Problems Concerning the Life of
Wang Mien, Painter of Plum Blossoms
By Chu-tsing Li o

PREFACE

The following article grew out of a biography of Wang Mien first written
for the Ming Biographical History Project, the result of which is being published
by the Columbia University Press. It is an attempt to use the case of Wang Mien
as a demonstration of the many problems surrounding the use of various records
and documents concerning the life of an artist. As such, it is neither a translation
of one particular biography nor a summary of a number of materials dealing
with his life. Rather, it shows how one can attempt to use historical events and
cultural traditions to interpret the life of a well-respected painter.

There is a considerable amount of material on the life of Wang Mien.
Aside from some of the standard biographies mentioned in this article, there
is-also information from many other sources, such as local gazetteers, informal
notes written by contemporaries and later writers, literary writings by friends
and admirers, inscriptions by the artist himself on his own paintings or on other
people’s works, and colophons on his paintings by his friends and connoisseurs.
In addition, there are more than twenty extant paintings attributed to him,
and one volume of his poetry, Chu-chai shih-chi r;752§4£, in various editions,
still available. These have been used by the author to write the biography of
Wang Mien which will form part of a forthcoming book on biographies of Yuan
painters.! The present article deals with one aspect of the methodology of using
these materials.2 No attempt is made here to discuss the problems concerning -
his paintings or his poetry, more thorough study of which will be made in the
future.

—CHU-TSING LI

IResearch on Wang Mien has been a part' of my Yuan Art History Project, which has
been supported by the University of Kansas General Research Fund.

2Materials for this article have all been drawn from traditional Chinese sources on Wang
Mien, of which the most important ones are: Hsii Hsien %88, Pei-shih chi-chuan # 5 4E(E
(Collected biographies from unofficial history), Li-tai hsigo-shih £ sj~58 (A short history
of the dynasties) ed., 9b-11a; Sung Lien %Ki, Sung Hsueh-shih wen-chi =28+ %# (Collect-
ed writings of Sung Lien), Ssu-pu ts’ung-k’an W@&#¥i (Four Libraries Series) ed., 10/15a-
16b; Hsi Mien #%), Peo Yueh lu {8 (Records on the defense of Yueh), Ching-chia
t'ang ed., 16a-17b; Liu Chi i, Ch'eng-i-po wen-chi FHE{a3c# (Collected writings of
Liu Chi), Ssu-pu ts'ung-k’an ed., 5/143-144; Ch'ien Ch’ien-i $%% %, Lieh-ch’ao shih-chi
hsiao-chuan FERRz%4E/)ME (Stories of poetry collections from various dynasties), Shanghai -
1957, 16-17; Huang Tsung-hsi #5338, Mingi toi-fang lu EAZE#35% (Notes on Ming
characters to be visited), Taipei 1956, 1; Chu I-tsun 4:%:&, Pao-shu-t'ing chi PpE=ct
(Collected writings from Pao-shu Pavilion), Ssu-pu ts'ung-k’'an ed., 64/1a-2a; Wu Ching-tzu
Rk, Ju-lin wai-shih {E#k 4545 (Unofficial history of the literati), ch. 1; and Hung Jui
tLER, Wang Mien £ £ (Story of Wang Mien), Shanghai 1962.
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Material not available due to copyright restrictions.

Plate 78 PLUM BLOSSOMS, by Wang Mien.

IN THE HISTORY of Chinese painting, Wang Mien 1: % (1287-1359) is known as the
greatest painter of ink plum blossoms, at least as far as extant works are concerned.
Living in the middle of the fourteenth century, he stood at a pivotal juncture in the
history of plum painting, which gave him the opportunity to summarize all the
previous developments and to influence many of the later painters of the same
subject. Perhaps because of his important position in painting, but perhaps more
~ so because of the events of his life, his biographies have been shrouded in some
colorful legends and fiction. While in recent years there have been ‘sc‘)me Chinese
. publications dealing with this problem, some of the issues remain. In this article,
an attempt is made to render some of the basic facts of his life from Chinese sources
and to explore the significance and meaning behind some of his biographies..

It is customary for the Chinese, because of their respect for their painters and
poets, to idealize and romanticize them into legendary or semi-legendary figures.
Sometimes this is done by dramatizing certain colorful facts of their lives; sometimes -
it is achieved by twisting some event into a supernatural act. Thus Ku K’ai-chih
B> is noted for the many eccentric stories of his life, especially how he managed
to raise one million cash for a temple, and Wu Tao-tzu ®3& ¥ is said to have had
such a superb power of depicting realistic horror in hell scenes that the butchers
were frightened into leaving their profession. However, there are also-some other
interesting stories about painters which were fabricated for certain definite purposes.
Stories concerning Cheng Ssu-hsiao &ff4’s expression of loyalty to Sung (he never
sat with his face toward the north; he painted the orchid without the ground) are
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quite well known. In contrast, Chao Meng-fu ##%J& is often depicted in various
stories as betraying his own Sung imperial ancestry. One story, concerning how Chao
was humiliated by his distant cousin, Chao Meng-chien #§ %82, has recently been
proved totally wrong, for when Meng-chien died, Meng-fu was only a few years old,
still. under the Sung. In the case of Ni Tsan {##%, again, recent research has found
that many episodes of his life were given legendary treatment by later writers.
Although his fastidious taste for cleanliness must have been based on some facts,
his giving away of his fortune to his relatives and friends and living a wandering life
in rivers and lakes has now been found to be the result of circumstances in late Yuan
rather than of his own eccentricity. It is in this context that we can look upon some
of the stories concerning Wang Mien’s life.

TWO OF THE earliest biographies of Wang Mien are those by Hsi Hsien #%Eg in his
Pei-shih chi-chuan #¥5:#%{% and by Sung Lien %Ki in his Sung Hsueh-shih wen-chi
KRBT, both written within a short period after Wang Mien’s death. Of the two,
Hsii’s, which gave Wang’s death date as 1359, was the earlier, while Sung’s, which
was written for the Yuan-shih 55, must have been written around 1370. Both of
these biographies were written. from a strictly Confucian point of view, glorifying
him as a great model of Confucian virtues. Howeyver, it is also interesting to see how
they differ in their accounts of Wang’s life.

Though there were some prominent officials in Wang Mien’s family background,
neither of these biographies mentioned it, but only indicated that he came from the
family of a farmer. Hsii Hsien said only ‘that “His father was a: farmer, but Mien,
though a farm boy, showed an interest in learning when young.” Sung Lien, on the
other hand, cited several vivid episodes of his early life to show the same idea. In
one, when he was only seven or eight, he sat at the window of the village school to
listen to the recitation of the classics by the pupils. He learned to memorize the
classics, but completely forgot the water buffaloes he was supposed to be caring for,
resulting in a beating from his father. In another, through the intercession of his
mother, he was sent to a Buddhist temple to learn. During the nights, he often sat on
the knees of the Buddhist statues to read by the lamp of the altar, often until day-
break. Even though some of the statues showed ferocious and fearsome faces, he did
not seem to care. No doubt, these stories were mentioned to dramatize his interest
in learning, a Confucian virtue.

While Hsu only indicated Wang’s thorough knowledge of the Ch’un-ch’iu &
and other classics and his familiarity with ancient military texts in spite of his failure
to place in the chin-shih examination, Sung especially told of how Han Hsing &%
(1266-1341), perhaps the greatest Confucian scholar in Chu-chi %% at that time,
took an interest in Wang Mien. Later, after Han’s death, all his pupils came to regard
Wang as their teacher. Here, Sung Lien was trying to emphasize the importance of
Wang’s Confucian learning. :

Both biographers wrote about Wang’s eccentricity. Hsti Hsien said that he
would wear a high-brimmed hat, a rain-coat made of green leaves and high wooden
shoes, hold a wooden sword, and sing in the streets of K’uai-chi &%, or he would
ride on a yellow ox reading the history of the Han dynasty. In Sung Lien’s account,
Wang once wore an ancient costume and walked behind his mother’s ox-carriage as
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a filial son. Again, there is a stronger emphasis on his Confucian virtue.

Most colorful are the stories of how he treated some of the officials who came
to pay him respect. As recorded by Hsil, Wang Yin F & (1278-1348), a native of the
same district, came to see him after being appointed censor for the Chiang-che
Province. Finding Mien in poor clothes and broken, toeless shoes, the official became
concerned and left him a pair of straw-shoes and tried to induce him to accept an
appointment as a civil servant. But Wang refused. In the same account, two officials,
Shen-t’u Chiung # FEB4 and Sung Tzu-chang K%, made a special effort to befriend
him and insisted that he take the position of a school instructor. Reluctantly he
accepted. But when other officials did not show the same respect for him, he resign-
ed, having served a little over a year. Sung mentioned an episode involving an official,
Li Hsiao-kuang Z=#3 (1297-1348), who wanted to recommend him to be a civil
servant. Wang was furious, saying, “I have fields to farm and I have books to read.
How can I let myself be a slave standing in front of the court day and night?”

The most interesting story, mentioned by both accounts, is the one involving
the Chief Secretary of the Court in Peking, T’ai Pu-hua A# (1304-1352), who
had achieved fame for his administration as prefect of Shao-hsing ##, Wang Mien’s
home prefecture, in the early 1340’s. Hsii’s biography mentions that, while staying
in T’ai’s home, he was offered many positions by Han-lin scholars. But in response,
he wrote a poem on a painting of plum-blossoms with these lines:

“The blossoms, all covered with ice to appear like jade,
Cannot be blown down by the barbarian flutes.” :

TEEKE, EEKRD TR,

‘Those who saw this were said to be very nervous and frightened. They turned away
from him. However, in Sung’s version, Wang Mien, after turning down T’ai Pu-hua’s
attempt to offer him a job, told his host:

“How foolish you are! In less than ten years, all these people here will
fight against each other like foxes and rabbits. What’s this serving in the
government good for?”

ABBAR! FHE, HHMEHS. FRES.

Then he left immediately to return to the south.
Related to this is Wang Mien’s prediction of the downfall of Yuan. Again the
two versions are somewhat different. In Hsi’s story, Wang, in his return to the south
- in 1348, passed through Suchou where he told the author of his biography: -

“The Yellow River will flow to the north, and the whole world will
be in great turmoil. I am retiring to live in the south, in order to fulfill
my own wishes. I hope that you will take care of yourself.”

BEMHI, KT HEXHEL. EFRBEURE, THEZ.
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But in Sung Lien’s account, Wang Mien, after returning to Yueh # (the K’uai-chi
area), predicted that the whole world would be in great turmoil. At that time, since
the country was still peaceful, people thought he was mad. Wang replied, “If I am
not crazy, who should be crazy?” Thus he retired to Mt. Chiu-li fLEil, near K’uai-
chi, where he planted vegetables and flowers, especially plum trees. There he lived
the life of a hermit.

In these several accounts, both authors attempted to portray him as a person of
noble character and great learning, worthy of holding high appointments in the
government, but declining to take them. Both emphasized his foresight in predicting
the collapse of Yuan. All these aspects were the highly revered qualities of a
Confucian gentleman which were embodied in Wang Mien.

THE MOST INTERESTING accounts are those concerning Wang’s death. There are
several different versions, all worth comparing. Hstt Hsien’s story, probably written
not long after his death, goes as follows:

“In the year chi-hai (1359), when he was taking a nap, a group of
rebels came into his home. He called out aloud, ‘I am Wang Yuan-
chang!” Greatly surprised, the rebels, respectful of his name, took him
to the T’ien-chang Temple, where their Grand Marshal received him as
the guest of honor, paid him respect, and asked for his advice. Mien
said, “Now as the whole country within the four seas is boiling up, you
people do not seem to be able to bring peace and livelihood to the
people, but are engaged in plundering and destroying. Thus there is
nothing but destruction ahead! If you are righteous, who would not
follow you? If you are not righteous, who would not. become your
enemies? Since the people of Yueh uphold righteousness, they should
not be attacked. How could I let you fight against my father, my
brothers, and my sons? If you choose to listen to me, you should re-
form and take the right path. If you do not want to listen to me, kill
me now. I do not want to say anything more to you.” The Grand
Marshal, paying him more respect, expressed his willingness to follow
his instruction. The next day, Wang fell sick and could not get up again.
In a few days he died. The soldiers prepared a coffin, dressed him, and
buried him by the Orchid Pavilion in Shan-yin, with an inscription
saying, ‘Mr. Wang’s Tomb.” ” '

mOZ, BAER, BAEA. BATFR, "RETEH. o EAE,
BEXA, REERES, HAMBE L&, BR#HS. 28, "SHEER
B, BTRERER, HREEH, BEERR, KESK, #EICTR.
WRAE, HAUER. BARE, TULL., BEEHKEAB LN THE
BT kBl T, AIQUALIEE , TEEEE, AIER K. R TREFES .,
KENEFH 7, ﬁﬁﬁ%%ﬁ%ﬁ ERBTEE, %(ELJ$° ?%Zﬁ#"’,ﬂﬁ
gz, F|UBHEZM, EREEEER.

There are several interesting points about this story. First, Hsii Hsien seems to have
written this from very intimate knowledge, since his description is very specific, with
dates and locations given. Thus, the whole account seems to be quite reliable.
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‘Second, the rebel leader is mentioned here as Grand Marshal, without any name
given. Third, most interesting of all, the whole point of view here is neither pro-
Yuan nor pro-Ming, but one of the author’s own, based totally on Confucian
principles, which are reflected in his comments at the end of the biography.

In Sung Lien’s biography, Wang’s death is described in the following way:

“Having captured Wu-chou #/i (the present-day Chin-hua €%, in
- Chekiang), the Emperor was preparing to invade Yueh-chou. Looking
for someone to. advise him, he found Mien and appointed him a
military advisor in the general staff. But one night, he died of illness.”

SRREN, KKK, HEBE. FER, RUBRBE, — 5 LR,

Here, the whole story is like a summary report, not a first hand account as the
previous one. But the author identified the leader as the Emperor. Because of this,
his point of view was definitely that of Ming. In fact, Sung Lien was recruited into
the service of the first Ming Emperor, Chu Yuan-chang 4 7%, in 1358 just after the .
latter had captured Wu-chou, and when the Mongol government was losing hold of
the southern part of the empire. Like Wang Mien, he was a Confucian scholar in the
Chin-hua area. As a result, in his biography, he was showing respect for both the '
Emperor and Wang Mien. '
A third source, also a contemporary account, is found in Hst Mien #%’s Pao
 Yueh lu {%#8%, which shows the author to have been someone in the service of the
Yuan government, for. the title itself means the defense of Yueh-chou (K’uai-chi
area) against the invading rebels under Chu Yuan-chang. It is a long narrative of the
fighting. The section dealing with Wang Mien is as follows:

“A man of this prefecture, Wang Mien, ¢zu Yuan-chang, who was proud
and arrogant, lived on Mt. Chiu-li. When the big army (rebels) arrived,
all the people fled to the city, but Mien alone did not do so. Having
captured him, the big army wanted to kill him. When Wang told them
that he was familiar with military strategy and books on martial art, his
life was spared. Some of the generals of the big army, such as Hsieh
Chien i, set him free, accompanied him to Wu-chou, and took him
to see T’ai-tsu. His Royal Highness the Emperor summoned him at the
gate of the military camp. Mien memorialized the Emperor on his
proposal to establish the number of officers and men for the campaign
and the strategy and plan for the invasion. Greatly pleased, His Royal
Highness immediately gave him an important appointment and ordered
him to be at the head of the army to lead the men to attack Shao-
hsing.....?”

BAXE, FrE, ARERE, BABlU+S, KEE, REBEEAB.
EB/TA, KESMskHZ. B EREKES, BT, AEXRHEST
#Hz, BAEEMN, HAXH. SETEHTEM. 2EAREEER,
BRERUER 7M. AR, Bl@iRAERE, HEMERBER.

But in the following narrative, Wang Mien’s plan did not succeed. The offensive was
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Material not available due to copyright restrictions.

Plate 79 PLUM BLOSSOMS, by Wang Mien.

‘broken by the defenders. The last part of the story says:

" “The big army, frightened, did not know what to do, retreating while
fighting. Some soldiers climbed over the wall, only to die in the river.
Our army followed them with attacks, capturing two generals, three
heralds, and two horses. Wan-hu (Division Commander) Ho Ch’ing
fAl#5’s eyes were hit by flying arrows. ‘

The big army, since its defeat on the right embankment which
resulted in the loss of a great number of their men and horses, blamed
Mien. From then on they did not seek his company any more.”

KL S, AR, LA RIEMAKTES, RELTRS,
BAK=A, KH=A, B, TESTEAIREE . KEALR
o8, AEBCEHR, EATE, hEBZ.

This account, apparently written by someone who was on the side of the defenders
of Shao-hsing against the invading “‘big army” of Chu Yuan-chang, who later found-
ed the Ming dynasty, shows another side of the story. In complete contrast to the
other two biographies, this writer was neither sympathetic with Wang Mien, who
betrayed his prefecture, nor with the Ming Emperor. However, probably because the
book was copied in the Ming period, all the references to Chu Yuan-chang in the
text have been changed to “the Emperor” or “His Royal Highness” by some editors.
In general, the writer shows extremely low esteem for Wang Mien. That this account
is far more detailed and SpelelC than the other two seems to be a definite mark of
authenticity. »

Among these three accounts, two flattering to Wang Mien and. one not, perhaps:
some conclusions can be drawn. All three, though very different, do share something
in common. They all mention Wang’s capture or invitation by the rebels, led by
either the Grand Marshal or the Emperor. They all relate something :about his
admonitions or plans to the leader. Thus they seem to agree that Wang Mien must
have had some contact with Chu Yuan-chang or some of his generals. Since the
- biography by Hsii Hsien states that Wang died in 1359, his contact with the rebels
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must have taken place just before that. This seems to correspond with contemporary
historical events. Late in 1358, Chu Yuan-chang’s army did capture Wu-chou, and in
the first month of 1359 they also took Chu-chi, which was Wang Mien’s home dis-
trict. Late that year, he also captured Ch’i-chou ## and Chu-chou ##, both
further south. In all these, Chu was fighting against other rebel groups, especially
that of Chang Shih-ch’eng 35+ 2% who, after a period of independence, made peace
with the Yuan government during the late 1350°s to becomé a nominal official of
Yuan, though he still acted independently. In this context, the three accounts seem
to represent three different points of view. The Pao Yueh lu took the position of the
Yuan government; Hsii Hsien’s biography was written from Wang Mien’s point of
view, without any sympathy for either Yuan or Ming; Sung Lien saw Wang Mien
entirely from the Ming point of view. ‘

DURING THE EARLY Ch’ing period, Wang Mien seemed to have enjoyed a new kind
of popularity. At that time, with a new dynasty, Wang Mien could be seen in a more
objective way. The earliest scholar to try to straighten out this problem was Ch’ien
Ch’ien-i ###% (1582-1664). In his monumental work, the Lieh-ch’ao shih-chi
F|&is%4, he made use of all three sources mentioned above and concluded his
biography of Wang Mien with this remark:

“The biographies and the narrative (the three sources cited above)
differ from each other in their reports of what happened to Mien in
the rebel army. What Hsi’s biography refered to as the ‘Grand Marshal’
was Hu (Ta-hai) #ik¥%, the Duke of Yueh. When the whole world’s
situation was still unsettled, accusations from opposing powers have
come down in letters and records. Those who read them should do
some investigation of the circumstances.” '

HHEBRRENFELSAER, (REMZ: TN, F, A#@AH. XTHR
E, BMBEiEFRZE, MEER BREE, REER.

Next, a friend of Ch’ien Ch’ien-i, the great scholar Huang Tsung-hsi #x=#%
(1610-1695), who was a native of Yii-yao &1k, not far east of K’uai-chi, cited Wang'
Mien as a man with a great political philosophy whose work unfortunately did not
survive in his own famous treatise, Ming-i tai-fang lu WZE#F5#. Written in 1662,
this treatise was the embodiment of his own idea ‘of kingship and the relationship
between the ruler and the ruled. A philosopher in the tradition of Chu Hsi %%,
Huang did a great deal of research in Ming history and the history of philosophy.
Thus it is not accidental that he took an interest in Wang Mien.

It was Chu I-tsun % #%%& (1629-1709) who took the greatest interest in Wang
Mien in the Ch’ing period. Appointed to the Han-lin Academy as an editor of the
official history of the Ming dynasty, he wrote another biography of Wang Mien.
Living more than three hundred years after Wang Mien’s time, again he could be
much more objective in his approach. He described the episode of Wang’s contact
with Chu Yuan-chang as follows:

“After (Ming) T’ai-tsu had captured Wu-chou, he sent Hu Ta-hai to
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attack Shao-hsing. Hu stationed his army in Mt. Chiu-li. While all the
inhabitants in that area fled, Mien was not shaken. Having captured
him, the soldiers took him to see Hu Ta-hai. Asked by Ta-hai for advice,
Mien said, “The people of Yueh uphold righteousness and should not be
attacked. If you are righteous, who would not follow you? If you are
not righteous, who would not become your enemy? When T ai-tsu
heard about his name, he wanted to appoint Mien a military advisor,
but Mien died.”

REGEREN, #HABIGERE, TEABL, EAKE, BTEH,
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In his final comment to the biography, Chu expressed the idea behind his rewriting
of Wang’s biography:

“During the late Yuan period, there were many cultivated people living
in retirement, among whom was Wang Mien. But since the appearance
of his biography by Sung Wen-hsien (Lien), all people have regarded him
as a military advisor. But did he ever serve as military advisor for even
one day? Reading Hsli Hsien’s Pei-shih chi chuan, one came to realize
that Mien died because he would not yield his will. Therefore, I have
written another biography for the Archive of History in the hope that
their editors could have a choice (for the official history).”

EXZESERR, BR—H. BRCEGEL, HHEHUBERZ. KM
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This comment actually contradicts the conclusions drawn from the three major
sources of late Yuan and early Ming and also differs radically from Ch’ien Ch’ien-i’s
idea. Perhaps now in the Ch’ing period, Chu I-tsun, free from the obligation to
flatter the Ming Emperor, was trying to depict him as a model literatus. Again it was
the Confucian tradition that was behind this emphasis.

It is interesting to see that, perhaps because of the influence of Chu’s biography,
Wang Mien was fictionalized as the perfect model of the literati in the introductory
chapter of the famous Ju-lin wai-shih ##4+% (Unofficial History of the Literati),.
a biting satire by Wu Ching-tzu 2%t (1701-1754). While using the biographical
sources as his basis, Wu made many changes in his novel to depict Wang Mien as the
great literatus. Again it is the last part dealing with Wang’s relationship with the
Ming Emperor that is most interesting. However, since it is too long to translate
here, a summary of Wu’s treatment is sufficient.

In the novel, Chu Yuan-chang is depicted as a great leader who, after defeating
Fang Kuo-chen /B % to gain control of Chekiang, made a special trip to visit Wang
Mien in the latter’s humble hut. During this visit, Chu became so respectful of Wang
that they carried on their conversation until dusk, with Wang emphasizing the
importance of righteousness as the ruling philosophy for the visitor (as mentioned
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first in HsQi Hsien’s biography). The story ends with Wang Mien, aware that the new
emperor after establishing his own empire would invite him to serve in the govern-
ment, quietly moving away to live in Mt. K’uai-chi for the rest of his life. This he
did to preserve his integrity.

This final change in the attitude toward Wang Mien in the Ch’ing period seems
to be very much in line with the outlook of both Chu I-tsun and Wu Ching-tzu.
While they may have been somewhat affected by the loyalty toward Ming which
persisted long into the Ch’ing period, their own unfortunate careers with the Ch’ing
government and the official examination system probably made them look at Wang
Mien differently, not so much as a man who was anxious to present his ideas of
righteousness for action, but as one who found withdrawal from society as the best
‘means to preserve his own integrity. It was still part of the Confucian tradition,
though with some mixture of Taoism.

THIS MATTER OF the various points of view concerning Wang Mien’s relationship
with the first Ming emperor can be left to rest here except for the fact that it should
be seen in another context, namely the strong Confucian tradition, especially of the
Chu Hsi School. For the Chinese, the roots or native traditions are always very
important in the consciousness of the leading men, especially the literati. K uai-chi,
or Yueh-chou, of which Wang Mien’s native Chu-chi was a part, was an area filled
with many glorious traditions from the ancient past. The great flood-controlling
emperor of the legendary Hsia dynasty, Yi &, was supposed to have been buried
here. During the early fifth century B.C., Kou-chien %#, the Prince of the State of
Yueh, spent years after a defeat by the Prince of Wu planning and training his men
for his revenge. He finally succeeded and became the great cultural hero of per-
severence and loyalty to an ideal. During the period of the Six Dynasties, the famous
Lan-t’ing %= (Orchid Pavilion) Gathering held by the great calligrapher Wang Hsi-
~chih £ (321-379) here became the great model for all literary gatherings of
later periods, symbolic of the cultural brilliance and artistic achievement of this area.
In the case of Wang Mien, what is most interesting is the fact that, except in the

case of Pao Yueh lu, which was a field narrative of the defence of the area from the
Yuan point of view, all the other biographies from Yuan to Ch’ing were trying to
glorify him as a Confucian sage. Although this is nothing very unusual in Chinese
historical writing, there were some very special circumstances of that time that made
this quite logical. The meeting between Wang Mien and Chu Yuan-chang or some
of his generals took place at the most important juncture in Chu’s long struggle
for power. For up to 1358, although he was already building up a great power base,
he remained somewhat of a “bandit hero” because of his own humble origin, lacking
culture. But in that year, he captured Wu-chou (Chin-hua), which had been for two
hundred years the Neo-Confucian center and undoubtedly the most important area
of Confucian studies in the Yuan period. A whole stream of leading scholars, includ-
ing the so-called “Four Gentlemen of Chin-hua,” namely Ho Chi {%: (1188-1268),
Wang P’o F# (1197-1274), Chin Li-hsiang €& (1232-1303), and Hsii Ch’ien
#rak (1269-1337), carried on the philosophy of Chu Hsi into a flourishing develop-
ment. In addition, during Wang Mien’s time, there were the ‘“Three Masters of ku-
wen of Late Yuan,” namely Liu Kuan #i & (1270-1342), Huang Chin #i%& (1277-
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1357), and Wu Lai 2% (1297-1340). It was after the capture of Wu-chou that Chu
Yuan-chang began to recruit a group of Confucian scholars to serve on his staff.
Here he invited a group of thirteen scholars to take turns in giving lectures to him
and his staff on the classics and history, to re-establish centers of studies in the
prefectures, and to discuss government and political philosophy. Of this group the
most famous was Sung Lien (1310-1381), a pupil of both Liu Kuan and Huang Chin,
who became one of the most important advisors of Chu Yuan-chang during those
years of struggle against the Yuan armies and other rebels. From then on, Chu,
undoubtedly under the influence of Sung Lien and the other Confucian scholars,
was transformed from.a “bandit hero” to a Confucian leader, eventually gaining
control of the empire. It was about the same time that another rebel leader, Chang
Shih-ch’eng, who made his headquarters in Suchou, attempted to recruit the scholars
and literary talents of that cultural city to his staff.

As mentioned above, Wang Mien at that time was living in the K’uai-chi area,
which lay north of Wu-chou and was the next target in Chu Yuan-chang’s campaign.
When Wang was captured by Chu’s army, his life was spared because he was a well-
known scholar and poet. Eventually, there was also an attempt to try to recruit him
into the service of the leader Chu Yuan-chang. Whether he tried to claim to be a
military expert and to offer some strategy for the Chu army as a way to save himself,
as the Pao Yueh lu indicates, or was asked for advice by either Chu Yuan-chang or
Hu Ta-hai, as the other biographers mention, can never be ascertained. But there is
reason to believe that both Hsii Hsien and Sung Lien, as Confucian scholars, might
‘have colored Wang Mien’s biography to make him appear as a noble upholder of
righteousness. Clearly, this was Hsii Hsien’s attempt. In the case of Sung Lien, who
on the one hand had to show his loyalty to Chu Yuan-chang and on the other need-
ed to extol some of the literati from his own area, he thus depicted Wang Mien
- coming into the service of the future emperor, just as he himself had done.

Wang Mien was also eulogized by another Confucian scholar of the Chin-hua

School, Liu Chi 214 (1311-1375), who was also recruited by Chu Yuan-chang in -

Wu-chou at about the same time. Together with Sung Lien, Liu was one of the
closest advisors on Chu’s staff. Both of them helped the leader to develop the
political and institutional foundations of the future Ming Empire. In his preface to
the volume of collected poems of Wang Mien, Liu Chi told about how he first came
to read his poems at K’uai-chi in 1354 and wrote that his poetry expressed ‘“the
feeling of loyalty to the ruler and of love of the people and the determination to
eliminate the evil and to remove the corrupt”, which were basically Confucian.
Unlike these two scholars, Wang Mien seemed to have no luck and failed to impress
the Emperor. However, to the eyes of some of the later writers his untimely death
made him a more perfect example of a literatus in a world of turmoil, one who was
not involved in the politics of the chaotic world but- preserved his own personal
integrity through withdrawal. :

IT IS IN THE same context that we can see Wang Mien as a pairiter of plum blossoms
in the Confucian tradition from the K’uai-chi area. Though he was born and raised in
Chu-chi, he later, after his trip to Peking, retired to K’uai-chi and planted a thousand
plum trees-on Mt. Chiu-li. In the history of Chinese painting, K uai-chi was for a long
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time closely associated with paintings of plum blossoms, at least from the time of
Monk Hua-kuang Chung-jen #3h{= (late 11th century), who was the originator of
the ink plum blossom tradition in connection with the literati painting development
of Northern Sung. From this time this type of painting must have taken roots in
K’uai-chi. Although the two most important followers of ink plum blossom painting
in Southern Sung, Yang P’u-chih ## 2 (1079-1169) and his nephew, T’ang Cheng-
chung % Ef, were from Kiangsi, they may still have some links with K’uai-chi.
T’ang was known to have spent some of his later years in Huang-yen #%, in the
southern part of Chekiang, not far from K’uai-chi.

It was during the Yuan period that plum blossom painting became a most
exciting tradition in this area. The two most important plum painters in this period,
Wu T’ai-su ®4% and Wang Mien, were both natives of this area. Wu, who was best
known for his treatise on plum painting, the Sung-chai mei p'u ¥ 7ERERE, and whose
surviving works are all in J apan, was from K’uai-chi, while Wang, though a native of
Chu-chi, spent his- last 'years in this area. Between the two, while Wu was more
influential in theory, Wang was the more innovative as a painter, calligrapher, poet,
and seal-carver, thus a standard literati artist, in addition to a Confucian scholar.

Wang Mien became the most influential painter of plum blossoms during the
first half of the Ming period, when all of the famous plum painters were from the
same area. Ch’en Lu F#5% (fl. ca. 1440), a native of K’uai-chi, was probably the
closest follower Liu Hsueh-hu 21E# (fl. first half of the sixteenth century), also a
native of the same area, was another close follower. A third painter of this genre was
Wang Ch’ien “E3# (fl. ca. 1500), who came from Ch’ien-t’ang, slightly to the west.
However, none of them seemed to have the same mastery of painting, calligraphy
and poetry as Wang . Mien, or could match his brillance and innovation. It was only
during the sixteenth century, that another native of K’uai-chi, Hsii Wei #%i8 (1521-
1593), introduced a different and freer type of ink painting of flowers and plants,
thus putt1ng an end to the persistent influence of Wang Mien.

Wang M1en was the master of plum blossom painting par excellence. By his
command of the art of painting, calligraphy, and poetry, and by his combination of
Confucian learning and personality, he elevated this type of painting to a high form
of expression of the literati. Plum blossoms, as one of the three friends of winter
with the pine and the bamboo, thus became symbolic of the perfect literati in China.
This can best be seen in a painting, A Branch of Plum Blossoms over Water, executed
in 1355, on which he wrote a long essay entitled “Biography of Mr. Mei”, an
allegorical account of the genealogy of the plum, which concludes in the follow1ng
passage: :

“Mr. Mei # (Plum) was an elegant and noble man in the dusty world.
Showing pure taste and refined manners, he had the style of the
gentlemen of.the past. How could worldly comforts corrupt him! It is
no wonder that he is'so much admired and loved by the people of the
world!” ‘ : :
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Plate 80 A BRANCH OF
-~ PLUM BLOSSOMS OVER

WATER, by Wang Mien. Top

right: Biography of Mr. Mei.
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Plate81 ORCHID SCROLL, by
Cheng Hsieh. The inscription:
“How prosperous are the youths
of Black Costume (Lane). ...”
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