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Text and image: Dialogues and multiple connotationsin
the painting of “ The Red Cliff”

CHEN Linlin
(Department of Chinese Language and Literature, Peking University, Beijing 100871, China)

Abstract: As one of the most popular subject matters of poetic paintings, “The Red Cliff” offers a unique perspective to
explore the relationships between image and text in traditional China. Previous studies focus primarily on the artistic
features within the painting of “The Red Cliff”, while research on its literary value and cultural meaning has been
somewhat lacking. Painters masterly transformed the literary texts into visual images, and thus amplified and extended
the literary meaning of Su Shi’s works in their own ways. Within the pictures of “The Red Cliff”, there are multi-level
dialogues between Su Shi, the “Guest”, the Red CIliff, and the lone crane. Beyond the images, literary inscriptions and
colophons also reflect how different artists interpreted the multiple connotations of Su Shi’s works. In other words,
“The Red CIiff” serves as a material medium that links the inscription writers, the painters and Su Shi together across
time and space. From this perspective, the present essay reconsiders Su Shi’s great impact on later generations
throughout Chinese history.
Key Words: “The Red Cliff”; Su Shi; “Prose-poems on the Red Cliff”; dialogue; connotation
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