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Born Yu Shun in Yongchun County, Fujian Province, Yu took the style name Cheng-Yao, connoting
the continuation of the virtuous legacy of the ancient kings Yao and Shun, and the building of a new
era. In his early years, he apprenticed in a carpentry workshop, where he learned drawing, lacquer,
and woodcarving techniques. In 1917, he shifted from art to the army, beginning a nearly thirty-year
military career. He was promoted to major general in 1931 and subsequently served as Chief of Staff
at the Fujian Provincial Garrison until his retirement in 1946. Yu moved to Taipei in 1949 and lived a
solitary life, having left his wife and children behind in China. In Taiwan, he engaged in a transport and
pharmaceutical business with frequent trips to Xiamen and Singapore. After retiring from business in
1954, Yu immersed himself in Nanguan music, ancient books of poetry, and ink painting, all of which
were integral cultural traditions of his hometown in Yongchun County.

Throughout his years in the military, Yu never lost sight of his passion for classical literature, poetry,
calligraphy, and Nanguan music. Having traveled through eighteen provinces, he was intimately
familiar with the grandeur of China’s landscapes, and upon arriving in Taiwan in 1949, regularly
visited the National Palace Museum to study ancient paintings. Yu held the utmost reverence for late
Northern Song master Fan Kuan’s Travelers Among Mountains and Streams, an unparalleled treasure
in the Museum’s collection. In 1954, he began to focus on landscape painting, basing his style on the
towering and upright compositions of the Northern Song masters, and emphasizing that a painter
must understand topography to evoke a thousand miles of rivers and mountains within the confines
of a single scroll. Through years of extensive travel, Yu followed the principle of “learning from nature
outwardly and attaining inspiration from within,” and ultimately came to the realization that “only the
most sharply rising peaks embody the true spirit of mountains.” Following this insight, his paintings
tended to favor stony outcroppings and varied rock textures to express the ruggedness and vigor of
peaks, whether rising together in ranges or standing alone. Drawing on his mastery of calligraphy,
Yu used the center of his brush like a chisel to create fine strokes, carving the rich contours of rock
surfaces and stacking forms to build solid, monumental mountains. He then skillfully applied dots of
vivid malachite green to convey the vitality of alpine forests and verdurous mountain vegetation.

Added to the collection in this cycle, Landscape is Yu’s representative green landscape. The painting’s
central peak is formed by layers of rock, rising from the bottom of the paper to the top, and depicted
with dense and nimble brushwork. Over the mountain’s substantial form and lively textured surface, Yu
applied a bright green wash to create a sense of floating vegetation—all features characteristic of his
style. Unlike the relatively closed spaces in his earlier works, Landscape introduces streams, waterfalls,
and villages into intersecting mountain ridges. Rising smoke, along with orange roof tiles set against
exposed stone, injects this mountain scene with human presence, and the overall mountain layout
creates feelings of depth and expansiveness. This painting is considered part of the artist’s later period.

In the 1960s, art historian Li Chu-Tsing discovered Yu Cheng-Yao’s artistic talent. In 1966, 1970, and
1972, Yu was invited to exhibit in the United States, where he became recognized as an important artist
promoting modern Chinese painting. Representative works such as Landscape in Four Panels (1971),
Landscape in Eight Panels (1971), and The Yangtze River Scroll (1973), mark the peak of his creative
output. His distinctive style—characterized by unrestrained brushwork and magnificent landscapes—
created a new direction in contemporary ink painting and continues to occupy an important position in
the history of modern Chinese painting. Remarkably, Yu was self-taught and had only begun painting at
the age of 56, yet he demonstrated a unique creative energy within the traditional ink-painting context.
His artistic achievements offered a thought-provoking new path for the development of landscape
painting. (Sharleen YU)
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