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Aesthetic Selection and Later Interpretation: The
History of Four Views of Flowering Plums and Its
Influence in the Yuan-Ming Period”

Tang, Ning "~

Abstract

A masterpiece in the history of ink plum (momei), a special genre of Chinese literati
painting, Four Views of Flowering Plums is one of few genuine works done by the
Southern Song literatus painter Yang Wujiu (1097-1171). This piece was in the collection
of Wu Zhen’s family and Ke Jiusi, two prominent literati artists in the Yuan dynasty.
Coming into Ming dynasty, Shen Zhou and Wen Zhengming, two leading literati artists
in Suzhou, became the successive owners of Four Views of Flowering Plums. After that,
this work was obtained by Xiang Yuanbian, one of top art collectors in Chinese history,
and it left Suzhou afterwards. Four Views of Flowering Plums, after the establishment of
the Qing dynasty, did not enter the collection of the Qing court; instead, it was kept in the
Jiangnan area and circulated among private collectors. It was during the late Qing period
when Four Views of Flowering Plums went back to Suzhou, and it was kept there till the
early 20th century. The history of its seal impressions and various documentation indicate
that this masterpiece was treasured in private collections for almost eight centuries.

During the Yuan and Ming dynasties, Four Views of Flowering Plums and another
now lost painting by Yang Wujiu on four scenes of flowering plums were highly popular
among contemporary literati. Not only did they write literary works to respond to Yang’s
lyric poetry which is attached after Four Views of Flowering Plums, but also Shen Zhou
and Wen Zhengming both did their ink plum works in the style of Yang’s paintings.
Moreover, more practices surrounding Four Views of Flowering Plums can be found,
such as Lu Zhi including more Song and Yuan ink plum works to respond to, and Wen Jia
replacing historical images with his own creations. All these profound impacts of Four
Views of Flowering Plums had made four blossoming plums a sub-genre in the tradition of
ink plum painting.

On a broader level, Four Views of Flowering Plums participated in shaping the style
of ink plum painting in the Yuan and Ming dynasties in a subtle way. The whole plum
in the natural environment depicted in Four Views of Flowering Plums was actually not
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favored by the upper class, including the court and literati, of Southern Song dynasty. By
the Yuan dynasty, Yang Wujiu’s paintings were highly valued because he had become a
member of the genealogy of ink plum painting, but compared with the solitary branch
depicted in works like Plum Blossoms in Snow and Plum Blossoms and Bamboo, Four
Views of Flowering Plums was still not the type of ink plum painting that was taken
seriously. It was not until Shen Zhou and Wen Zhengming adjusted the imagery, taking
part of the composition and making the structure more concise, did Four Views of
Flowering Plums finally finish the historical process of shaping the “pure and elegant”
(gingya) style of ink plum painting which was appreciated by Ming Suzhou literati.

Keywords: Four Views of Flowering Plums, Yang Wujiu, history of transmission, reception
history, Ming Suzhou

*  Received: 18 August 2023; Accepted: 8§ December 2023
** Doctoral student, Graduate Institute of Art History, National Taiwan University
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33 Bl X#BA  Flowers, Landscapes, and B34 Hesg (wiE) BF
Poems, 1558, Eleven album leaves mounted
as handscroll; ink on paper, 30.9x52.8 cm
(each leaf, average), Princeton University
Art Museum
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