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       The complex composition is based on 
diagonal movement from lower right to the mid-
left border and then to the upper right corner, 
pictorial movement balanced along the horizontal 
and vertical axes of the picture.  Within this 
stable framework a host of birds and flowers 
appear: male and female silver pheasants, 
magpies, peonies, magnolia, roses, flowering 
peaches, and fungus. While the painting was 
intended to be appreciated mainly for its sheer 
visual beauty, the pictorial elements did carry 
more specific connotations for its audience, the 
upper-class and imperial elite.  The blue tinted 
rock, for example, distantly recalls Tang dynasty 
painting and conjures images of Daoist fairylands 
wherein happiness and life are eternal.  Virtually 
all flowers, fruit, and birds carry symbolic weight 
in Chinese art and literature.  Here the silver 
pheasants symbolize the five virtues: the shining 
plumage and feather crests stand for literary 
success, the claws for martial spirit, the pheasant’s 
pugnacity is a sign of bravery, its inclination to 
share food is a sign of benevolence, and the 
announcing of daybreak a sign of reliability.  
During the Ming dynasty pheasants were general 
symbols of the scholar-official, so the precise, 
neatly structured depiction of all details of the 
picture give the viewer an impression of an ideal 
society, with the state and all families orderly and 
in harmony. The magpie, the very name of which 
in Chinese means “bird of happiness,” is another 
auspicious symbol of great potency. 
      Most extraordinary here is the sheer size of 
the painting: 291.3 x 144.9 cm. for the painting 
alone, apart from the mounting.  The work was  
 
 
 
 
 

thus intended for display in some grand hall, 
either imperial or private, and designed for 
maximum visual impact. 
      The present artist, Ye Shuangshi, was the 
nephew of the famous master Lu Ji (ca.1440-
ca.1505) of Siming or Ningbo in Zhejiang 
province. The region was famed from the 
eleventh century onward for its specialists in bird-
and-flower painting, and Lu Ji and Ye Shuangshi 
were worthy heirs to that tradition.   Probably 
during the Chenghua era (1465-1487) Lu Ji was 
recommended to the imperial court and was 
appointed to serve in the Palace of Humane 
Knowledge with other court-associated artists.  He 
continued to serve during the reign of the 
Hongzhi emperor, who especially appreciated Lu 
Ji’s paintings and also his character and 
personality.  Lu Ji died around 1505 in Beijing. 
       Assuming that Ye Shuangshi, the nephew, 
was about twenty years younger than the master, 
he could well have assisted Lu Ji in Beijing during 
that closing years of the 15th and into the 16th 
century.  Certain it is that Ye mastered the style of 
his uncle, with the pleasing subjects depicted 
naturalistically and with attractive colors, the 
whole arranged in a well-ordered composition of 
great decorative appeal.  Judicious arrangement 
and overlapping of forms in the foreground create 
a shallow pictorial space within which the 
narrative elements are placed, clearly rendered 
and set off against the neutral background.  A 
painting by Ye Shuangshi of “Cranes beneath 
Pines” in the Guangdong Provincial Museum 
shares the style of the present painting but not its 
imposing size and great dramatic impact. 


