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Family Matters: Filiality and its Effects in Song Literati Painting
REML R A FY i

Filiality—children honoring and serving their parents—is one of the key concepts within
the code of Confucian ethics that serve as the basis for so much of Chinese society, yet it
is easy to overlook its importance as a shaper of culture. The arts, in particular, are
generally perceived as free from the strictures of duty and ritual that filiality represents.
Theories of the arts in China tie the creative impulse to disengagement from worldly
affairs, to freedom from responsibility, and even to an absence of self. Yet, such theories
are deliberately at odds with the realities and practice of art. Family ties, in fact, are an
abiding feature of Chinese art at various levels. They are most clearly on display with
professional craftsmen, whose specific vocational skills were typically passed from one



generation to the next. More intriguingly, filiality is displayed as well in the practice of
art by the educated elite, or literati (shidaifu 4.+« % ). For the literati, however, “family
learning” (jiaxue #%&) was less about livelihood and more about self-definition. The
concerns of these scholar-officials about who they were within the structure of their
family lineage, and more importantly how they were perceived, add an important and
complex dimension to our study of Chinese art.

The seminar lecture will introduce the issue of filiality as a factor in literati painting and
calligraphy of the Song dynasty. The focus is on the period immediately following the
great achievements of Su Shi and his circle leading from the late Northern Song into the
early years of the Southern Song. Two artists will be of particular concern: Mi Youren
(1074-1151), the son of the famous calligrapher and connoisseur Mi Fu, and the lesser-
known Sima Huai (dates unknown), who was the grandson of the famous statesman Sima
Guang.



