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Matter and material in seventeenth-century Nanjing painting, with
reference to Hu Yukun’s use of the album format

Hu Yukun (%% E, ca. 1607-after 1686) was one of a number of painters
active in Nanjing during the early decades of the Qing period. As with other Nanjing
painters active during the early Qing, little is known about Hu’s life. Nonetheless, the
corpus of surviving paintings attributed to Hu exhibits several puzzling features.
These features include innovative use of pigments and ink wash; visual rendering of
atmosphere, light, and moisture; and in some instances, creative experiments in use of
compositional space.

This talk begins with a brief survey of existing scholarship on Hu Yukun and
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other Nanjing painters. Much scholarship has contextualized seventeenth-century
Nanjing painting by highlighting the city’s distinctly local character, often
referencing Nanjing’s vibrant and traumatic literary, cultural, and political history—
the issue of politics being especially pronounced in the decades immediately
following the Qing conquest. The talk will explore whether a visual-material
approach can yield alternative insights about Hu Yukun’s work. To this end the talk
will consider the album format, utilized by many literati painters of the seventeenth-
century but especially favored by Nanjing painters including Hu Yukun.

After examining a selection of Hu’s works, the talk will consider what links, if
any, emerge between the album format and Hu Yukun’s distinctive painting
techniques: the use of ink wash, inventive manipulation of pictorial space, and the
evocation of an atmospherics of vision.
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