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A Study on Historical Events about Gao Kegong,
the Painter of Huihe Origin in Yuan Times

(A Summary)

Wang Ting

After reviewing the source materials, this paper, a discussion of various topics such as the
ancesters and circle of friends and the works by Gao Kegong, the renowned painter in the
Yuan dynasty, will shed light on the following points. The Gao clan, originally from the
land of Huihe or Huihu (Uighur) in western Asia, moved eastwards to Fangshan county,
Yan prefecture, before the Yuan. Gao Kegong’s father, Gao Heng or Gao Jiafu, lived in
the home of his wife’s father Mr Li after becoming his son-in-law. Li was a shangshu of
the “ambulatory” Six Boards of Shanxi province. Later, Kegong moved to Yanjing (Dadu),
and became a Confucian scholar under the tutelage of his teacher Hao Jing. Besides
inheriting the family’s scholarly tradition, Gao Kegong dabbled in poetry and painting.
Even before he was appointed a local official in the Jiangnan region, a circle of friends
made up of literary scholars from Yanjing was already formed. They include connoisseurs
of cultural relics such as Xianyu Shu, Li Kan, Li You, Liang Ceng, Yao Sui, Chang
Shiwen, and others. After his arrival in Hangzhou, during the five and eight months when
he was out of government service, he endeavoured to refine his painting skill and reaffirm
his own style. Because of his extraordinary artistic achievement, people at that time
attributed his success to exposure to the “beautiful scenery of Hangzhou” and also to the
“outstanding personages and sumptuous environ in Dadu.” As a result, his work became a
fine model of painting for emulation by admirers in later generations. It is not appropriate
to call Gao Kegong a “Huihui painter” or to take him as a Muslim. The scorn of him
reported in the works of Zhou Mi, one of his closest friends, makes the readers suspect
that he might not be a member of the Islamic community.
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