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Introduction     �

Introduction

If an artist desires to paint an object’s appearance, he should 
select its appearance. If he desires to paint an object’s substance 
he should select its substance. But he should not mistake 
appearance for substance 物之華取其華物之實取其實不可執華

為實. 
Jing Hao 荊浩 (fl. 907–23) attrib., 

“Bifa ji” 筆法記 [Account of Brush Methods]1 

Some decades ago in his classic study, the eminent Viennese art historian E. H. 
Gombrich (1909–2001) marvelled “how long and arduous is the way between 
perception and representation” in sixteenth-century painted landscapes. To 
the landscape painter, he continued, “nothing can become a motif except 
what he can assimilate into the vocabulary he has already learned.”2 It was 
an articulation of a concept that had been at the core of the visual arts for 
centuries; Jing Hao’s concern to select 取 either appearance or substance 
reveals already an important distinction between meaning and form. 
Centuries later, Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) could assert that painting was 
a cosa mentale — a thing of the mind — dismissing those painters who draw 
by the judgement of the eye and without the use of reason as no better than 
mirrors,3 while more recently, René Magritte (1898–1967) explained his La 
condition humaine (1933) with the comment that the world “is only a mental 
representation of [that which] we experience inside ourselves.”4

	 This book focuses primarily on landscape presented in written rather 
than visual form, specifically the ways in which a particular mountain was 
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depicted in the youji 遊記 (travel accounts) produced during roughly the 
final century of Ming rule (1550–1644). This might seem far removed from 
the concerns of Gombrich, but the study has emerged out of a sense that we 
have been far too slow in literary criticism to recognize the vital role of the 
viewer in the process of representing the natural world. There remains in 
secondary scholarship a tendency to read the landscape descriptions found in 
youji as accurate historical and physical records of given sites, while ignoring 
the specific cultural contexts in which these descriptions were formed. James 
Hargett’s 20-year-old definition of the genre remains typical of the way in 
which travel essays are understood: 

To begin with, they contain a first-hand account of a brief 
excursion or an extended journey. The language used therein 
to describe the details of the trip is predominantly narrative. 
Second, they provide facts about the physical environment such 
as climate, relief, vegetation and land-use in a given region . . . The 
descriptions in these types of reports are “objective” or “impersonal” 
in that the author himself plays no direct role, but simply observes 
and reports on what he sees [my emphasis]. Third, youji works 
invariably reveal the author’s attitudes or opinions . . . This 
“subjective” or “personal” quality is the one characteristic 
that most clearly distinguishes the travel record from the 
geographical tracts found in most local histories (fangzhi).5 

Drawing from the same framework, a more recent treatment of one late-
Ming traveller discusses his work in terms of an “ability to transcend different 
categories, drawing on both subjective and objective strands of travel writing.”6

	 It is not my intention here to pick holes in Professor Hargett’s 
outstanding study of the travel literature of the Song (960–1279), but it does 
seem to me that the notion of “facts about the physical environment,” in which 
“the author himself plays no direct role” implies of the observer a disinterest 
that can no longer be accepted so uncritically. All “objective” non-fictional 
writings are created not only by the descriptive tools at an author’s disposal, 
but by entire systems of cultural, political, social and aesthetic schemata that, 
at various levels of the observer’s consciousness, impose themselves on the 
world. By making a case here for a more nuanced and subtle treatment of 
youji in secondary literature, I hope to go some way towards removing the 
genre from its elemental you 遊 and ji 記, which, in Chinese as well as its usual 
English equivalent of “record” is freighted with connotations of verisimilitude 
not carried by other literary forms. Abandoning the oversimplified subjective-
objective framework, my analysis begins with the assumption that all 
representations of landscape are culturally creative acts. 
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	 The specific case study around which this book revolves is the “Account 
of My Travels at Yellow Mountain” (You Huangshan ji 游黃山記), a ten-part 
essay written by the poet, scholar, official and literary historian Qian Qianyi 
錢謙益 (1582–1664) in early 1642. Written to complement a set of poems, 
the essay recounts a journey Qian made during the previous year to Yellow 
Mountain (Huangshan 黃山), the range of peaks that makes up the major 
orographic feature of southern Anhui 安徽, within the region immediately 
south of the Yangzi River known as Jiangnan 江南. While today, images of its 
iconic, mist-shrouded peaks decorate the halls of railway stations throughout 
the country, the relatively inaccessible Yellow Mountain was far slower than 
many other significant Jiangnan landscapes to attract the attention of travellers 
and poets. The Wanli 萬曆 reign (1573–1620) of the Ming dynasty, during 
which Qian Qianyi was born, marks the beginning of the site’s representational 
history in any meaningful sense, and part of what this study sets out to do 
is to introduce at least some of the ways in which this landscape began to be 
presented in writing during this crucial period. Rather than attempt any kind 
of objective description or history of the site (hopefully it will become clear 
that I regard such a possibility as problematic), my aim here is to recreate 
the landscape of Yellow Mountain as it existed for a select group of highly 
educated élite males, most of whom lived within a relatively confined area, 
and who chose to present their world in youji form during the decades leading 
up to the end of the Ming period (1644). By drawing into this discussion a 
wider representational tradition that necessarily includes depiction in visual 
as well as textual form, I present a reading of late-Ming Yellow Mountain as 
the product of a discourse rather than as an empirically verifiable space. I 
argue that what this mountain meant, how it functioned, even what it looked 
like to Qian Qianyi and his seventeenth-century contemporaries are far more 
usefully viewed as products of the complex world in which these men lived, 
than as evidence about the landscape itself. 
	 While this approach runs somewhat against the grain of traditional 
readings of travel literature, I have sought throughout to remain alert to 
branches of recent scholarship that have developed across a number of diverse 
disciplines. Over a decade on from the publication of Craig Clunas’ seminal 
work Fruitful Sites: Garden Culture in Ming Dynasty China (1996), it seems 
to me that the implications of his study for our understanding of late-Ming 
prose in general have yet to be fully explored.7 Clunas seeks to challenge 
conventional histories of “the Chinese garden,” preferring to read such a 
category as the product of “discursive practice” rather than as a pre-existing 
object of representation. He draws the discussion of Ming gardens back into 
a context in which landownership and luxury consumption had become key 
components of élite self-representation and identity construction, showing 
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that what gardens in southern China meant in 1600 had shifted dramatically 
from what they had meant just a century earlier. His project is particularly 
significant here, as it bridges the divide between art and landscape, and 
between the visual and verbal, a theme I take up below. In an earlier essay, 
W. J. T. Mitchell had remarked that “the intensive, almost compulsive 
collaboration between practitioners of the word and practitioners of the 
image” represents one of the most salient features of modern culture, noting 
the sense in which nature has been “pictorialized” by the audio and written 
commentary that often now accompanies the outdoor experience.8 The idea of 
the pictorialization of landscape is one I wish to explore here, although I hope 
that what follows is at the very least the beginnings of an argument against 
such processes being the preserve of something called modern culture. 
	 In another context, British historian Simon Schama recently claimed that 
“landscapes are culture before they are nature; constructs of the imagination 
projected onto wood and water and rock.” He argues that “once a certain 
idea of landscape, a myth, a vision, establishes itself in an actual place, it 
has a peculiar way of muddling categories, of making metaphors more real 
than their referents; of becoming, in fact, part of the scenery.”9 This kind 
of category-muddling is a particular feature of the religious pilgrimage, of 
course, and the present study is also in part a response to the important work 
of Coleman and Elsner, in which “physical and myth-historical landscapes 
provide the backdrop to movement, so that in progressing through the 
physical geography a pilgrim travels and lives through a terrain of culturally 
constructed symbols.”10 The foundations of such studies in twentieth-century 
Western scholarship may well have been laid by geographers such as Donald 
Meinig, who has long argued that “any landscape is composed not only of 
what lies before our eyes but what lies within our heads,”11 but the concept 
was already understood by Jia Zheng 賈政, who knew that for the observer, 
the meaning of Grand Prospect Garden 大觀園 would be created by reading 
“that touch of poetry which only the written word can lend a scene” in Cao 
Xueqin’s 曹雪芹 (zi Qinpu 芹圃, hao Mengruan 夢阮; 1715?–63) classic novel 
Hongloumeng 紅樓夢 [Dream of the Red Chamber].12 
	 The example of the pine (song 松) might usefully preface my underlying 
thoughts here. The pine is one of the famed Four Perfections of Yellow 
Mountain 黃山四絕, a phrase now so much a part of modern consciousness 
that it featured as a question in a recent competition for international 
students of Chinese language and culture.13 It is impossible now to imagine 
that pines were not always one of the most important features of the 
landscape, and certainly no visitor to Yellow Mountain today would ever 
leave without viewing the famous Welcoming Guests Pine 迎客松, one of 
the more recognizable cultural icons of the Jiangnan region. But the fact that 
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the earliest-surviving topographical source for the site, the Song-dynasty 
Huangshan tujing 黃山圖經 [Topographical Classic of Yellow Mountain], 
mentions pines only in passing, provides a very real challenge to what we 
think we know about this mountain and this tree.14 What happened between 
the Song dynasty and the end of the Ming to transform the pine from an 
incidental footnote of a landscape into one of the most important of its visual 
features? Or, to put it another way, did the character song 松, which I am 
perhaps too casually rendering into “pine,” mean the same thing in the Song 
dynasty as it did in the Ming? We are told in Jing Hao’s tenth-century treatise 
that a pine tree grows “with the virtuous air of a gentleman” 如君子之德風也. 
Some paintings depict them as coiling dragons in flight, their branches and 
leaves growing wildly, but this “does not capture the true spirit of pines” 非
松之氣韻也.15 How is it then, that pines of the early seventeenth century are 
almost invariably of serpentine form, if such a portrayal does not capture their 
true spirit? In Jing’s world, a pine was, like a man of integrity, upright and 
unwavering in the face of political oppression or poverty. By the late Ming, 
the twisted, coiling pine embodied the ideal of the eccentric and exceptional 
man 奇士. Such a dramatic shift in meaning provides a sober warning against 
accepting on face value any description of landscape, without attempting to 
understand the cultural context from which it came. 
	 Qian Qianyi was one of the great literary figures of the seventeenth 
century, a man who, in the words of Huang Zongxi 黃宗羲 (zi Taichong 太冲, 
hao Nanlei 南雷; 1610–95), “presided over the literary world for fifty years” 主
文章之壇坫者五十年.16 But if Qian were the sommo poeta of his generation, 
he was also, politically, one of the more problematic figures of the Ming-
Qing transition period, having served both ruling houses during his official 
career. In 1769, over a century after Qian’s death, the Qianlong 乾隆 Emperor 
(Gaozong 高宗; r. 1736–96), by far the most vociferous of Qian’s detractors, 
issued the following decree:

Qian Qianyi was a man of great natural ability, but of no character. 
In the time of the Ming, he held official posts; likewise after our 
house had seized control he was one of the first to follow our 
house in service as a director of one of the minor courts. He was 
lacking in loyalty and truly does not deserve to be remembered by 
mankind . . . If Qian Qianyi had courted death for the sake of the 
last dynasty and refused to turn coat, and with brush and ink ranted 
against [us], this would have been appropriate and reasonable. But 
having accepted office under our rule how could he continue to 
use this wild, howling language of former days in his writings? In 
my opinion, it was due to his wish to cover up the shame of having 
been disloyal to the Ming, which only makes his disgrace worse.17
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While subsequent proscriptions did not succeed in preventing the eventual 
transmission of his works, the stigma of disloyalty did prevent any meaningful 
scholarly research into Qian Qianyi and his works before the end of the 
Qing era, and our knowledge of the man and his writings has been adversely 
shaped by this scholarly lacuna. Critical examination of Qian’s literary works, 
particularly his prose texts, has barely begun, and the vast majority of his 
essays remain unannotated and unstudied. At present there exists no adequate 
critical biography of this remarkable literary figure.
	 The present project is explicitly not an attempt to fill this biographical 
void, and I would certainly not claim to have mastered in any sense the wealth 
of material that exists and continues to be generated on Qian Qianyi and 
his writings.18 Nor do I seek here to emulate the work of Brian Dott, whose 
important recent treatment of Taishan 泰山 [Mount Supreme] in the late 
imperial period examines multiple readings of that sacred space by gentry, 
clergy, pilgrims and emperors.19 The far more modest objective of this book 
is to attempt to read closely a single individual’s account of one particular 
landscape in light of what we know of its late-Ming context. For this essay 
at least, the formula of objective description coupled with personal opinion 
does not begin to approach the level of sophistication required to attain any 
meaningful understanding of the text. The “objective descriptions” that make 
up Qian Qianyi’s Yellow Mountain lie at the intersection of an existing textual 
tradition, late-Ming aesthetic, cultural and religious values, and traditional 
cosmology, all of which is filtered through the memory of one of the greatest 
literary historians of his generation, and presented in an essay composed for a 
specific rhetorical purpose. The “Account of My Travels at Yellow Mountain” 
was one of just a handful of travel essays in Qian’s voluminous corpus, but 
despite its inclusion in several anthologies, it has never received adequate 
attention in secondary scholarship. This project not only includes the first 
complete English-language translation of the essay, but also represents the first 
critical study of the account, and of the various existing versions of the text, to 
appear in any language.20 
	 The late-Ming world in which Qian Qianyi sat down to compose his 
essay was a complex place. While corruption and factionalism at court 
threatened to plunge the empire into political crisis, banditry, famine and 
plagues provided a daily more evident challenge to social and economic order. 
In Chapter One of this study I examine some of the social changes taking 
place within this world, arguing that self-representation through text had 
by the turn of the seventeenth century become an essential part of élite life. 
Drawing on recent studies that have highlighted the link between conspicuous 
consumption and identity construction in the late Ming, I argue that 
representations of engagements with landscape are usefully viewed alongside 
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writings about collecting and connoisseurship that characterize the period. We 
are not justified in reading travel accounts as innocent sources of information 
that stand apart from a late-Ming society in which, in representational 
terms at least, status markers had assumed such an important role in élite 
discourse. This chapter also seeks to place Qian Qianyi himself into this world, 
briefly sketching his early career, before focussing in particular on the years 
surrounding the composition of the Yellow Mountain essay in 1642. If part 
of what we read in the landscape is a reflection of Qian, then the fact that he 
made the journey at such a critical juncture in his public and personal life 
necessarily informs our reading of his essay. 
	 Chapter Two examines the Yellow Mountain we find in writing up to the 
end of the Ming period. By presenting in chronological order the represented 
experiences of travellers since the Tang era (618–907), this chapter traces the 
gradual accretion of layers of cultural, historical and religious meaning that 
become part of the way the mountain is experienced, and how this experience 
is related in essay form. My analysis shows that by the time the important 
Wanli reign had come to an end in 1620, the significant sites and sights of 
Yellow Mountain had been defined, and an appropriate traveller’s itinerary 
prescribed. We find, on close reading, a remarkable similarity of recorded 
experience on the part of late-Ming travellers, not only with regard to the 
language used to describe individual features of the mountain, but also in 
the recurring themes that pervade the various texts. This unravelling of the 
meaning of the mountain is continued in Chapter Three, which focuses on 
the representational tradition of the site in visual form, a dimension that I 
argue is usefully viewed alongside the textual tradition as part of the general 
understanding of the landscape being formed by the mid-seventeenth century. 
Mirroring the way in which representations of Yellow Mountain developed in 
text, visual depictions of the site become, by the early Qing period, conceptual 
works that tend to emphasize distinct views, often at the expense of spatial 
consistency. Textual and visual accounts of the mountain produced during the 
seventeenth century not only give the impression of being a progression from 
one individual scene to the next, but also seem increasingly to rely on the 
consensual presentation of shared historical and descriptive information. 
	 Against this background, Chapter Four introduces the “Account of My 
Travels at Yellow Mountain” by Qian Qianyi, highlighting some of the main 
themes that pervade the text. The essay is one rich in the language of religious 
pilgrimage, and it seems that for Qian, the landscape can be read appropriately 
in accordance with Confucian, Buddhist and Daoist tradition. I argue here 
that representational conventions by now established for Yellow Mountain 
direct Qian’s writing process, and that the necessity of engaging with certain 
important sites may actually have led to the deliberate distortion of parts of 
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his itinerary. The complete picture of his trip of 1641 cannot be grasped by 
reading the essay alone, and the fact that details included elsewhere in Qian’s 
collected works, the Muzhai chuxueji 牧齋初學集 [Collected Early Scholarship 
from Shepherd’s Studio], are omitted from the youji is revealing. Qian’s 
account of the landscape is very much a product of late-Ming cultural and 
aesthetic values, but it also fixes the canonical literary sources as the means by 
which the natural world is to be interpreted and represented. 
	 Discussion of such issues is intended to prepare the reader to make sense 
of my full translation of Qian’s essay, which appears as Chapter Five. While I 
have endeavoured to produce an English rendition of the essay that flows as 
freely as is possible (and should be accessible to specialist and non-specialist 
alike), the annotations that supplement the text are necessarily dense, and 
highlight some of the complexities of the essay and its composition that have 
been discussed in previous chapters. A close analysis of the narrative reveals 
considerable reliance on the works of others, providing a significant challenge 
to the idea of author as objective observer that a reader might gain at first 
glance. Indeed, reading the text in annotated form shows the Yellow Mountain 
of Qian’s essay to be the product of a highly complex creative process, and one 
that in the end reveals far more about the author and élite writing in the late 
Ming than about the mountain itself. 
	 Finally, a note on the title of this book, which borrows a phrase — “traces 
of hatchet and chisel” 斧鑿痕 — that appears in Part IV of Qian’s essay, as we 
come upon a monk cutting into the rock at the foot of a peak. The expression 
is used literally in this instance, but it had also come to refer metaphorically 
to traces of artistry in a written composition; those passages in a text at which 
the interventions of the poet’s brush onto the natural scene were most evident. 
Rather than highlighting these traces in a pejorative sense (the sense, indeed, 
in which such a phrase would normally have been understood in Qian’s 
world), the present study seeks to enrich our reading of the text by revealing 
the intricacies behind the fascinating cultural practice of youji composition. 
We have long since accepted that the very process of capturing landscape 
in visual art invalidates any attempt to present a site as standing apart from 
other historically contingent contexts in which meaning is created (even the 
once innocent photograph, for example, is no longer read in such a naïve 
way).21 And almost a century after Wang Guowei 王國維 (zi Jing’an 靜安, 
hao Guantang 觀堂; 1877–1927) reminded us that “all scenic description [in 
poetry] involves the expression of emotions,”22 it seems appropriate to apply 
the same level of sophistication to the analysis of prose. For the truth is that 
the way the late-Ming élite chose to write about their landscapes and why, 
is an infinitely more interesting story than we have hitherto acknowledged. 
Those traces of hatchet and chisel visible in Qian Qianyi’s Yellow Mountain 
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represent the great achievement of seventeenth-century literary culture, and 
the essays of Qian and his contemporaries can be understood only as we begin 
to recognize, in Gombrich’s terms, just how “long and arduous” these literary 
journeys really were.
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Conclusion

In the fourth month of the guimao 癸卯 year of the Qianlong reign (1783), 
long after the calamity of 1644 had passed from living memory, the 67-year-
old poet Yuan Mei was crossing one of Yellow Mountain’s terraces when he 
came across an ancient pine 古松:

Its roots grew towards the east; its body fell to the west, while 
its head faced south, plunging into a rock and emerging from 
its other side. This rock seemed to be alive and hollow, so that 
the pine was able to conceal itself within and become one with 
the rock. The pine seemed afraid of Heaven, not daring to grow 
upwards, so while it was ten arm spans around, it was barely two 
feet tall. There were so many other pines of this sort that it was 
impossible to record them all.1

Among the men of his generation, Yuan was the chief inheritor of Gongan 
values of literary self-expression, and would certainly have read many of 
the late-Ming essays we have examined here. But travellers in Yuan’s world 
did not need an anthology to recognize the eccentric, serpentine pines that 
lived in symbiosis with the rocks; by then they had become so much a part 
of Yellow Mountain lore that it would have been unimaginable to write of 
them in any other way. The fact that a pine did not dare 不敢 to grow upwards 
would not have raised an eyebrow among Qian Qianyi and his seventeenth-
century contemporaries, but it would certainly have surprised Jing Hao, who, 
centuries earlier, knew the pine to grow straight and true, “with the virtuous 
air of a gentleman.” Perhaps the clearest indication that Yellow Mountain 
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pines had now been written into élite consciousness is the fact that Yuan Mei 
describes just one example before moving on to the next stop on his itinerary, 
as if a detailed description of their now easily recognizable forms had become 
somewhat redundant. 
	 This study has examined a number of written and visual representations 
of Yellow Mountain produced mainly during the seventeenth century. I have 
argued that a far more useful understanding of the youji under discussion here 
is achieved by reading this landscape not so much as an empirically verifiable 
fact, but as a product of a system of representational practices that developed 
within the specific social, political, cultural and economic context of late-
Ming Jiangnan. Qian Qianyi’s essay of 1642 is a narrative of self-realization 
through ascent, an engagement with a landscape that takes the form of 
religious pilgrimage, while remaining grounded in orthodox Confucian 
philosophy. For Qian, Yellow Mountain is a site that can best be understood 
through text, and he presents the landscape always within the context of his 
literary heritage. Deliberate emphasis, ambiguity and exclusion are part of the 
narrative; the story of Qian’s engagement with the landscape as presented in 
“Account of My Travels at Yellow Mountain” differs from that found elsewhere 
in the Muzhai chuxueji, in verse, in preface and in colophon. The writings of 
previous travellers inform and direct Qian’s gaze, and his essay is as much an 
engagement with a representational tradition as it is an account of neutral 
observation. 
	 Perhaps the greatest and most fascinating challenge to a reading of 
Qian’s Yellow Mountain essay as a kind of first-hand and objective record 
is the extent to which the language of his text draws from the writings of 
others, a fact not immediately obvious to the modern reader of the text in 
unpunctuated form. A close analysis of the essay reveals significant debts to 
the works of Qian’s literary forefathers, and we need to remind ourselves here 
that although we might require the help of punctuation and annotations to 
recognize an allusion to a Daoist text, Qian’s contemporary readers, for the 
most part, did not. Just as at the other side of the Eurasian continent, John 
Milton (1608–74), whose life also spanned the Ming-Qing transition, could 
assume that readers of his epic poem would identify Adam’s pentametered 
confession “She gave me of the tree, and I did eat” as being cut from Genesis 3:12,2 
so too could Qian know that his own unacknowledged borrowings from Wang 
Wei, Su Shi or the Zhuangzi would be recognized by his peers. Recognition 
of literary allusions was crucial — not incidental — to the reader’s experience 
of these men’s works, and in this sense at least, the heavily annotated form 
in which I have presented Qian’s essay above probably approximates for the 
modern reader the experience of a seventeenth-century literatus more closely 
than would the text on its own.



Conclusion     145

	 In the final page of the introduction to his anthology of travel writing, 
Richard Strassberg notes that by the end of the Song period, “a number of 
influential texts had emerged to form a canon, while the important sites 
of literary pilgrimage had been mapped and inscribed.”3 This study has 
attempted to highlight the extent to which travel writing, and indeed, the 
travel experience itself, was for the late-Ming man-of-letters an engagement 
with those inscriptions. Recording an appropriate response to a landscape 
inevitably involved responding to the works of one’s literary forefathers, and 
the youji of the period are cluttered with descriptions and expressions cut 
from centuries of collected writings. At Hengshan 衡山 Xu Hongzu “recall[s] 
憶 Li Bai’s lines about the sun glistening on the snow of the Five Peaks and 
blossoms floating over Dongting,” a “recollection” cut verbatim from Zhang 
Juzheng’s experience at the same spot.4 Qian’s observation that “two splayed 
pines shield [Mañjuśrī] Cloister like a feather canopy, and speckled with 
rocks, its surface looks like a patchwork kasāya” (Part IV) comes straight from 
the essay of his late friend Xie Zhaoshen. Such instances force us to allow 
the concept of authorship a more collaborative connotation than it is usually 
afforded in post-Renaissance Western scholarship, but it is also worth noting 
here that Qian’s Yellow Mountain is partly composed not only by other people, 
but in many cases of other landscapes. Where Qian describes the waters of 
White Dragon Pool with a line from Liu Zongyuan (Part II), originally written 
centuries earlier about a site thousands of li away, Yellow Mountain becomes 
part of a complex web of written heritage spanning both time and space. 
	 What we are working towards here is a recognition of the extent 
to which Qian’s text is textile in Roland Barthes’ sense, and that the 
narrative is made up of linguistic units that are déjà lu (already read),5 
an idea that has gained traction across a number of disciplines. Simon 
Pugh’s understanding of landscape and its representations as “‘readable’ 
like any other cultural form,”6 is taken up in a thoughtful recent study of 
mountains in Western culture by Robert Macfarlane, who argues that “we 
read landscapes . . . in the light of our own experience and memory, and that 
of our shared cultural memory.”7 But the metaphor of reading can only be 
useful here if it is understood as an active process of engagement with a text, 
rather than a passive acceptance of something pre-existing. Jing Hao knew 
that representation required selection 取 by the viewer, an idea articulated 
more recently by another art historian, John Berger, who argued that “to look 
is an act of choice.” 8 I am inclined to think that it is more constructive to 
understand this Yellow Mountain as a landscape written by Qian, through a 
process in which, as Chu-tsing Li notes of visual arts, “referring to the past for 
models did not mean a simple process of copying or imitating; rather, the idea 
of transformation was seen as part of the artist’s creative act.” 9 
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	 The Yellow Mountain that has been at the centre of this study is a story 
essentially written by (and for) a small number of élite males, all educated 
under the same system and all working out of the relatively insular world 
of late-Ming Jiangnan. While this region undoubtedly included some of the 
Ming state’s largest and most important cities, recent scholarship reminds 
us that there was also a Ming world on the other side of the Yangzi, and I 
am acutely aware that my study has been necessarily narrow in terms of its 
geographical focus.10 Similarly, if I have said little about what this landscape 
may or may not have represented for pilgrims, monks, women, innkeepers, 
porters or chairbearers of the period, it is because, sadly, the absence of literary 
evidence would make such a study almost impossible. The essays of men 
such as Qian Qianyi have survived in the public sphere, sometimes against 
the odds, precisely because their authors held such standing in the world of 
letters to which they belonged. In an important recent study, W. J. T. Mitchell 
urges us to think not about what landscape is, but what it does in terms of its 
role as an instrument of cultural power,11 an approach that might usefully be 
applied to the way we think about landscape in late imperial China. Imperial 
rites and inscriptions at mountains had acted as powerful symbols of political 
authority for centuries before Qian Qianyi ever set foot on Yellow Mountain, 
and of course, the Kangxi Emperor would later use the landscape of early 
Qing Nanjing for the same purpose, as Jonathan Hay reminds us.12 A part of 
what the present study has attempted to show is that in their privileged ability 
to experience, interpret and represent landscape in their own terms, men such 
as Qian Qianyi played an equally important, if slightly more subtle, role in the 
maintenance of cultural authority in seventeenth-century Jiangnan society. 
	 The story of Yellow Mountain did not, of course, end with Yuan Mei’s 
visit in 1783, although its popularity did fall into decline soon after the turn 
of the nineteenth century. Its twentieth-century rediscovery (again assisted by 
infrastructural development) saw the landscape reinvented once again, and 
the ways in which various competing representations of Yellow Mountain have 
been complicit in its redefinition as a nationalistic symbol of “Chineseness” 
might well provide a fruitful area of future scholarship. But while its meaning 
has shifted, Yellow Mountain does retain something of its late-Ming self. The 
exceptional 奇 pines are still exceptional, and the bizarre 怪 rocks are still 
bizarre; visible reminders of seventeenth-century aesthetic sensibilities, and 
linguistic traces of one landscape’s debt to the late-Ming world. 
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Epilogue

Last year I journeyed to Yellow Mountain, and [later], without 
measuring myself 不自量度, I recorded my travels over an entire 
fascicle. Afterwards I greatly regretted doing so . . . and now, 
I have written this to register my regret, and to counsel those 
others of this world who love to travel.

Qian Qianyi, “Introduction to Drafts of My Travels 
in Eastern Yue” 越東遊草引 (1642)1

Qian would not have long to dwell on his literary excess. The late-Ming 
world that he and his peers had known was moving inexorably towards its 
ignominious collapse, and even on the mountain itself it had been noticeable 
that “the tolling of the great fish bells ha[d] all but ceased.” For the educated 
élite, the transfer to Qing rule would prove difficult, and for Qian, the resulting 
posthumous denunciation by the Qianlong Emperor, and censorship of his 
literary works, would threaten to erase completely his place in the literary 
canon. “Now Qian Qianyi is already dead . . .” the emperor fumed in 1769, 

. . . and his bones have long ago rotted away. We will let him 
be. But his books remain, an insult to right doctrines, and a 
violation of [the principles of] loyalty. How can we permit them 
to exist and be handed down any longer? They must early be 
done away with. Now therefore let every governor-general and 
governor see to it that all the bookshops and private libraries in 
his jurisdiction produce and send [to the yamen] his [collected 
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works]. In addition let orders be despatched to small villages, 
country hamlets, and out of the way regions in mountain 
fastnesses for the same purpose. The time limit for this operation 
is two years. Not a volume must escape the burning.2 

Fortunately for us, this challenge, the greatest yet to Qian Qianyi’s inscription 
into the peaks of Yellow Mountain, ultimately proved unsuccessful. 
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