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Reconstruction the fuction of Chen Hongshou’s Water Margin
L eaves as gambling and drinking game

Liu Jung-chun
Department of Painting and Calligraphy
National Palace Museum

Abstract

In the history of Chinese painting, Chen Hongshou (1599-1652) has long been
famous for his print illustrations. Among them, Water Margin Leaves is the most popular
and influentia work, the so-called Madiao, which is a kind of Chinese playing cards
prevailing especially during the 17" century. There are two versions of \Water Margin
Leaves, one is hand-drawn, another is woodblock-printed. The former is the only
hand-painted Chinese playing cards left today. Unlike traditional figure paintings, the
images in the hand-painted Water Margin Leaves are more delicate and sophisticated in
fabric details and equipments. They were designed deliberately by combining the
gambling rules of Chinese playing cards, drinking games, and the texts of Water Margin.
They are multi-purpose playing cards with meaningful text-image relationship providing

connotations of wit and humor in the literary gatherings.

Comparing to the former, the woodcuts print version of Water Margin Leaves is more
like a satire with strong political demands. In other words, Water Margin Leaves is Chen's
personal criticisms on Late Ming's political chaos, denotes that the ban on the publication
of Water Margin is wrong. Through his remarks written side by side with the Liangshan
Heroes figures in Water Margin Leaves, Chen re-evaluated Water Margin's characters,
which proved that Chen's ultimate intention is to glorify Liangshan Heroes' loyalty and to
promote the amnesty policy in the story. Therefore, the woodblock prints of Water Margin

Leaves could be regarded as Chen's critique to the politics.

Keywords: Chinese playing cards, drinking games, Water Margin Leaves
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