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The Admonitions Scroll and Chinese Art History

Wen C. Fong

In current Western art history discourse, where problems of connoisseurship (in
Western art history) are no longer at issue, scholars have argued that "art is too
important to leave to art historians." By focusing on the "cultural biography" of an art
object, an approach that owes much to anthropology, the concerns of the new materialist
social art history shift to issues of "reception” (or "deconstruction") where meaning is
found in the eyes of the beholder rather than in objects at the point of their creation.
Suffice to say that new, post-Modern art-historians are relativists, and "post-historical.”
In modern study of ancient Chinese paintings, where a history based on reliable
historical data remains to be assembled, our search for a history of styles based on
paintings as objects resembles that of an archaeologist's fitting together a vast puzzle of
material remains. (Remember the problems we experienced recently with the dating of
the Riverbank attributed to Tung Yian?) In this paper, I hope to demonstrate
Admonitions scroll attributed to Ku K’ai-chih at the British Museum can be, and must
be, dated precisely as a historical monument: first, through an understanding of a history
of figural representation in Chinese art, and second, by reviewing the "cultural
biography" of the Admonitions scroll as an object in Chinese art history.

Keywords: Attributed to Ku K’ai-chih, Admonitions Scroll, history of figural

representation in Chinese art, anthropological study of ‘“cultural
biography”, mimetic representation, literati painting.
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