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Picturing the Maxims:
A Study of the Illustrated Explanation of the Sacred Edicts
(Shengyu tujie) from the Wanli Reign”

Lin, Li-chiang ™

Abstract

In the fifteenth year of the Wanli reign (1587), while serving as Investigating Censor
inspecting the Tea and Horse Affairs in Shaanxi, the Ming dynasty official Zhong Huamin
(1537-1597) took the six maxims of Emperor Taizu (Zhu Yuanzhang, r. 1368—1398)—
commonly known as the Six Maxims of the Sacred Edicts (“Shengyu liutiao” or “Shengyu
liuyan”) and had them illustrated, commissioning them to be engraved onto a stone stele to
be promulgated across various counties. He encouraged local areas to have them recarved
and rubbings of the stele made for widespread circulation, also ordering periodic lectures

based on them.

Such stele carvings provide a rare and invaluable case study, offering a window into
how late Ming authorities utilized visual imagery to implement moral edification, as well
as an understanding of the image-making practices circulating among the general public,
which contrasted with those of the elite class. Concurrently, a meticulous analysis of the
form and content of this stele reveals that an ancient tradition of pictorial narrative was,
in fact, still preserved at the local level. There are numerous examples of Wanli courtiers
employing imagery for admonitory purposes, and Zhong Huamin was highly adept at

utilizing visual materials to achieve his objectives. Analyzing the illustrated materials
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**  Professor, Graduate Institute of Art History, National Taiwan Normal University
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produced by Zhong, along with the visual materials he potentially utilized, contributes
significantly to our understanding of the production mechanisms and dissemination
methods of these popular edifying images. This exploration ultimately fosters a deeper
comprehension of the visual culture during this period, thereby making the study of Ming

dynasty painting history more comprehensive.

Keywords: Shengyu tujie, “Shengyu liutiao,” visual culture, Zhong Huamin, Riji gushi,
Twenty-Four Filial Exemplars, synchronic representation of different times,
synchronic representation of different scenes
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