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Hsiang Sheng-mo’s Poetry and Painting
on Eremetism

(A Summary)

CHU-TSING Lr1*

In reviewing the works of i-min artists, one is often tempted to ask: What was the impact of
the fall of the Ming on the art of that period? How is this momentous event reflected in paintings
done after 1644? In looking into this problem, I have found Hsiang Sheng-mo a most fascinat-
ing artist. Strangely, he is seldom included in books on i-min painting and poetry, such as Fu
Pao-shih’s Nationalist Painters of Late Ming or Cho Erh-kan’s Poetry of Ming Loyalists. In
both painting and poetry, however, he should rank among the most important #-min of the
early Ch’ing.

Hsiang Sheng-mo (1597-1658), tzu K’ung-chang, hao I-an and Hsii-shan-ch’iao, was a
member of the prominent Hsiang family of Chia-hsing, Cheklang Provinge:: Although he
lived most of his life under the Ming, he spent his Iast f Chk’ing rule; as
such, his biography reflects the paradoxe

who was himself a painter of. orchids and landscapes. H1s father, Hsmng Te-hsin, was also
an outstanding painter, espemally of bamboo. Several other members of the Hsiang family,
his contemporaries, were also prominent painters and poets. In his youth, he travelled exten-
sively in northern China and in the Chiang-nan region. While still in his twenties, however, he
decided to lead a hermit’s life, dedicating himself to poetry, painting, and calligraphy.

The news of Manchu victories in Peking in 1644 and then in Chinling (Nanking) in 1645,
came as a great shock to Hsiang Sheng-mo. Soon, he and his family were forced to flee their
home and to live as refugees further south, along the Fu-ch’un River. Numerous tragic events
followed to sadden his heart. The large collection of painting and calligraphy in his family
was, according to his own account, half trampled under foot and half burned to ashes. Accord-
ing to another account, it was seized by an invading military commander. In addition, one of
his cousins, Hsiang Chia-mo, after the fall of Chinling, tied all the poems and essays he had
written to his waist and drowned himself in a lake along with his wife and two.childten. These
unfortunate events changed Hsiang Sheng-mo’s life and outloek.

* Untversity of Kansas.
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Among the more than 100 surviving works of Hsiang Sheng-mo, the most important seem
to be a group of six handscrolls, all on the theme of a hermit’s life. They include:

The Calling of the Hermit, dated 1625, Los Angeles County Museum.

A Hermit among Soughing Pines, dated 1628, Boston Museum of Fine Arts.

The Second Calling of the Hermit, undated, National Palace Museum, Taipei.

The Third Calling of the Hermit, dated 1644, whereabouts unknown.

Listening to the Wintry Sounds, completed in 1647, Tientsin Museum.

Meditative Visit to a Mountain Retreat, dated 1648, Cleveland Museum.

The first four works, all done before the fall of Ming, are long handscrolls, each measuring
over twenty feet. At the end of each scroll, excepting the Second Calling of the Hermit, Hsiang
wrote long inscriptions, including twenty to thir § on: the subject of a hermit’s life,
apparently reﬂectmg the asplratlons of his eariy life. As a:miember of a wealthy literati family,
and well-versed.inm: tic yearning to live the carefree life of a hermit. This
ideal was first expiessed in a hangmg scroll, Reading in the Autumn Woods, dated 1623 (British
Museum), when vas:26 years old. This painting, derived from the Wen Cheng-ming
tradition and- typlcally including a crowded composition and S-curve movement, already
reveals his eremetic yearnings; in his long inscription, for example, he indicated his interest in
seeking the company of herdboys, woodcutters, fishermen, and old monks, rather than trying
to get ahead in the dusty world.

This theme is then developed fully in visual terms in the four handscrolls mentioned above.
Combining Wen School elements, such as strange rocks, hidden caves, huge trees, and winding
waters with T’ang and Sung motifs derived from Lu Hung’s Thatched Hut and Wang Wei’s
Wang-ch’iian and paintings by Tung Yiian, Chii-jan, Ching Hao, Kuan T'ung, and Li Ch’eng,
these scrolls all present magnificent panoramas filled with unexpected details. They seem to
express fully the youthful romantic dreams of his imagination, based on allusions to the art
of the past. To these visual elements he added a series of poems expressing his ideal, with
allusions to such early poets as Lu Chi, Tso Ssu, Shen Yii and T’ao Yilan-ming. This
blending of visual and poetic elements makes these sCt ¢ most 1nterestmg expresswns of
his early period. T
title and a signatu
been cut from the ;

The Third Calling of the Hermit, completed just before the fall of Ming, was stolen by his
servant, but was later fortuitously recovered during Hsiang’s flight. After this, he wrote many
poems on the scroll, expressing his sadness about the loss of the country. Such poems can be
found on numerous other paintings as well. Most interesting is the self-portrait in a landscape
(Chiang Ku-sun Collection, Taipei), done in 1644, shortly after he had learned of the fall of
Peking. The painting, all in red ink, reflects his attachment to the Ming, the dynasty whose
imperial family bore the surname Chu, literally, red. Another painting, Red Trees in Autumn
Mountains (Vannotti Collection, Lugano), shows a gentleman looking at a group of huge red
trees, and would seem to have the same meaning. Several albums done between 1646 and 1649
also express this feeling, sometimes through ordinary objects and other times through large,
strange trees. In two of the handscrolls listed above, the Listening to the Wintry Sounds of
1647 (Tientsin Museum) and the Meditative Visit to a Mountain Retreat of 1648 (Cleveland
Museum) he expressed the same sentlments through s1m11ar symbolism. These scrolls, both

yearned for the dréal ndz he had to face the realities of life at that time. Some records state
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that he had to sell paintings to support hlmself if this is true, it probably occurred after 1644,
when financial circumstances might have compelled him to do so. Also, after 1644, he painted
more hanging scrolls and fewer lengthy handscrolls. This is possibly an indication that he
lacked the leisure to indulge in long scrolls reflecting personal dreams. While his earlier scrolls
tend to depict scenes connected with the Isles of the Immortals, his later ones are more related
to the world of reality.

It is in this context that we may say that Hsiang Sheng-mo expressed more directly his
feeling toward the fall of Ming than did most of his contemporaries. In expressing his senti-
ments he used both visual elements and poetic allusions. This is characteristic of the painting
of late Ming-early Ch’ing literati. While in the West there has always been an insistence
on expression in painting through pure visual or formal element in ChineséQpéiinting the role

essential characteristics o nese art, is well exemplified by the art of Hsiang Sheng-mo.

Although a considerable umber of Hsiang’s paintings are extant, few of his poems have
survived. A volume of his poetry, the Lang-yiin-t ‘ang chi, is recorded, but it seems no longer to
be extant. As a result, his stature as a poet has not been recognized, even though he enjoys
fame as one of the greatest masters of late Ming and early Ch’ing painting. Many of his poems
are available in his paintings, however, and a study of these poems certainly will help to restore
his position as a poet. Still, these poems were intended to be read with his paintings, for the
two are complementary parts of the same expression. This must be seen as a key to the under-
standing of Hsiang Sheng-mo.

As a painter, Hsiang Sheng-mo was a Wan-li period exponent of the Wen Cheng-ming
tradition; he was, however, able to rise above the limitations of that school through his
acquaintance with works of the great masters of the past represented in the family collection,
and through his own imaginative approach. In his youth, through family connections, he came
into contact with many of the leading painters and art theorists of his.own time, including
Tung Ch’i-ch’ang, Ch’en Chi-ju, and Li Jih-hua, who “belonged to -histfather’s generation.
Although Tung and Ch’ erted. con31derable mﬂuence on their contemporaries through
their new theories of literai ting, Hsiang seems to have had only limited interest in their
ideas, and continued along his.own lines of development. He pursued his own symbolic
expression and the blending of poetry and painting, thus creating one of the most interesting
trends in the seventeenth century.

The ideas of Tung Ch’i-ch’ang became widely accepted, especially among artists close to
the court, and thus exerted great influence on younger artists. For this school, brushwork
and formal elements played a major role in artistic expression. The essence of Hsiang’s art,
however, lay in motifs related to past traditions, in symbols connected with political events of
his own time, and in visual elements allied with literary content. Since much of his symbolism
was personal and political, it could not be followed, under Ch’ing rule, by younger artists who
had not experienced the sad events of the fall of Ming. Although these younger artists gradually
took up the ideas of brushwork and form, the i-min content of the art of Hsiang Sheng-mo
lost its appeal. As a result, Hsiang did not have any followers, and seems to have been
considered only the last exponent of the Wen Cheng-ming tradition. Yet, in proper perspective,
we will, I think, find Hsiang Sheng-mo to be one of the most i te@st;ﬁg? mm painters, one who
through a combination of painting and poetry \expressed ] anguish of the loss
of Ming than did his contemj , he must be ranked with such great
artists of the period as Ch’e g—shou, Kung Hsien, Chu Ta, and K’un-ts’an.
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Figure 12. Meditative Visit to a Mountain Retreat.
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