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Paintings and Literary Gatherings in Yuan 
Dynasty China: A Quantitative Approach1
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ABSTRACT
For decades, Yuan paintings have stood at the centre of Chinese art historians’ interest. 
Scholars have traditionally favoured style, technique, and meaning over the actual 
social and economic situation of the artist and his artworks. !is article examines how 
artists and paintings functioned within a broader social and spatial structure by taking 
literary gatherings and circles as a starting point. During these popular and highly 
regarded gatherings, literati of all sorts came together, which provided opportunity for the 
transmittance of ideas and styles through time and space. !is article presents the results of 
a quantitative study in Yuan literary gatherings and two cases of painters and paintings 
to visualise the dynamic social and spatial dimensions of literary painting throughout the 
Yuan dynasty.
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INTRODUCTION
Literary gatherings were common and highly regarded social events 
throughout the Yuan dynasty. During these gatherings, literati came together 
at their estates where they entertained themselves with painting, poetry, 
calligraphy, and viewing and inscribing pieces from the host’s art collection. 

1 +e present article is a shortened version of a paper I wrote for the MA course “Culture and 
Conquest: the impact of the Mongols and their descendants”, supervised by Mw Dr. G.R. v.d. Berg and 
Mw Dr. M.F. Favereau.
2  Levi Voorsmit holds a BA degree in Chinese Studies from Leiden University (2012). He is 
currently enrolled in the Research Master Program Asian Studies at Leiden University with an interest in 
Chinese history. E-mail: levivoorsmit@hotmail.com.
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+ese gatherings and the paintings that were produced, viewed, inscribed, 
and exchanged during them were traditionally associated with the ideal of 
the amateur ‘literati painter’: amateur painters from the literati class who 
presented themselves as ‘men of culture’. +ese painters were mainly active in 
and around the Jiangnan 江南 area at the lower Jiangzi delta in South China. 
+ey showed no interest for political pursuits, but instead choose to live at 
their private estates where they could indulge freely in poetry and painting in 
the company of like-minded friends.
 In this article I argue that the ideal of the ‘literati painter’ does not 
provide a realistic representation of the actual social situation of the artist 
and his artwork. Furthermore, I argue that literary gatherings during the 
Yuan were not timeless or unchanging phenomena. To establish a social, 
historical, and geographical context for Yuan painting, my paper provides 
,rst a visualisation of the social and geographical distribution of a total of 
seventy-nine individuals that participated in or were part of eight di-erent 
gatherings and literary circles that all took place during the Yuan and were 
related to painters, paintings, or collectors.3 In the second part of this article 
I test these quantitative results against two individual cases, namely the 
gatherings and paintings of Zhao Mengfu and Wang Meng. 

SOCIAL DISTRIBUTION

To get an overview of which literati were present at which gatherings, my ,rst 
step was to visualise within a single graph all the seventy-nine members who 
are known to have been present at the eight painting gatherings (graph 1).4 
Two characteristics of the graph are of particular interest to our understanding 

3 +e gatherings and literary circles include those centred around: Zhao Mengfu 赵孟頫 
between ca. 1254-1322 in Hangzhou (Wong Fu 1981: 380/1); Zhou Mi 周密 during the 1280s-1290s in 
Hangzhou (Wong Fu 1981: 396 and Jay 1991: 218); Xianyu Shu 鮮于樞 in 1298 in Hangzhou (Wong Fu 
1981: 407-409); Cao Zhibai 曹知白 between ca. 1272-1355 in Songjiang 松江 (Li Chu-tsing 1972: 488); 
Gu Ying 顧瑛 (also known as Gu Dehui 顧德輝) between 1348-1356 in Kunshan 昆山 (Li Chu-tsing 
1972: 488); the Beiguo Poetry Society (Beiguo Shishe 北郭施社) of Gao Qi 高啟 between 1360-1367 and 
1371-1374 in Suzhou (Ouyang Guang 1996: 304-307, and Ouyang Guang and Shi Hongquan 2004: 97-
107); +e gatherings of the Rain-Listening Pavilion (Tingyu Lou 聽雨樓) by Lu Shanfu 盧山甫 in 1348 
and 1365 in Suzhou (Zhou Haitao 2010: 78-83); and the Composing Together Society (Lianyin She 聯吟
社) in Wuxing 吳興 that ended with the death of Wang Meng in 1385 (Li Chu-tsing 1981: 369, footnote 
129 and 130). For a full list of all the known members of each gathering, see the directions in footnote 4.
4 +e graph (including the full datasheet of all members of each of the literary gatherings and 
circles) can be accessed online (last updated: August 1st 2014): http://goo.gl/KBNMr0.
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of Yuan literary gatherings. First of all, the graph clearly shows that painting 
gatherings were not isolated, self-contained events, as is sometimes believed.5 
Painters operated not on individual basis, but were part of an elaborate social 
network of exchange and communication between painters, poets and other 
literati.6

5 According to James Cahill, Yuan painters lived in a “self-contained society in the ( Jiangnan) 
area” in a world that is “imperfectly insulated from the hostile world outside but spiritually aloof from 
it, [and where] a scholar could limit his human contacts largely to a circle of congenial and like-minded 
friends (1976: 15).”
6 +ese results accord with Jennifer Jay’s study on loyalist networks in the early Yuan (1991: 137-
141, 193-4).

Graph 1: Social networks of painting gatherings and literary circles during the Yuan Dynasty.
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 A second salient aspect of the graph is the clear split of Yuan painting 
gatherings into two clusters that are completely separated from each other. 
+e literary circles of Zhao Mengfu (ca. 1294-1322), Zhou Mi (1280s-1290s) 
and Xianyu Shu (1298) were held during the early decades of the Yuan, while 
the gathering of Cao Zhibai (ca. 1272-1355), the gatherings of the Rain-
Listening Pavilion (Tingyu Lou, 1348 and 1365), Gu Ying (1348-1356), 
the Composing Together Society (Lianyin She, -1385) and the North Wall 
Poetry Society (Beiguo Shishe, 1360-1367 and 1371-1374) all took place 
during the ,nal years of the Yuan and early Ming. In between, there appears 
to be a hiatus of more than 25 years during which no recorded gatherings 
related to paintings were held as far as I am aware of.7 +is might imply that 
gatherings that took place during the late Yuan must not necessarily be seen 
as a direct continuation of the gatherings of the early Yuan.

GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION

My second step was to map the locations where the participating members of 
the eight gatherings of the early and late Yuan were from, stayed, or lived.8 In 
map 1, the three gatherings of the early Yuan are grouped together (those of 
Zhao Mengfu, Zhou Mi, and Xianyu Shu).9 Map 2 shows the four gatherings 
of the late Yuan (those of Gu Ying, Gao Qi (the Beiguo Poetry Society), Lu 
Shanfu (the Rain-listening Pavilion), and Cai Zhibai).10 

7 Ouyang Guang’s (1996: 310-324) chronological overview of poetry societies during the Song 
and Yuan suggests a similar pattern. +e year 1277 sees a sudden eruption in poetry societies, while 
nothing is being recorded between 1293 and 1354.
8 Addresses of the participants (all known addresses) for map 1 and 2 are extracted from the 
China Biographical Database (CBDB). In those cases an individual is known to be present at a gathering, 
but no data on him was extant in the CBDB or could not be veri,ed from the sources, the person is not 
included in the maps.
9 Map 1 includes 21 individuals and 23 unique locations. +e map (including full datasheet) can 
be accessed online (last updated: August 1st 2014): http://goo.gl/kK3Ibn.
10 Map 2 includes 37 individuals and 23 unique locations. +e map (including full datasheet) can 
be accessed online (last updated: August 1st 2014): http://goo.gl/TrKWEK.
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Map 1: !e spatial distribution of gatherings and literary circles of 
the early Yuan (Zhao Mengfu, Zhou Mi, and Xianyu Shu).

Map 2: !e spatial distribution of gatherings and literary circles from the late Yuan 
(Gu Ying, Gao Qi (the Beiguo Poetry Society), Lu Shanfu (the Rain-listening 

Pavilion), and Cai Zhibai).
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 My results show that most members of the gatherings of both the 
early and late Yuan were from the nearby cities of Hangzhou 杭州, Songjiang 
松江, Suzhou 蘇州, Wuxing 吳興, and Kunshan 崑山 - the artistic and 
cultural heartland of the Jiangnan area in the South.11 Considering that 
among Song-loyalists and literati recluses of the early Yuan there prevailed 
a disdain for Mongol culture and an aversion to the Yuan political centre, it 
might seem surprising that the gatherings from this period show a relatively 
wide geographical distribution near the Yuan capital in Beijing and other 
places in the North. In comparison, the gatherings that took place during the 
later years of the Yuan appear more inwardly directed and to a larger degree 
dissociated from the political capital. 
 From these results, a few questions arise. Why was there a gap 
between early and late Yuan gatherings, and why did gatherings during the 
early Yuan show a wider geographical distribution of their participants than 
gatherings from the late Yuan? In the remainder of this article I address these 
questions by applying the above ,ndings on the cases of Zhao Mengfu 赵孟
頫 (1254-1322), a famous painter from the early Yuan, and Wang Meng 王
蒙 (ca. 1308 -1385), who was active during the late Yuan. 

ZHAO MENGFU 
+e prestigious literary circle of Zhao Mengfu was active during the early 
years of the Yuan in the city of Hangzhou between ca. 1254-1322. Here 
I discuss two paintings by him. +e ,rst one is !e Mind Landscape of Xie 
Youfu 謝幼舆丘壑圖 (,gure 1), painted in the late 1280s while he occupied a 
government position at the Yuan capital in Beijing. Wen Fong states that the 
painting expresses someone who has “retained the ‘mind of the mountains and 
valleys’, while continuing to serve the court (1992: 436).” +e other painting 
is the Groom and Horse 人馬圖 (,gure 2), dedicated to the surveillance 
commissioner and completed a couple of years later in 1296 when he was 
back in the Jiangnan area seeking a new sponsor. On this painting, Wen Fong 
states that Zhao Mengfu used the relation between the horse and his groom 
to express himself as a junior scholar-o.cial seeking employment (1992: 
432-435). How do these paintings by Zhao Mengfu ,t into their social and 
geographical context?

11 Information on these cities and their role in the development of Yuan painting can be found in 
Li Chu-tsing (1972: 483-489).
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Figure 1: Zhao Mengfu 趙孟頫 (1254-1322)
+e Mind Landscape of Xie Youyu 謝幼舆丘壑圖 (late 1280s)

Handscroll, ink and colour on silk 

Figure 2: Zhao Mengfu 趙孟頫 (1254-1322)
Detail of Grooms and Horses 人馬圖 (1296)

Handscroll, ink and colour on paper
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!e Mind Landscape, which was done shortly after Zhao received his 
appointment in Beijing, was an appeal towards the literati that were part 
of the network of literary circles in the Jiangnan area. When Zhao Mengfu 
during the late 1280s decided to give up his reclusive life in the South for a 
position at the Yuan court, he had to face strong criticism from his friends 
and contemporaries (Fong 1992: 436). +e literary circles of the early Yuan 
reached their highs in the ten years or so after the capture of Suzhou in 
1275 and Hangzhou in 1276 by the Mongols. +e southern literati generally 
experienced the Mongol reign as a period of hardship and alienation from 
politics. +ey were vexed over the abolishment of the civil examination 
system (1274-1315), their exclusion from the bureaucratic apparatus, the 
loss of the Song dynasty, the new alien dominion, and the discriminatory 
division that placed the South Chinese at the bottom (Mote 1960: 209). 
+e literary gatherings of the early Yuan provided a potential forum where 
the choice to refuse political service and the ideal of the disengaged scholar 
could be discussed and shared (Fong 1992: 302). +e Mind Landscape by 
Zhao Mengfu was directed not only to his own literary circle, but toward the 
whole network of disposed literati in the South. It conveyed the message that 
although he now serves the Yuan government, he still shares with hem the 
ideal of the disengaged ‘literati painter’.
 Zhao Mengfu’s Groom and Horse, which he produced during his 
retirement in Wuxing, re/ects his engagement with the political centre in the 
North. Zhao Mengfu was not the only person of his time who stood with one 
foot in the literati networks of the South and with the other in the political 
capital in the North. +e literary circle he was part of was highly diverse, 
consisting of immigrants from the North, Song-loyalists, recluses, and Yuan 
o.cials. +e painter Gao Kegong 高克恭 for example, was a descendent 
from a family from East Turkestan, modern Xinjiang. Lian Xigong 廉希
貢 was a Uighur from Khotan and Deng Wenyuan 鄧文原 was from Baxi 
巴西, Sichuan (Wong Fu 1981: 380-1). Marilyn Wong Fu gives a possible 
explanation for the Jiangnan literati’s interest in northern culture upon the 
Mongol conquest of the South. With the conquest of the Northern Song 
by the Jin in 1127, the North became the carrier of the literary legacy of 
the Song. +e Mongols took over this role when they conquered the Jin in 
1234. A sense of a continuation of high Song literary culture in North China 
thus prevailed among the southern literati that now became accessible to 
them with the uni,cation of China by the Mongols (1981: 373-378). Despite 
the fact that Zhao Mengfu received strong criticism for his choice to serve 
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the Yuan, Groom and Horse re/ects the increased geographical mobility that 
characterized the early Yuan period. 

WANG MENG 
My second example is the painter Wang Meng, the central ,gure of the 
gathering of the Rain Listening Pavilion and the Composing Together 
Society. +e Composing Together Society consisted of eight famous poets 
and painters and was located at Wuxing (Li Chu-tsing 1981: 369). +e 
gatherings of the Rain-listening pavilion were hosted twice, once in 1348 and 
once in 1365, by the rich literatus Lu Shanfu 盧山甫 and his son in Suzhou. 
Wang Meng executed a handscroll, accompanied by poems from every person 
present that day, to commemorate the event of 1365 (the Rain Listening 
Pavilion Scroll 聽雨樓圖). Unfortunately, the scroll is no longer extant (Li 
Chu-tsing 1972: 501n7). We do, however, have Wang Meng’s inscription on 
the painting which, summarised, describes the following scene: heavy rain 
splashes down in an autumn and wintry landscape, but inside the pavilion, 
amidst a rustic scenery, while listening to the cold rain outside, I, Wang 
Meng, am able to ,nd solace in study and painting.12  
 To get a general impression of Wang Meng paintings during this 
period, we can take a look at another one of his paintings, Red Cli"s and Green 
Valleys 丹崖翠壑圖 (,gure 3), done in the year 1367, only two years after the 
Rain Listening Pavilion scroll for Lu Shanfu’s gathering. +e painting depicts 
Wang Meng, solemn and at ease, seated by a riverbank under some trees. On 
this painting, Wen Fong states that “Wang Meng, in the ,nal months of the 
siege of [Suzhou] by the forces of [Zhu Yuanzhang], was himself in a kind 
of time warp, hiding in the mountains to wait out the war (1992: 464).” How 
do Wang Meng’s paintings ,t in the social and geographical circumstances of 
the late Yuan?
 First of all, as is indicated by the rift between early and late Yuan 
gatherings, Wang Meng’s paintings must not be approached side-by-side 
with the paintings of Zhao Mengfu and his contemporaries. +e Rain 
Listening Pavilion Scroll and Red Cli"s and Green Valleys were addressed to a 
di-erent social network and painted in a di-erent historical setting. By this 
time, loyalty towards the Song and moral opposition against the Mongol rule 
had already weakened. In 1315 the civil examinations were reinstated and in 
12 Wang Meng’s inscription can be found in Chen Gaohua (2004: 622).
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the years following, many literati were 
able to return to politics. We witness 
fewer gatherings held during this period 
of relative political stability. However, 
during the 1340s, literati gatherings 
became a frequent phenomenon 
again. Mainly as a consequence of an 
increasingly ine.cient bureaucracy, 
paired with natural disasters, unrest 
broke out everywhere in China. +e 
turmoil also a-ected the Jiangnan area 
which came under the control of rebel 
leader Zhang Shicheng 張士誠 (1321-
1367) in the year 1356. +e chaos ended 
only in 1368 when Zhu Yuanzhang 朱
元璋 (1328-1398) captured Suzhou 
Suzhou from Zhang Shicheng and 
overthrew the Yuan ruler and established 
himself as the ,rst emperor of the Ming 
dynasty (Mote and Twitchett 1988: 
19-29). Although a parallel relation 
between the amount of gatherings and 
political instability might be suggested, 
the gatherings of the late Yuan took 
place in a political landscape that must 
be viewed di-erently from the main 
political concerns of the literati of the 
early Yuan. 

 Secondly, as is suggested by the limited geographical range of late 
Yuan gatherings, Wang Meng’s paintings must be understood in relation to 
local events rather than the political situation at large. In contrast to Zhao 
Mengfu and many of his contemporaries, Wang Meng and most literati of 
that time were reluctant to get involved in the nationwide struggles and 
only appeared on the political scene after Zhu Yuanzhang had successfully 
overthrown the Yuan and established the Ming dynasty (Mote 1960: 205/6, 
288/9 and Mote and Twitchett 1988: 17/8). Wang Meng’s paintings re/ect 
the wish to escape from the local political chaos and high taxes in order to 
spend a pleasurable time with his friends from the area.

Figure 3: Wang Meng 王蒙 (ca. 1308 – 1385)
Red Cli-s and Green Valleys 丹崖翠壑圖 

(ca. 1367) Hanging scroll, ink on paper
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CONCLUSION

+is paper has illustrated that treatments on the stylistic, biographic, and 
theoretical aspects of Yuan painters and paintings are insu.cient in exposing 
their intricate web of social and spatial interactions. +e example of Zhao 
Mengfu has illustrated how social relations of literati painters that lived during 
the early Yuan can be ambivalent. He tried to bring his painting subjects in 
accordance with the dispositions of the literati in the South, while at the 
same time using them to exploit the increased opportunities for geographical 
exchange. As is shown by the example of Wang Meng, the gatherings of 
the late Yuan cannot be seen as a direct extension of the gatherings their 
predecessors held. Painters from this period showed less interest in engaging 
with the political situation outside their properties and instead gathered only 
with friends from their own area. With these examples I have shown that 
a quantitative approach into the social and spatial dimensions of literary 
gatherings can provide a valuable context to a better understanding of 
painters and their works during this formative period in the development of 
Chinese landscape painting. 
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