artists of the Lingnan School are very
fond of painting insects. This tradition
reaches back to their predecessors.
Song Guangbao, native of Jiangsu who
came to teach in Guangdong, excelled
in painting flowers, birds and insects.
Ju Chao learned from Song and Meng
Jinyi (active in early 19th century),
another artist who excelled in
flower-and-bird painting. ~ Ju Lian
learned from Ju Chao, his brother. _ =y
Works showing flowers and insects o

account for a large majority of their e
total output. The fine weather of the
South China (Lingnan) allowed flowers
to bloom all the year round, providing endless subjects for artists’ study. The inclusion of insects
is more often found in works by Ju Lian. Species include bees, wasp, butterfly, cicada, cricket,
dragonfly, mantis, tettigonia, katydid, grasshopper, mosquitos and beetles of various kinds. His
student Gao Jianfu recalled his working methods, observing that Ju Lian often brought them
indoors using pins to fix them, or kept them in glass containers and drew them from life. Ju was
also noted to stay long in the gardens to
study the insects actvities. Gao Qifeng
(1889-1933), learning to paint from his
brother Gao Jianfu, indirectly inherited
the methods of Ju Chao and Ju Lian. Chao
Shao-an, being student of Gao Qifeng,
also paid strong emphasis on drawing
from life, often bringing specimens of
insects into his studio for teaching. This
becomes a tradition of the Lingnan
School in successive generations.
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EHHHE Caterpillar

Insects in Works of Chao Shao-an

Chao Shao-an insisted on drawing from outdoors, he studied the nature for inspiration by
observation. The many volumes of drawings left by Chao Shao-an are evidence of careful study
and capturing them with the
pen or brush. The insects are
accurately depicted to show
the three parts of bodily
structure : head, thorax and
abdomen. Antennae , mouth,
eyes and feet are all clearly
delineated.

Chao used simple and
condensed brushstrokes to
depict flowers and insects. In
the painting of a snail in
“Snail and bamboo”, one
stroke is made to represent
the spiral shell, and a few
more to depict the slimy
body of the snail. His superb
control or mastery of ink and
brushstroke is particularly observed in his paintings of the cicada, which are rendered with high
degree of likeness. Gradations in ink and variations of line are used to depict the textures of the
shiny head, the hard back, the transparent wings, soft thorax, and feet with segments.

E & B34 Cicada

Works of flowers and insects are largely executed in small formats such as album leaves. Apart
from the control of ink and brushstroke, the composition becomes very important in directing
the viewers’ attention towards flower or insect. Very often the flower is the main subject
occupying a primary position, and the insect plays a secondary role. But there are many cases
where the flowers are placed in a corner, leaving a large void in the centre. The insects are
shown standing upright, or climbing, or hanging upside-down, on branches that stretch out
diagonally from the flowers, creating a visual balance that leads the eye back and forth from
flower to insect.

There are also works which
place the insect as primary
subject,  example like
“Caterpillar”,  “Snail and
bamboo”, “ Two butterflies”,
etc. The most important
single kind of insect for Chao
is the cicada, which is a
recurring subject in his work.
The cicada is a symbol of
virtue and integrity with
which the artist identified
himself. The title of his studio
is named “Hall of Radiant
Cicada” (Chan yuan shi).
Works on this subjects on
display include “Cicada
and bamboo”, “Cicada”,
“Cicada” (private collection). EA e
In 1936, Chao published an anthology “The Radiant Cicada” (Chan yuan ji) with 20 of his works
with the cicada as subject. Chao also composed poetry, examples like “Bamboo and cicada”,
“Lonely butterfly in storm” and “The red and white prunus blossoms” as a form of artistic
expression, and the verses on the cicada, butterfly and the bee were sometimes used on his
paintings of matching subjects.
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