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3) James Cahill, “Wu Chen, A Chinese Landscapist and Bamboo Painter of
the Fourteenth Century” (Ph. D. dissertation, University of Michigan,
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dissertation, Ohio University, 1976).
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Abstract

A Study of
Wu Zhen’s (1280-1354) Practice

Jiyoung Kwon
Department of Archaeology and Art History
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study explores the life of Wu Zhen (1280-1354) and the ways Wu
produced works of art. Unlike the widespread view which regards him as a
typical literati painter, Wu Zhen was a painter who was deeply engaged in
commercial transactions.

Wu Zhen was designated as one of the “Four Great Masters” of the
late Yuan dynasty in the Ming period (1368-1644). Since the Four Great
Masters were highly venerated in the late Ming, there exist numerous
apocryphal anecdotes about Wu. For instance, Dong Qichang (1555-1636)
appreciated Wu Zhen for conforming to the literati ideal compared with
Sheng Mao (active ca. 1310-1360), who lived near Wu Zhen in the town
of Weitang but produced paintings for commercial purpose. However, in
fact, Wu Zhen's motivation and creation of painting were different from
those of literati painters who traditionally painted for self-cultivation and
never sold paintings.

Sun zuo’s (ca. 1340-1424) Mozhuji (ca. 1346) suggests that Wu Zhen

might have accepted good paper and brushes in return for his painting.



Back then, it was customary to give a gift instead of cash to the literati
painters who wished to avoid cash payment in transaction of painting. In his
poem in the Meidaoren yimo (17th century), Wu Zhen professed that he
could no longer pursue “ink-plays” which were perceived as an ideal of
literati painting. Moreover, the poem implies that the demand on Wu’s
paintings had increased over time. Indeed, his everyday life as a painter was
not solely aloof from the secular world like a recluse. He could not be
detached from worldly concerns as stated in his inscription on Poetic
Feeling in a Thatched Pavilion, dated 1347, now in the Cleveland Museum
of Art.

The commercial aspects of Wu Zhen’s paintings can also be revealed by
examining the format and material of his paintings. Most of his surviving
works in the format of a hanging scroll or handscroll, are considerable in
size. These marketable sized paintings imply that Wu did not refuse to
create paintings for commercial purpose. Furthermore, more than one-third of
his paintings was painted on silk. Due to its slick and less absorbent
attributes, silk makes the production of a painting time-consuming.
Therefore, silk was generally chosen for commercial or formal paintings,
while paper was normally used for informal “ink-play” paintings. Even Wu’s
now lost paintings show the same tendency in format and material as his
surviving paintings.

Paintings on the theme of fisherman constitute a large part of Wu Zhen's
oeuvre. Scholars have considered the fisherman in Wu’s Yufu tu (Fisherman)
to be his self-image as a true recluse. On the contrary, his fisherman
paintings can be interpreted as commercial works. Wu’s surviving paintings
of fisherman are mostly large hanging scrolls or long handscrolls, half of
which are painted on silk. In addition, the hermit-fisherman portrayed in
Wu’s Yufu tu, symbolic of an unemployed scholar, was a preferred motif by

the literati class who were forced to give up becoming a scholar-official or
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governing class under the rule of Mongols at the time especially in the
Jiangnan region. Considering such historical and geographical backgrounds,
Wu might have repeatedly created Yufu tu in response to his literati clients’

requests, not for self-expression.

keywords : Wu Zhen, practice, literati painter, ink-plays, Fisherman

Student Number : 2016-25113
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