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The Hong Kong Jockey Club Series: Women and Femininity in Ancient China – 

Treasures from the Nanjing Museum 

Audio Guide Script  

 

3. Ode to the Plum Blossoms 

M： Why do the people in this painting look like cartoon characters? 

 
F： This is Ode to the Plum Blossoms, painted by Chen Hongshou. 

 

M： Who’s Chen Hongshou? Was he a cartoonist? 

 

F： Stop talking nonsense. Chen was a famous painter in the late Ming and early 

Qing dynasties. He liked using exaggeration and distortion in his figure paintings. 
That’s why his portraits were very different from those of other painters at the time. 
 

M： It’s pretty remarkable. There is a man at the back of the painting. What a big 

head! His face is very long, but he has a small mouth and eyes. He looks like a 
cartoon character. 
 

F： You’re right. His paintings look similar to today’s comics, especially when we talk 

about the figures’ proportions. 
 

M： The man looks puzzled with a blank paper on the table in front of him. He looks 

exactly like me when I’m asked to submit a proposal but have no idea what to write! 
By the way, what is this painting trying to say? 
 

F： Ode to the Plum Blossoms refers to literati gathering which were popular during 

the late Ming and early Qing dynasties. At the gatherings, they drank wine and wrote 
poems. Sometimes they invited talented courtesans to attend as well. 
 

M： I know why his head is so big now! It must be because he cannot think of a line 

about plum blossoms! Haha! 
 

F：Well, what can I say? The focus of the painting is the lady sitting in front. She 

looks very calm and confident, as if she already has a poem in mind — what a great 
contrast with the puzzled man. 
 

M：I think Chen Hongshou wanted the focus to be on the confident lady. The poet 

was set to play only a supporting role here. 
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F： You’re right. If you look closely at the painting, you can see that the poet and the 

maid holding flowers were both looking at the confident lady. 
 

M：Oh yes! Chen Hongshou sounds like a funny person to me. He must have lived a 

free and happy life. 
 

F： Unfortunately, no. Chen Hongshou lived during the late Ming and early Qing 

dynasties. He experienced war and witnessed the country ruined and people 
starving. He was once a monk as well! In his later years, he sold paintings in 
Hangzhou for a living and often went to brothels. Sometimes, he looked utterly 
down and out. Frustrated and dejected literati at the time often gathered to express 
their grievance and disappointment. Chen Hongshou joined the gatherings and 
created many paintings based on this theme.  
 
M：I can’t believe there are so many stories behind one painting. 


