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From ”“Spring Fragrance, Clearing After Rain”
to “Listening Quietly to Soughing Pines;”
Some Proposals for the Courtly Context of Paintings

by Ma Lin in the Collection of the National
Palace Museum, Taipei
Wang, Yao-t'ing
National Palace Museum

Abstract

Ma Lin, active during the 13th century as a painter at the courts of
Emperors Ning-tsung (r. 1195-1224) and Li-tsung (r. 1224-1264), was like
many other professional painters before and since his time--marked by only
the sketchiest of biographical information.  This is frustrating for the art his-
torian, because Ma Lin appears, judging from his works, to have had a close
relationship with the imperial family and court and to have already become
an important court artist late in the reign of Ning-tsung. His connection with
the imperial family can be deduced from the content of his surviving works,
especially those bearing inscriptions by members of the imperial family. And
when combined with evidence garnered from contemporary records of life in
the Southern Sung, both in and around the court at Hangchow, such as Old
Matters of Wu-lin by Chou Mi (1232-1298), other paintings by Ma Lin take
on significance in relation to the court. For example, Ma’s “Spring Fragrance,
Clearing After Rain” in the National Palace Museum appears not to be
merely an innocent rendition of spring scenery, but actually a representation
of the Spring Fragrance Garden in the Southern Sung court compound. An-
other of his paintings, “Waiting for Guests by Lamplight,” which represents
an evening of appreciating crab-apple blossoms at court, is actually a portrait
of the Pavilion of Reflected Make-up, which itself was based on the image
evoked by Su Shih (1036-1101) in his “Crab-apple Verse.” Judging from the
calligraphy and poetic content of Li-tsung’s “Crab-apple Verse,” it forms a
pair with Ma Lin’s painting. Furthermore, the partial impression of a seal in
the upper right corner, when compared to similar impressions on album leaves
in the Shanghai Museum, Osaka Municipal Museum, and the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, suggest that this leaf once formed part of an album
illustrating famous sites in the Hangchow area based on famous poems from

the T’ang and Northern Sung. When reconstructed, this partial impression
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reads “yu-fu t’u-shu,” which was the seal used on works in Li-tsung’s collec-
tion, thus providing another link between Ma Lin and the court. And after
Li-tsung ascended the throne, one of his policies was to appear as a propo-
nent of Neo-Confucianism in order to assuage members of the court. He or-
dered Ma Lin to paint the portraits of members of the Neo-Confucian line-
age—-the Thirteen Sages and Rulers of the Orthodox Lineage; Li-tsung himself
inscribed the eulogies. To commemorate this act (and include himself as a
manifestation in this mythological lineage), the portraits, judging from the
surviving ones from the set, appear to have been based on the portrait of Li-
tsung himself. Even before Li-tsung, there had been a tradition of
transforming emperors in the Sung into mythical sages and rulers, but this
group of portraits is the only surviving examples. Furthermore, the figure
found in “Quietly Listening to Wind Among Pines,” which is comparable the
portraits in the Orthodox Lineage series, appears to represent an idealization
of Li-tsung as a sage- ruler seated wunder the imperial pine, ‘a tree which is
actually mentioned in contemporary records. Finally, “Pines, Stream, and Pair
of Magpies,” also in the National Palace Museum, may represent a draft of
“Quietly Listening to Wind Among Pines” Thus, the present paper is an
effort at narrowing the gap and further defining the relationship between Ma
Lin and the Southern Sung court.
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* The author’s was translated by Donald E. Brix.
* The Chinese text of this article appears on page=Jthrough page/\ /5.



