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The Bond between the Three Liangs: A Thematic
Analysis of Two Chen Hongshou Paintingsfor Zhou
L ianggong

Liu Shi-yee
Department of Asian Art
The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Abstract

In the summer and autumn of 1650, Chen Hongshou (1599-1652) made over forty
paintings for Zhou Lianggong (1612-1672), a former exemplary Ming official who turned
to serve the Manchu regime. Only two paintings have survived: Scenes from the Life of
Tao Yuanming in the Honolulu Academy of Arts and To Serve or to Withdraw in a private
collection. During the last twelve years of his life, Chen painted quite a few Tao
Yuanming (365-427) portraits for Zhou, often juxtaposing Tao with Zhuge Liang
(181-234). Apparently he recognized a spiritual bond between Zhuge Liang, Tao (Z
Y uanliang), and Zhou (zi Y uanliang) that transcended time and space. Tao’s motivation of
serving and withdrawing and his inclination toward Confucianism and Daoism have
always been controversial among scholars. Since Huang Tingjian (1045-1105) pointed out
that Tao adopted Y uanliang for his style-name out of a sense of affinity with Zhuge Liang,
this view, persistently upheld through the Qing dynasty, has lent strong support to the
perception of Tao as arecluse deeply concerned with the state and the common people.

Based on the two Chen Hongshou paintings mentioned above, this article explores
the nature of the bond between the three Liangs from the perspective of the political theory
of people-oriented governance (minben sixiang) that throve in the late Ming period.
During the harrowing dynastic change, Zhou Lianggong risked harsh historical judgment
to serve the conquerors for the sake of the people. His priority echoes those of the
politically engaged Zhuge Liang and the ostensibly detached Tao Yuanming. Here lies the
bond between the three men. The article draws primarily on Li Zhi's (1527-1602)
historical philosophy in interpreting Chen’'s paintings and Zhou's action because Chen
advocated Li Zhi’sideain his poems.

Keywords: Chen Hongshou, Zhou Lianggong, Tao Y uanming, Tao Qian, Zhuge Liang, Li
Zhi, people-oriented governance (minben sixiang)
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