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The Social Life of a Painting: The History of Four
Views of Flowering Plums and Its Influence in the Late
Qing and Early Republican 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 article aims to sort out the
history of transmission of this piece from the late Qing to early Republican period, and
to explore the influence of Four Views of Flowering Plums through the interactions of
different collectors.

Four Views of Flowering Plums returned to Suzhou in the Jiaqing period (1796-
1820), and was henceforth handed down to Lu Gong, Cheng Zhenyi, Pan Zunqi, Li
Hongyi and Gu Wenbin in the late Qing period. As one of the few renowned Song
paintings which did not become part of the Qing court collection and still circulated in
the Jiangnan area, Four Views of Flowering Plums experienced various forms of actions
performed by these collectors. In addition to traditional ways such as affixing seals to
it, inviting literati to attend elegant gatherings and view it, and making art pieces after
the original work, these Suzhou collectors also innovatived in making rubbings of Four
Views of Flowering Plums and naming their studios after it. All these actions effectively
enhanced the popularity of Four Views of Flowering Plums in the Jiangnan area. More
than that, this piece was also recorded in the documentation of calligraphy and painting in
the late Qing period in a mis-interpreted way. Meanwhile, Four Views of Flowering Plums
also exerted a multi-level influence on collectors. It not only enhanced the social status
of collectors, helping them enter the social circle of top scholar-officials, but also derived
from it were new works of art that participated in the constructing of some collector’s
family memory.

*  Received: 4 January 2024; Accepted: 3 May 2024
** Doctoral student, Graduate Institute of Art History, National Taiwan University
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During the Yuan-Ming period, there was a wave of art creation surrounding
Four Views of Flowering Plums by Suzhou literati painters. In the late Qing and early
Republican period, these derivative works were distributed throughout cities in the
Jiangnan area, such as Suzhou, Huzhou, Kunshan, and Nanjing, and collectors of different
social identities had interpersonal connections with each other, demonstrating that there
was an active art-centered network existing in the Jiangnan area at the time. This network,
however, suffered much from the effects of the Taiping Rebellion (1851-1864), which
caused artworks and artists to flow into Shanghai.

At the same time, with the collapse of the imperial system and in the multi-ethnic
environment of Shanghai, traditional literati started to lose their monopoly in the discourse
of late Qing Suzhou, and they increasingly needed to make a living through their talents
in calligraphy and painting. As a result, the role of literati in the art ecosystem gradually
moved from collector to painter or calligrapher. In this respect, Wu Hufan’s (1894-1968)
After Lu Zhi’s Plums and Bamboo, of which the original piece is a derivative work of Four
Views of Flowering Plums, provides a good instance of this change.

Keywords: Four Views of Flowering Plums, history of transmission, history of art collecting,
art historiography, late Qing Suzhou, early Republican Shanghai, Wu Hufan
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