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Entertainment, Prosperity, and Fame:
Late Ming Literati Gatherings of Drinking and
Achieving Fame in the Arts”

Wang, Hung-tai "

Abstract

Through social activities centered around literature, especially poetry, the aim of
the present study is to examine the formation and development of certain art and literary
societies in the Ming dynasty. It investigates how literature on a social level may have
inspired correspondences in society through certain types of related activities, resulting in
the creation of different social communities in the world of arts and literature at the time.

As well known, the commodities economy came to flourish in China from the middle
Ming dynasty on, and with it urban life became more prosperous. The realm of urban
lifestyles then was filled with entertainments of all sorts, which also formed new platforms
for activities in the arts and literature. Scholars from all over congregated together in
these activities, leading to the development of different types of gatherings, such as
those involving drinking games. Merchants of wealth seeking to boost their name and
standing in society actively took part and sponsored such events. The mix of scholars and
merchants added fuel to the formation of art and literary societies, leading to a highly fluid
social mix in them.

The literary circles led by Wang Shizhen (1526-1590) was established precisely
within and had a hand in this situation. By ranking them accordingly, literati gatherings
for drinking came to go hand in hand with the path to fame. Many literati immersed
themselves in this bustling scene, entertaining themselves with drinking games and
achieving a name for themselves by association with others. As a result, for Wang Shizhen



176 The National Palace Museum Research Quarterly 41: 2

and the arts and literary societies that followed, flourishing in the arts and literature was
closely related to urban prosperity. Literary drinking banquets coincided with the rise
in fame of literati, and the contents of literature and the cultural life were filled with
entertainments of all sorts, hence the characteristic of arts and literature in the late Ming
being filled with an interest in the world of senses.

Keywords: literary drinking games, poetry societies, Wang Shizhen, art and literary societies,
Jiangnan
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