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Cups of Floral Delights

Selected Treasures from the T. T. Tsui Gallery of Chinese Art
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Published on the occasion of "A Glimpse of TSUI's Collection" exhibition
in the T. T. Tsui Gallery of Chinese Art.
The content of this booklet is primarily extracted from the essay by Rose LEE Wing-chong,
“Appreciating the Month Cups in Their Cultural Contexts” in Hong Kong Museum Journal,
(Hong Kong: Leisure and Cultural Services Department, 2019 vol. 2), pp. 124-159.
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Preface

BREZMI AW AABRFAYSUCRE - WAGBRELATHE  GUXHE
Ko BR1990F BRI MK EMES > FARBE T REER SN TYE - FE
Xy EaAEZY ARGREMES WD AMEEY  BREWT 42
TESHHED R T ABEACOKRE  RAGBRE T EEME R RBETE
ARERAFEBRREE  FHE  FHFDHE -

HREME R HAME SRR - 20155 AERGRKEMELBME L L GDH
B BEBRIGBNWERES  EVARNAMAN M EETYNEESKE
T RTRE-BOREFRY - W RREMES BRI BB ARERR
BREY EFGETHOE > BHRATRELE BRFEXORE  B%
#hE e

FAREGREFEAEMETRTIN—ERBEY T M dOE AR RRRRN
PmEROWERSZ— HETHE BEOER BEEETR AL HEL
e ERUAMEHLETRLEEAF  REMERRKEFERS - BRKEH
FoupBrERBERY  BEGER LT BENHMURLRAERTE—
FoABAEREEET _HWRATERT ABARE  mBGKEMELNE
NEF - EREBHE -

SELE/REER TS BT EEN M BB AMT 2R AERILER
"BUEEN—GRRETEEMERBEE MET UASGRE L HILGTE
BRXACWERR - B FHEREE XU EBERG

FEACHE

Dr T. T. Tsui believed antiques were common cultural heritage to be shared by everyone, a
conviction that encouraged him to actively promote history and culture. To share his passion
with the public, he established The Tsui Art Foundation in 1990 and donated Chinese artworks
to museums around the world. Soon after the Hong Kong Heritage Museum was established,
The Tsui Art Foundation generously donated over 700 spectacular artworks to the permanent
collection of the museum. These treasures formed the T. T. Tsui Gallery of Chinese Art, where
visitors can learn about and appreciate fine Chinese porcelain, bronzes and lacquer ware from

across the ages.

The Tsui Art Foundation and the Hong Kong Heritage Museum have been enjoying a great
partnership. In 2015, The Tsui Art Foundation generously lent a number of precious works
from its collection, including finely carved jades, exquisitely woven textiles and an ingenious
gilt ormolu mounted musical and automaton clock, to be featured in the exhibition “A Glimpse
of TSUT’s Collection”. The Tsui Art Foundation has also been a substantial supporter of many
events organised by our museum, which continues Dr Tsui’s wish to share the joy of collecting

with the public and to promote the appreciation of Chinese antique objects near and far.

A set of twelve wucai enamel month cups from the Kangxi period of the Qing dynasty on
display in the T. T. Tsui Gallery of Chinese Art are lauded as examples of the finest extant
imperial ware of the period. These delicately crafted cups are as fine as eggshells. On each cup
is painted flowers of the month, accompanied by a poetic couplet. Owing to the rarity of extant
examples, collectors can spend decades trying to collect a complete set without success. With
the immense support of The Tsui Art Foundation, the museum is proud to present a complete
set of twelve month cups to the public. We would like to extend our heartfelt gratitude to The

Tsui Art Foundation.

It has been 10 years since Dr Tsui passed away. In honour of his memory, we publish this
booklet, titled Cups of Floral Delights: Selected Treasures from the T. T. Tsui Gallery of Chinese
Art, which is a sequel to the previous educational booklet Discovering the Past: Selected
Treasures from T. T. Tsui Gallery of Chinese Art. These publications are tributes to Dr Tsui’s
contribution to the promotion of traditional Chinese culture and to his wish to share the joy of

appreciating antique objects with the public.

Hong Kong Heritage Museum
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“China is a nation of rich cultural tradition. Through the countless relics that have survived,
we can trace the development of her major arts, and comprehend the nature of her creative
genius. By virtue of its aesthetic qualities, Chinese art occupies an important place in the
context of world art. These were the reasons that propelled me to the study of Chinese

antiquities——a pursuit in which I have been engaged for more than a decade.

The study of antiquities elevates standards of judgement and enriches with knowledge that no
books can adequately impart. Developments in art are closely related to historical, economic
and social factors, and in simple terms it is true to say that works of superior quality are
associated with epochs when the country is strong and prosperous, while conversely works
of poor workmanship are products of dark ages. This is evident if we compare the quality and
scope of the ceramics of the Han and Tang dynasties with those of Liao and Jin. And within
the Qing dynasty, the quality of Kangxi, Yongzheng and Qianlong porcelain far surpasses that
of the Jiaging and Daoguang eras when the dynasty was in decline. In contemplating the full
cycle of an art form from its genesis and flowering to its eventual decline, and in following this
process through the rise and fall of historic dynasties, one is brought also to see the vicissitudes
of individual lives and fortunes in truer perspective. As well as those faculties of observation
and analytical power required to study and authenticate the pieces in his collection, the true
connoisseur must possess open-mindedness and forbearance. In the intensely competitive
society in which we live, I must say that I have found the cultivation of these attributes to be at

once edifying in itself and a subtly beneficial antidote to everyday pressures.”'

——Words excerpted from Dr T. T. Tsui’s Foreword
to a publication in 1994

"Excerpted from Dr T. T. Tsui’s Foreword, in The Tsui Museum of Art (ed.), Chinese Ceramics VI - Qing Dynasty
(Hong Kong: The Tsui Museum of Art, 1994), p. 9.



After Dr Tsui’s passing in 2010, The Tsui Art Foundation he founded continued his mission.
We have been working closely with the Hong Kong Heritage Museum to organise a series
of cultural and educational programmes at the T. T. Tsui Gallery of Chinese Art to promote
Chinese art and culture to the public. This collaborative partnership was recognised by the
Home Affairs Bureau on 14t January 2020 for its significant contribution to the development

of art and culture.

In tribute to Dr T. T. Tsui on the 10" anniversary of his death, The Tsui Art Foundation
continues as ever in the pursuit of Chinese history and culture, maintaining our effort to reveal
the contribution of Chinese craftsmanship to the development and promotion of Chinese
art. We wish to enrich the minds of younger generations and pass on Chinese culture and
craftsmanship. It is also our ardent wish to continue promoting Chinese culture and enlighten

the dreams of many Chinese craftsmen and artisans to come, striding forward to a bright future.

May we voyage together on this dream-pursuing journey!

The Tsui Art Foundation
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T. T. Tsui Gallery of Chinese Art: “A Glimpse of TSUT’s Collection” exhibition
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Twelve month cups in wucai enamels and underglaze blue on
display in the exhibition “A Glimpse of TSUI’s Collection”
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Appreciating the Month Cups in Their Cultural Contexts
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Outstanding products of the imperial kiln
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Set of twelve porcelain month cups

painted with flowers and poems in wucai enamels
Mark and period of Kangxi (1662-1722), Qing dynasty
Height: 5cm  Width: 6.5cm each

Collection of The Tsui Art Foundation

The month cups are a set of twelve porcelain cups, the exterior of each cup was painted with
the flower or plant of the month. On the reverse side, a matching couplet was calligraphed and
marked with a seal. They were made in the imperial kiln at Jingdezhen, Jiangxi province, where
ceramic wares were produced exclusively for the Qing court. Jingdezhen had been the hub
of the imperial kiln since the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), but production was disrupted with
political disturbances at the end of the regime, and only resumed in the early Kangxi period
(1662-1722).

As a complete set of twelve pieces, the month cups were first produced in the Kangxi period
of the Qing dynasty. This special commission was quite apart from usual utensils. From the
technical point of view, the cups were potted so thinly that light could partially pass through
the porcelain wall, giving it a description of “eggshell porcelain”. The production of the
month cups involved a series of stages, which started by preparing a biscuit with two main
components, kaolinic clay and feldspar, and it was thrown as a cup by hand. The biscuit was
painted with cobalt blue pigments for the areas in blue, then covered with a “transparent glaze”,
and fired at a temperature of 1,200°C to produce a piece of porcelain in underglaze blue. For
the set of cups in underglaze blue, all flower paintings and calligraphy text were executed using
cobalt pigments. After firing, the design features appeared in blue. For the set made in wucai
enamels, more steps were involved. Cobalt blue pigments were used on the calligraphy text and
the painting areas in blue. The entire biscuit was covered with a transparent glaze and fired.
Next, black, red, yellow and green pigments were applied to the surface of the glaze according
to the design. Then the cup was fired for a second time at around a temperature of 800°C to

fuse the pigments to the glaze.

13
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Flower paintings and poems on the cups

UTREEZULY TR AT NEGEFA - BEREATELF—
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HETEAT BT R4 3K
The reign mark on the base
of the cup painted with prunus

Below is a detailed study of the motifs and poems on the cups, and it will focus on the set of
cups decorated with wucai enamels. Each cup bears a painting of a flowering tree or plant on
one side, and a poetic couplet on the reverse side. The painting was produced by applying the
wucai technique, the main part was executed in overglaze red, yellow, green and black enamels
while the pictorial areas in blue and the poetic inscription on the reverse side were all done
in underglaze blue. There is a reign mark on the base of each cup——six Chinese characters
lining vertically in two columns, which read Daging Kangxi nian zhi enclosed in a double lined

circle, all executed in underglaze blue.

Identification of the flowers depicted on the month cups was done by a number of methods.
Firstly, the paintings on the cups were compared to the physical appearance of the plants in the

natural world. It was found that the paintings are fairly accurate.

Secondly, the poetic inscriptions on the reverse side were identified. These couplets were
selected from Tang poems. Scholars have traced ten out of the twelve couplets to poems
collected in Quan Tang shi (The Complete Tang Poems). Emperor Kangxi ordered the
compilation of The Complete Tang Poems and the resulting monumental volume consists
of over 48,000 poems composed by more than 2,000 Tang poets. This attested to the close

relationship between the month cups and the literary tradition in that period.

Thirdly, the literary works with the theme of flowers were compared to writings on agriculture
organised in calendars. The latter were the early texts which recorded nature’s cyclical patterns
and the corresponding human activities. One of the examples is Simin yueling (The Monthly
Ordinances to the Four [Groups of] People) written by Cui Shi (ca. 103-170) of the Eastern Han
dynasty. These were important guides for the agricultural-based society. In the later periods,
literary men joined the authors specialised in writing about nature to record the features of plants
objectively. Poetry and literary works about flowers were also examined. In the Ming dynasty, the
related literary works include Calendar of the Vase written by Tu Benjun (1542-1622) and The
Hundred Flower Calendar written by Cheng Yuwen (1644-1722).

Fourthly, the popular usage of different flowers was traced, particularly the meaning of flowers
in rebuses and auspicious motifs. This reflects the cultural meaning and value of different types

of flowers or plants, and shows how people wished for good life.

15
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Painted flowers of the months
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Prunus

Mgt (2% : Prunus mume ) FERF B - KB ARCXRIP NGRS R
o MR EASRERTWAEY  LEABRETF WABWRTTHRRIT
Rk E EEREABRELR REZWE  MUERKEST L LBFERPR
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GEREHH WEBTHAORBRLELES  YFEENTE . HELW T E
FEF WL R R FREF REe—ERTELEEIM,

The prunus (Prunus mume) is native to China. As a tree it is commonly called Chinese plum,
and its flowers are called plum blossoms, which have a unique fragrance. It is the first plant
to blossom in spring when the weather is still cold and severe. The fruit was used for making
juice, condiment and wine much earlier in history. Most importantly, the flower is considered
a symbol of spring. It is also a symbol of courage and integrity, since “it dares to blossom in the
snowy weather, and act as a messenger of spring.”' People’s appreciation of the beauty of plum
blossoms lasted throughout history, drawing attention from poets, painters and musicians of

different dynasties.

When used as a decorative motif, the prunus is depicted as five round petals. As a symbol
of integrity, prunuses are often combined with pines and bamboos to form the motif “Three
Friends of Winter’, since both pines and bamboos remain green in the cold weather and do
not shed their leaves. In another combination, prunuses are depicted together with orchids,
chrysanthemums and bamboos to form “The Four Gentlemen”; each of the four kinds of plants
carries some virtuous features comparable to the characters of gentlemen. As an auspicious
rebus, a magpie is depicted on a prunus branch, which means “happiness up to the eyebrow”,
since the first word of magpies (xi que) is the same as the Chinese word, xi, which means

happiness, while prunus (mei) sounds similar to eyebrows (mei).
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The inscription on the reverse reads™
Its white beauty is held by the snow on the tree,
its fragrance wafts through the branches.’
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Second month
Apricot blossom
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The inscription on the reverse reads:

Its fragrance blends with the scent of nocturnal rain,
the beautiful colour stands out in sunshine or in mist.*

The apricot tree (Prunus armeniaca) is related to the prunus. It blossoms after the prunus in the
second lunar month. This month is popularly known as xing yue (apricot month). The weather
is rainy and farmers have to start their toil in this month, hence the apricot flowers symbolise
the beginning of the farming season, as reflected from the phrase, “start farming when you see
apricot trees blossoming and calamus growing”’ On the other hand, the apricot blossom is
associated with medicine. According to a legend, a healer Dong Feng of the Wu State (222-280)
during the Three Kingdom Period asked his patients to plant apricot trees around his home
in lieu of medical fees. The term “apricot grove” became equivalent to a place where medicine
is practised. According to the legend from Zhuangzi - Yufu (Zhuangzi - The Old Fisherman),
Confucius taught his students at an apricot pavilion (xingtan), since then “apricot pavilion”

signifies a place where teachers gave their lessons.

Upon completion of the final imperial examinations, emperors would hold a banquet for
successful candidates. In the Tang dynasty, the banquet was held in an imperial garden named
Apricot Grove. This is the background for the rebus depicting a picture of apricot blossoms
with swallows. It is a rebus delivering a wish for scholars to pass the final examinations with

best results.’

21
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Third month
Peach blossom
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The inscription on the reverse reads:

The blossom sways in the wind when the swallow returns from the south,
it is the season in late spring when farmers return to their fields.”
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Botanically speaking, the peach tree (Prunus persica) belongs to the same family of the prunus
and apricot. The peach blossoms in the third month of the lunar calendar, which was known
as tao yue, the peach month. The colour of the flowers ranges from white to red. Depicted in
paintings and as a decorative motif, the peach blossom has five petals with pointed tips. It is
often accompanied by a sprig of lance-shaped leaves, differentiating itself from the prunus,
which is depicted with five round petals without leaves. Peach trees are commonly used for
gardening and landscaping. For example, on the banks of the West Lake in Hangzhou the peach
trees are often alternated with willow trees, together they outline the lake with peach blossoms

and green willows, delineating a typical scene of late spring.

The peach blossom is a symbol of spring, which was mentioned as early as in Shijing (The
Book of Odes). According to The Odes of Zhou and the South, the flower is often compared to
a young lady by virtue of the beauty, hence it is also a symbol of love and romance.’ Later, the
peach blossom became associated with the utopian world as described in the work Tao hua
yuan ji (The Peach Blossom Spring) written by Tao Yuanming (ca. 365-427) of the Eastern
Jin dynasty. This work described a fisherman entering a grove of blossoming peach trees and
finally reaching a secluded world away from warfare. After staying there for a week conversing
with the habitants, he returned to the outside world and recognised much time had passed and
could not find the way to the grove again. This peach blossom grove was said to be an ideal and

a lost utopia beyond the real world.

The peach fruit, a delicious item when harvested, is associated with immortality. According to
legend, the peach tree is grown in the garden of the Queen Mother of the West, taking 3,000
years to blossom. At the heavenly banquets, the Queen Mother of the West would give peaches
to the attending immortal guests. Hence the peach is a symbol of longevity, and was used to
decorate utensils and textiles. For the peach stands for “long life”, its combination with the
pomegranate implies “many sons”; and the Buddha’s finger citron implies “many fortunes”,

together they form an auspicious wish of “The Three Plenties”

There is also a popular belief that the wood of the peach tree can drive away evils. Therefore
people are used to putting up a pair of peach wood plaques inscribed with the names of two
heavenly guardians on their doors in Lunar New Year, so that they can dispel evils and bring
good luck. The poem Yuan ri (New Year) by Wang Anshi (1021-1086) of the Song dynasty

recounted the tradition.”
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Peach blossoms

Chao Shao-an (1905-1998)
Not dated

Ink and colour on paper
Collection of Hong Kong Heritage Museum
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Fourth month
Peony
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Kesi panel with peonies

Qing dynasty (1644—1911)

Collection of The Tsui Art Foundation

P
#

- g
\5'W M’Fﬂ{m

(/Eﬁ(
‘ﬁ

|

HEAR: RIS EE  FEREFEHA L
The inscription on the reverse reads:
At dawn its ravishing beauty claims the jin zhang’s share of the dew; at dusk,
its fragrance entices the wind to blow through the Jade Hall."”

The peony (Paeonia suffruticosa) is native to China. The blooming season is late spring, the
third month on the lunar calendar, which coincided with the solar term known as guyu
(Grain Rain). The flowers are large and the petals are in multiple layers, appearing in many
different colours and giving a luxuriant look. It is called the “King of Flowers” because of its
unique beauty and noble character. Such title and description are shared with shaoyao——the
herbaceous peony. In fact, mudan is a kind of tree peony and botanically related to shaoyao.
They belong to the same genus Paeonia. The ancients considered the peony possesses great
beauty. In the Tang dynasty (618-907), people would travel to the gardens at the capital,
Changan, to view peonies in the blooming season. In the Song dynasty (960-1279) there were
many written works about the peony. People would enjoy the flowers with seasonal food and

wine. Scholars and poets also praised their beauty in their compositions.

The peony is a symbol of wealth and distinction, and is very popular in auspicious wishes.
Peonies in a vase stands for “peace and wealth” The combination of the peony and Chinese
rose stands for “wealth, honour and long life”. The peony with wannianging (Rohdea japonica)
stands for “wealth for ten thousand years” When a peony combines with a rooster, they
constitute a wish for “conferment of official rank, wealth and honour” because a crowing
rooster is a pun for “official rank”> When peonies are depicted with magnolias and crab apples,

they form the rebus, “may your noble house be blessed with wealth and honour”.
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Fifth month
Pomegranate blossom

HA B (Z% : Punica granatum ) & K41t - T HEEZFHB - A ABLRER
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BETAE, O OMAMAEE 2T, TEFAE) B NESNELALLET
FHEROW  THEAETFHABTE  REUBEXTEREFER -

The flower of the pomegranate (Punica granatum) is fiery red, it is much suited to symbolise
the hot weather of summer in which it blooms. The fifth month was known as liu yue, the
pomegranate month. The pomegranate tree was native to modern day Iran and Northern India,
and was said to be introduced to China in the Han period (206BCE-220CE) when Zhang
Qian opened up the Silk Road. While poets are attracted by the bright colour of the flowers,
the general populace in China are keen to note that the fruit holds plenty of seeds. Hence the
fruit is a symbol of “many sons”. The image depicting a ripe and opened pomegranate with its
seeds exposed is popular in New Year pictures (nian hua). They often depict a fat boy standing
up and holding a ripe and opened pomegranate, signifying a wish for many sons. As the
pomegranate stands for “many sons”, the Buddha’s hand citron foshou is homophonous with
“many blessings”, and the peach stands for “longevity”; together they form the rebus, “The
Three Plenties” or “The Three Abundances” The pomegranate can also combine with a toy boat
carrying an official’s hat towed along by boys to represent the rebus——a wish that both the
father and sons hold official positions.
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The inscription on the reverse reads:
Its colour dampened with dew is reflected on the beaded curtain,
the breeze scented with its fragrance is shielded by the powdered wall."
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Sixth month
Lotus
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The inscription on the reverse reads:

Its roots are like jade, unsullied by mud, like pearls
are the dewdrops caught on its heart-shaped leaves."

EUWEZEERLET  RALKRESR XHEEFHR EF , HF £X
BHRANRKAOFEAR CEBRUEERR S T2E, - A —HUERARD
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BURE—HETEERA FEA—REL "R A 2 R EAFE
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PRtz sh > BRI S REALE - Bt B R B LR o T — Lk B B
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PR B ET > AT S S AE -
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The lotus (Nelumbo nucifera) is named he hua or lian hua in Chinese. It is native to China and
blooms in hot summer. The lotus is grown in ponds; its roots are embedded in mud, but its
leaves and flowers rise above the pond and are untainted by mud. It is therefore considered a
symbol of purity and nobleness. Poets and artists have praised it for ages. Zhou Dunyi (1017~
1073), a writer of the Northern Song dynasty, wrote a prose, Ai lian shuo (The Love for Lotus)
to highlight the unique feature of the lotus, “...uncorrupted by the mire it sprouts from..., and

coined the lotus “The Gentleman among Flowers” "

In traditional Chinese culture, the lotus has a variety of meanings, one of them is double
flowers, which is considered a symbol of conjugal happiness; in some cases they are depicted
together with a pair of mandarin ducks, which symbolises faithfulness as they accompany with

one partner throughout their lifetime.

The lotus image is found in many rebuses by virtue of its name. Its Chinese character, lian, is
homophonous with another Chinese word lian, which means continuous. Its pod contains
lotus seeds that are counted by pieces (ke), which is homophonous with another Chinese word
ke implying “imperial examinations”. An image showing a pond with an egret, a lotus flower
and a pod constitutes a wish for continued success in examinations. As lian (lotus) also sounds
like another Chinese word lian, which means integrity, the image of a lotus flower or the plant
itself is a symbol of integrity and being free from corruption. It is used to advise or praise the

officials the importance of keeping their integrity.

The seedpod contains many seeds and is considered a symbol of fertility. Since the seedpod is
visible when the flower begins to bloom, the combination of a lotus and its seedpod symbolises
fruitfulness and many offspring. Another version is a boy holding a lotus or a seedpod. Some
New Year pictures depict a boy holding a fish with a lotus beside him——the fish (yu) is
homophonous with the Chinese word yu, which means “surplus”, hence the rebus means

“abundance year after year”.

The lotus is associated with religious faith because of its purity, for example, celestial beings
such as Buddha and Guanyin are depicted sitting on lotus pedestals in Buddhist paintings. In
some depictions of the Western Paradise, the souls of the deceased are reborn as young boys in
lotus flowers. The Buddha himself was said to leave footprints which spring into lotus blossoms

as soon as he was born.
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Lotus

Chao Shao-an (1905-1998)
Not dated

Ink and colour on paper
Collection of Hong Kong Heritage Museum
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Seventh month
Chinese rose

FEMNKAXEAT AZ (245 :Rosa chinensisjacq) * BRERE BT AZ
EREYEEEER(Z L Rosa multifora) 71383, (2 % : Rosa rugosa ) ° &
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Rose and wisteria

Zhutian Peizhi (Dates unknown)
Inscribed in bing chen

Ink and colour on gold-flecked paper
Collection of The Tsui Art Foundation

The Chinese rose is named yue ji. Botanically speaking, yue ji (Rosa chinensis jacq) belongs to
the big family of Rosa, which includes giang wei (Rosa multiflora) and mei gui (Rosa rugosa). In
English all three are known as “rose”, hence causing some confusion to laymen. This family of
flowers is extremely popular and has undergone a lot of cross breeding in the Western world.
Yue ji is grown in China and blooms all the year round, hence it is also named chang chun hua,
which literally means “flowers blossoming all year round”, and yue yue hong means “blooming

every month”. This notable feature has been observed since early times.

The poet Su Dongpo (1037-1101) wrote, “it blooms in all the four seasons.”"* The Chinese rose is
often used to symbolise “four seasons” or “all year round” in rebuses and decorative motifs. A
scene of roses held in a vase denotes “may you have peace throughout the year” as the Chinese

word for vase, ping, is a homophone for the Chinese word for peace.

HWAH: "THTES B —FL,"
The inscription on the reverse reads:
Unlike a thousand other flowers that bloom and perish,
it alone blazes red throughout the year."
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Eighth month
Osmanthus
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The inscription on the reverse reads:
The branches of osmanthus are nurtured over endless months.
When they are laden with flowers, surely it is autumn.'®

The osmanthus tree (Osmanthus fragrans) grows in the southern regions of China. It blooms in
autumn, bearing small fragrant flowers that grow in clusters. Because of its attractive fragrance,
it had been grown in palace grounds and gardens since early times. Its flowers and other parts
of the plant were used for making wine, food and medicine. Later it became associated with
fairies and immortality. According to a legend, there was an osmanthus tree growing in the
moon. Wu Gang, a man who had done some misdeeds to anger the gods, was punished and
doomed to cut this tree which could immediately heal and grow again. Another legend is about
the story of Change, a lady who swallowed the elixir of immortality and flew to the moon. At
the Mid-Autumn Festival, which is on the fifteenth day of the eighth month, people are used to
looking up at the full moon in the sky and associating it with the above two stories. The eighth

month in the lunar calendar is known as gui yue, the osmanthus month.

The osmanthus is a popular motif in auspicious rebuses. The Chinese character, gui is
homophonous with the second word of a Chinese phrase fu gui, which means noble or wealthy.
The combination of osmanthuses and hibiscuses means “both husband and wife are prosperous”.
The osmanthus is also associated with a scholar who passes the imperial examinations. In the Jin
dynasty (265-420), a scholar official, Xi Shen, replied to Emperor Wudi and compared himself
to a branch on the osmanthus tree when mentioning his contribution to the court.” Since the
examination was conducted in the eighth lunar month, when the osmanthus flowers were in
tull bloom, the scholar who had passed the examinations was described as “plucking a branch of

osmanthus in the moon”
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Ninth month
Chrysanthemum

HAL(&% : Chrysanthemum ) EE N BRI AR - FEE(EE - A2 W—H&
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The chrysanthemum (Chrysanthemum) is native to Asia and northern Europe. It was described
textually as early as in the Yue ling chapter of Liji (Book of Rites), “it blooms in deep autumn
with yellow flowers” in the ninth month. The ninth lunar month was also known as ju yue,
the chrysanthemum month. The chrysanthemum has strong stalks, dense foliage, and the
flowers and leaves do not fall off even after they have withered. People consider such features
symbolic qualities of longevity, chastity and unyielding strength. In the Warring States period,
poet Qu Yuan (ca. 340-278BCE) mentioned in his work Li sao (Songs of Parting) that “spring
cymbidium and autumn chrysanthemum” are the flowers he loved."® Henceforth this flower
was specifically linked to autumn. Initially the chrysanthemum was used in food and cuisines.
It is also used in Chinese medicine, the flower is able to “relieve the liver, dispel wind and clear
heat”" In the Han dynasty, chrysanthemums were picked and made into wine, and it was
believed that drinking it over a long period of time will enhance longevity.” In particular, the
wine was drunken at the Chongyang Festival or Double Nine Festival in the ninth lunar month.
On this day people climb hills to avoid evils, put zhu yu (dogwood leaves) in their house or

wear them on their clothes.”

The chrysanthemum is also associated with a simple and secluded way of life, as opposed
to the busy and colourful life of an official. This was expounded by the Jin dynasty poet Tao
Yuanming, who retired from his official position to stay in his cottage and tended his garden of

chrysanthemums.” Therefore this flower is known as “The Hermit of Flowers”

=
¥
=N

HEAH: T TRARE —4£FLF(F) "
The inscription on the reverse reads:
A thousand years ago, a white-garbed attendant brought wine (to Tao Yuanming),
throughout his life he treasured the fragrance of the chrysanthemum.”
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Tenth month
Cymbidium
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The inscription on the reverse reads:
The delicate fragrance of cymbidium pervades the spacious palace,
stirring thoughts of the far capital.*

In the tenth month of the lunar calendar, most of the flowers and grass have wilted, but

cymbidiums (Cymbidium) can bloom in different seasons.

The cymbidium is known to grow among grass and in shady humid places, and the flowers are
not bright in colour. The fragrance is subtle and long-lasting. The flower exudes a stable and
long-lasting fragrance despite having no admirer, and this becomes a virtue in the eyes of the
ancients. Confucius compared gentlemen to the flower, saying that true gentlemen continue
to behave virtuously even though they are in solitude or in poverty.” He also advised that
one should only befriend virtuous people. In the light of his sayings, the cymbidium is called
“The Gentleman among Flowers”. Scholars loved to have it in their studios for decoration and

painting, as well as underlining their noble character.

The leaves of cymbidiums stay green in winter, just like bamboo leaves. It is named one of “The

Four Gentlemen’, the other three are the prunus, chrysanthemum and bamboo.
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Eleventh month
Narcissus
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The narcissus belongs to the Amaryllidaceae family, the larger family that includes the daffodil.
The large yellow narcissus flowers originated in the Mediterranean and West Asia. The
narcissus is bred from bulbs. The flower is composed of six white petals surrounding a yellow
cup-shaped centre. It grows in water and blooms from the eleventh month to the first month of

the lunar calendar, making it very suitable for indoor decoration at the Chinese New Year.

In the Tang dynasty, the narcissus was still rare to the Chinese court. By the Song dynasty numerous

poets wrote about this flower. The majority of poems likened the flower to Lady Ling Bo.

The narcissus is interpreted as “water fairy” in Chinese. The word “fairy” implies immortality.
The flower often combines with other motifs to form rebuses for longevity. A picture depicting
lingzhi fungi, narcissus flowers and bamboos next to a Taihu rock means “may the immortals
give you longevity”. As the narcissus blooms at the Chinese New Year, it is commonly depicted

in the paintings celebrating the New Year festival.

The flower calendars have both the narcissus and wintersweet as the flowers of the twelfth
month. Since there are a narcissus cup and a wintersweet cup in this set, they should be
assigned to two different months, i.e. the eleventh month and the twelfth month. According
to the Zuanyao compendium by Emperor Yuandi of Liang (508-554), there were two “Flower
Breezes blowing in each month’, which implies two seasonal flowers. The narcissus comes on

the Second Breeze of the eleventh month.”

S
* A £ &
< i

L3 £

W o
- .
L re——

HEAR: THRAFEREE  WARKLERE -7
The inscription on the reverse reads:
The spring breeze blows playfully over the rose, heralding a clear day,
under the moonlight the narcissi are massed on Dati.”’
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Twelfth month
Wintersweet (la mei)
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The inscription on the reverse reads:
The golden blossom and green calyx cling to the chill of spring,
rare among the flowers is its yellow colour.”
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The first eleven poems match the flowers depicted on the respective cups. The twelfth one,
however, presents a problem. The couplet is derived from a poem entitled Ying chun hua (Winter
Jasmine). With reference to the depiction of the tree trunk, however, the writer believes that
the image depicts wintersweet (la mei). The winter jasmine (Jasminum nudiflorum) consists
of long slender branches that arch and drop, and yellow flowers line the branches. On this cup
the plant is depicted with an erect trunk and upward-pointing branches. There is also other

evidence that the wintersweet is used as one of the symbols of the twelve month.

The wintersweet (Chimonanthus praecox) is native to China. It blooms with yellow flowers with
pointed petals, which resembles the prunus, hence it is named huang mei (yellow prunus).
The blooming season is in the twelfth month, which is often known as la yue. It produces a
fragrance. The wintersweet is often a substitute for the prunus (mei hua) in “The Three Friends
of Winter”, combining with nandina berries and luohan pine. This combination of “The Three
Friends of Winter” was found in the works done by both court painters and scholar painters of
the Qing dynasty. The album of the Flowers of the Twelve Months by Shen Zhenlin shows the
nandina and wintersweet in the twelfth month. The early Qing master Yun Shouping (1633-1690)

had a work showing the wintersweet and nandina for the celebration of the Chinese New Year.
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Landscapes and flowers

Wang Hui (1632-1717), Yun Shouping (1633-1690)
ca. 1680s

Ink and colour on paper (section)

Xubaizhai Collection, Hong Kong Museum of Art
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Set of twelve month cups in wucai enamels
in the Percival David Foundation Gallery,
The British Museum

Photograph © Rose LEE Wing-chong
(taken on 16 February 2010)

It should be remarked that different interpretations have at times been proposed for certain
flowers and for the overall order. There are different versions of flowers and orders in other
public and private collections. Historically, the types of flowers and their orders varied
according to the geographic location of different regions in China, so scholars and experts
have different opinions according to their research. The same two sets of month cups were
displayed in the exhibition “Qing Imperial Porcelain” held in the Art Museum of The Chinese
University of Hong Kong in 1995. The order of these month cups was: first month, narcissus;
second month, magnolia; third month, peach blossom; fourth month, peony; fifth month,
pomegranate blossom; sixth month, lotus; seventh month, cymbidium; eighth month,
osmanthus; ninth month, chrysanthemum; tenth month, hibiscus; eleventh month, Chinese
rose and twelfth month, prunus.” The order of the cups coincided with the research of Geng

Baochang, the ceramic specialist and writer of Connoisseurship of Ming and Qing Porcelains.

In London, the Percival David Foundation of Chinese Art holds a complete set of month cups,
which is currently on a long-term loan and displayed in the British Museum.” According
to its collection notes, the order was prescribed by the Beijing scholar Yang Boda as follows:
first month, wintersweet; second month, apricot blossom; third month, crab-apple or peach
blossom; fourth month, peony; fifth month, pomegranate blossom; sixth month, lotus; seventh
month, cymbidium; eighth month, osmanthus; ninth month, chrysanthemum; tenth month,

rose; eleventh month, white-flowering prunus and twelfth month, narcissus.

According to the writer’s listed findings, the decoration and order of the two sets of month
cups on display in the exhibition “A Glimpse of TSUI's Collection” is: first month, prunus;
second month, apricot blossom; third month, peach blossom; fourth month, peony; fifth
month, pomegranate blossom; sixth month, lotus; seventh month, Chinese rose; eighth
month, osmanthus; ninth month, chrysanthemum; tenth month, cymbidium; eleventh month,

narcissus; twefth month, wintersweet.
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The origins of flower deities
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The month cups have been described and named after the flowers and the poems. According
to a publication authored by Geng Baochang, the whole set is named Twelve-month floral
cups with poems in wucai enamels.” Likewise, Lu Chenglong, a scholar of the Palace Museum,
employed a similar title without mentioning the flower deities.”” However, such set of cups
collection in Hong Kong is named Set of twelve floral deity cups in wucai enamels, this name
is also shown in the catalogue of the Flagstaff House Museum of Tea Ware,” and also the
catalogue of the Tsui Museum of Art.* It is probably that the stories of the flowers and their
deities, which have risen from popular beliefs, are deeply rooted in the minds of artists and
writers. There were some artistic works on the subject of flower deities in the late Qing dynasty,
including a literary work by Yu Quyuan and a set of paintings by Wu Youru, they proposed
different versions regarding the names of flower deities. It is also known that the tradition of

venerating flower deities was integrated into the annual rituals of emperors and their courts.

There is a popular belief that a goddess was in charge of life in nature, including plants and
living creatures. According to Teachings on Astronomy in Huainanzi, the goddess was named
Nu Yi.”* Gradually over the years, there had been a flower goddess (in general), to whom
farmers and gardeners looked up for protection of agriculture and a good harvest of flowers.
Such tradition led to the naming of deities for individual flowers, stemming from popular
stories which associated a person with a certain type of flower, whether by his poems and
writings in praise of the flower or by his actions and life stories involved with the actual plant
or flower. Flower deities might be males or females, the persons associated might be historical
tigures or figures from particular legends. Some flowers have more than one person being
named as the deity since they were derived from different regions, in different periods of time,
and with reference to different episodes or legends. Below is a selected list of the flower deities

who match this set of month cups.
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Deity of prunus

XARSZ#H %W ANKFAMA (967-1028) (R ABAE kst ) & HL
e, REERMELETR BEAEMLE—EEA" ML, WNEE K
WAETFEHEMES RAU HEET RPEMWEFAEE - AETT D
DA AN AP RRAIANFIR AV RARER BEEFHA
S MR TEEERMBRYXEMEEAE

AW AR A RRER F A (1550-1616 ) B 1F & (A F) WE +
—A TS AT AR (RAF) BAMKANELHARE R B
MsdE ERMEs P HEeRaYERL T SBMANALRER > oy HiE
ERMAAFHNERT - _A—RER WESEBERIBURARRER
AR BREHKE -

Some literary men and scholars considered the Northern Song poet Lin Bu (967-1028) the
floral deity of prunus because he refused numerous offers of official positions, and retreated
to live as a recluse on the island of Gushan on the northern side of the West Lake. People
described his quiet life there as “the prunus as his wife and the crane as his son”. He wrote
many poems about prunus, the most famous quote was the one which describes the beauty and

atmosphere of the blooming prunus throughout the night.*

Some others championed Liu Mengmei as the deity of prunus. Liu is a character in Peony
Pavilion, a Ming dynasty play composed by the playwright Tang Xianzu (1550-1616). The
story talks about Liu, a scholar who was on his way to attend the imperial examinations. One
night, he took shelter in a temple and dreamt of meeting a maiden called Du Liniang, who
already died of love-sickness and was buried under the prunus tree near the temple. Liu and

Du fell in love and went through some ordeals before Du was finally granted to return to life

and unite with Liu.

Ao 5

H&IK (1913-2004)

1981

K EFEHRAR

FHEE AR &

The recluse Lin Hejing
Yang Shanshen (1913-2004)
1981

Ink and colour on paper
AC1981.0017 Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art
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Deity of apricot blossom

BREFEZF (712-756 ) ERELFHER(GEL)  #HNREZETWT
BLE ZHBLBERHREUEREZT  BEEAZEABERY - ¥HE]
ERARW ZRMEUEEZZRAGRL - KANARK BEZFBEHIE
BB AYSEHLZEGRLNRE "Rt REERRERRAZHERA A
HEM O R EREH A FRAEH ) -

Emperor Xuanzong (r. 712-756) of the Tang dynasty had a favourite concubine (gui fei) named
Yang Yuhuan, and he was said to spend too much time on pleasure rather than on administration.
The General An Lushan led a rebellion against the emperor, forcing the court to flee to the south.
When the troops reached Ma Weibo, they demanded that Yang must be executed before they
moved on. After the suppression of the riot, Emperor Xuanzong returned to Ma Weibo to find
the body of Yang for a decent burial, but he could only find a grove of apricot trees in the spot

where she died. Therefore, Yang Yuhuan was named the deity of apricot blossom.

IR E

& B (1917-2007)
1986

KEFEHAR

FH LR
Opera figures

Gao Made (1917-2007)

1986
Ink and colour on paper

Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art
FA2003.0785
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Deity of peach blossom

BRFAER(772-846) ER R F > Wk — B E5RD & R0 R B
o ERAARERS AT c EERWEARE > ERE#FBEE—H
BE WETHSERAARTE RS ER—EOLAMHAMLRTKE &
BAMB—RRBTHRE  WHRMETTRAN S FHFERENK > HLHALT
TR - RAMBEE T — @ (BRI E) UREMH DLW ERZE -7
FARAES BULH ARBERS T AL, -

ME & R %k (411840-1893) Bl R R A AEAF L HE (958-1014) & & & " i 1L
B HRAERREE  MBEBREEEANER  REFNEEE L AL EER
1 12 - o e T 2

Some hailed the Tang dynasty poet Cui Hu (772-846) as the deity of peach blossom because
of his poem retelling his encounter with a beautiful young girl and comparing her to peach
blossoms. Once in late spring, he went out on the day of the Qingming Festival and knocked
on a farm door to ask for some water. A young lady answered the door and gave him some; she
also invited him to rest under a blooming peach tree. He was much impressed by this incident.
When he returned to the same spot the next year, the girl was nowhere to be found. Thereafter
he wrote the poem Ti du cheng nan zhuang to express his longing for the girl.”” This poem was

disseminated extensively, therefore Cui Hu was entitled the deity of peach blossom.

The artist Wu Youru (ca. 1840-1893) in the late Qing dynasty entitled Yang Yanzhao (958-1014)
as the deity of peach blossom. He was a member of the Yang family of the Northern Song
dynasty and fought courageously against the invading Qidans. His heroic deeds was compared

to peach wood which wards off evil spirits effectively.”

b e LIt E

JE & (1811-1865) ~ BAM (£ FT#)
1865

REFEHEAR

THREMEE AT E S

Lady and the peach blossoms

Ju Chao (1811-1865), Ge Benzhi (Dates unknown)
1865

Ink and colour on silk
Xubaizhai Collection, Hong Kong Museum of Art
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Deity of peony

HRERFAZE (701-762) AT D Ed A B > THARTERZAK
REBAMES  BEAAMRTEELTEATH ) - EFFROER (FFH)
BETZE% HABZFHETEHREIREUMCENBEAT LN EY KL - 2
BEFFAREALBNNE] AREEERECXRTWEEHERLIEA
WUEL L RUHABRAEFERNEIRIE RBETEFEARZER 7

Some people said that Li Bai (701-762), the Tang dynasty poet, should be the deity of peony
since he composed many poems about this flower. In the Tang dynasty, the love for peonies
was prevalent in society. In particular, he wrote a set of three poems, The Tune of Qingping, on
the occasion of a royal flower banquet in the presence of Emperor Xuanzong and his beloved
concubine Yang Yuhuan. His poems praised the beauty of peonies and complimented Yang
Yuhuan at the same time. They reflected that peonies enjoyed their royal favour and revealed

their luxurious beauty.”

25N

B B 1% (1917-2007)

EEHK

KEREHAR

FEEMEE A

Opera figures

Gao Made (1917-2007)

Not dated

Ink and colour on paper

Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art

FA2003.0791
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Deity of pomegranate blossom

0

ERRBHBM T AR RYSRAAFEEAR/RUE ZER o METRE
BEEFE ERRABBEL AEEH 2248 -

BEERRRWAAAEERER N o 228 HERELA WL
FHATERRAER N REERFH - BFRET D AMMBSENE B & DU REBA -
MRBLATREMCANZE  AFERTRBANGELT AR LT -

Some said that Zhang Qian, the person who “opened up” the Silk Road in the Han dynasty for
trading with Central Asia and the West, should be the deity of pomegranate blossom. It was

said that Zhang introduced pomegranate seeds into China from the Western regions.

The late Qing artist Wu Youru considered Zhong Kui the deity of pomegranate blossom.
The Duanwu Festival (now known as the Dragon Boat Festival) on the fifth day of the fifth
lunar month was considered the height of evil spirits. In the Qing dynasty, it was popular for
people to put up the pictures of Zhong Kui as talismans to guard against evil spirits. As the
pomegranate also blooms in the fifth month, people would use these bright red flowers to get

rid of evil spirits.

Bt (EFTH)

1870

KEFEHRA
FAEEMER L

An outing of Zhong Kui,
the demon queller

Zheng Hao (Dates unknown)
1870
Ink and colour on paper

FA1977.0161

R

Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art

Deity of lotus

ERBEEY REREWIHLTEBUASFE  REVBRAFRENTE
MAEZREIELT - BARMYERBEMNMGENERE HRERABUAE T
Ty e

HUAR R EFARKE (1017-1073) ZH L0 T n LA EREAER
(ZEH) JERTLZLE -

The goddess of lotus is said to be Xi Shi, who was renowned for her stunning beauty in ancient

China. During the Spring and Autumn Period, she sacrificed herself for the recovery of her

homeland, the Kingdom of Yue. She was sent to the King of Wu as a present and secretly

worked for his downfall. It was said that she once gathered lotus at Jinfanjing in Suzhou, her

native home.

Some attributed the writer poet Zhou Dunyi (1017-1073), who praised the lotus in his prose,
Ai lian shuo (The Love for Lotus) as the deity of lotus.

HEREE

B (1894-1964)

1958

kEHRERA

FE A R 5
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Ladies picking lotus

Deng Fen (1894-1964)

1958

Ink and colour on paper

Collection of Hong Kong Heritage Museum
Donation of The Tsui Art Foundation

1999.20.48
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Deity of Chinese rose

AEAFRAFRAMY  VEERYYHEARELA  BRAE HHLH
WHETASWM - DR (WEBER) B EHWRE (557-589) KRR EF
BT (RAE)WERREERE B FHAH, - " BART 25 %2
G HRREAER - bARTEAABEENLE  HLLEALE b
FRERR - WERAEY DM RENEKE R RN FEXLLTR
%o HESSOE  MEEHWAM  MAETHEXFER  RARBHETL
FRERA AR AR RBEENE LSRN AT EREY - HTH
¥R -

The Chinese rose yue ji belongs to the same family as giang wei. Both types of flowers had
been cultivated in China for dynasties. There was a flower deity assigned to giang wei instead
of yue ji. The deity of giang wei is Zhang Lihua, the favourite concubine of Chen Shubao.
Chen was the last emperor of the Chen dynasty (557-589) centred at Jiankang (now known as
Nanjing).”” When Prince Chen Shubao ascended the throne in 582, he gave Zhang Lihua the
title of imperial consort. He built magnificent palaces for himself, as well as for his empress and
consort Zhang. Chen was known to have given his favour much more to Zhang than to his wife
Empress Shen Wuhua. It was said that Emperor Chen brought her to the officials’ audience,
then let her read petitions and gave suggestion. In 589, Chen was besieged by his enemy, the
Sui dynasty. When the capital was captured, the emperor was found hiding with two of his
favourite consorts in a well. Consort Zhang Lihua was executed for the reason that she was the

culprit responsible for the downfall of the Chen dynasty.

=TT

Deity of osmanthus

ABRABERERTEG T &SRS BLRH, MR TELEEFRT > &L
EHREEENGHENRE - BERAFABREEERL R UETERAEEHE
s E ko AREIRFT Y

A RARBRERHHAMNE B LA 2 (249-300) 07 & AR AT TLT
Mo Al BREORERERTH  E—SRERFET A BRKARELRR
B BARMED ZEARWARTIHAR  RIEMER REE—HETTH
FoRAURATREZNRELERESHKKGEB TS -

Some attributed the deity of osmanthus to Dou Yujun of the Five Dynasties. Dou had five sons

who all passed the examinations and held high official titles in the government. The metaphor,
“a sacred trunk and five flowering osmanthus branches”, was used to praise him for his

. . 41
astounding achievement.

Other people thought that the lady Lu Zhu should be the goddess of osmanthus. Lu Zhu was
a concubine of Shi Cong (249-300), a rich official in Jingzhou during the Eastern Jin period.
Sima Lun wanted to claim Lu Zhu for himself. In a political plot, Sima Lun ordered the capture
and execution of Shi Cong. Having heard that she was the cause of this disaster, the desperate
Lu Zhu killed herself by jumping off the high mansion. People used the falling of osmanthus

blossoms to mourn the sad ending of Lu Zhu.

EEVN

W (EFTH)

1877

KEREHRA
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Beauty and sweet osmanthus

Shao Bai (Dates unknown)
1877
Ink and colour on paper

FA1977.0152 Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art
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Deity of chrysanthemum

REFABMBAARE HROH, Y BELEREE  ERAETHAL
SR¥TEMARRER BEHE EREEEFLELAET TOFAER A
AUTHEFA  ZERE LFRRHARMEATIRE (KBH) 2 FLH
"RERET  EALED o RBHHETATOUFTRAZRANET > A
WELEHES TR -

Tao Yuanming, the Eastern Jin poet, was named the deity of chrysanthemum. He was once

an official at Pengze but resigned from the position because he refused to “bow to money”.
He retreated to live close to nature, tended chrysanthemums in his garden and wrote many
poems about them. Thus he earned the title “The Pastoral Poet” His most famous line is, “while
»42

picking chrysanthemums by the eastern fence, I gaze leisurely at the southern mountains:

Hence, the flower he associated with is called “The Flower of Recluse”
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B3 (1894-1964)

1940

KEREHRA

FAEMER S

Portrait of Tao Yuanming

Deng Fen (1894-1964)

1940

Ink and colour on paper

Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art

FA1983.0037
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Deity of cymbidium

FLBBHRFARR (KATTAB40-7278) BH AT W LILH - tdEH BT
WEBEHR HRARBERTRABELEE THRECRERBEWEET
TR RREHAHE - ELFERBE) N Sadikas 28T, —
Wt o

The great poet Qu Yuan (ca. 340BCE-278BCE) of the Warring States period was hailed as
the deity of cymbidium. He loved his home state deeply and was greatly disheartened by the
corrupt ruling house. Realising that his political ideals could not be achieved, he threw himself
into the Miluo River. In his writing Li sao (Songs of Parting), he compared himself to the

cymbidium, “The Gentleman of Flowers’.

A l“'}\ “ 1’{?—-‘:
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Portrait of Qu Yuan

Zhang Ying (Dates unknown)
Not dated

Ink and colour on paper
Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art

FA1990.0971
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Deity of narcissus

HET AT REEM LR BHAPHGREHETE L ERNEEANE
F o WHMBRAE > THRL > REAVBAHF - RE—KFELRAATE > &
EfrfRRE LHEFR > BEMTRRAL RN RRATE - EHRE &
BB EE - LR EH A o

HARIGR 2w R - B E A KA AR B W F AR A
e £ - Z BRI AT (192-232) Y BT (EmR) - #ak B T EEHm
—BEoMETWEREHBEES  ELAREMR - FANTRZHHAT
£ RMZABEHURATLINETHRAANHZEE BH -

Some hailed the two legendary figures, Ehuang and Nuying, as the deities of narcissus. They are
a pair of sisters married to Emporer Shun in ancient China. It was said that they treated each
other equally and became capable assistants to the emporer. When Shun went on a southern
tour, he did not return back home. The two sisters decided to seek out Shun. Arriving at the
River Xiang, they heard the news of his death. They grieved and cried so much that their tears
stained the bamboo trees. Finally they threw themselves into the river. It was said that the

narcissus flowers that grew on the river banks were embodiment of their souls.

Some others opined that the Goddess of the River Luo should be hailed as the deity of narcissus,
as both are associated with water and both display a simple beauty which is unadulterated. The
poet Cao Zhi (192-232), during the Period of Three Kingdoms, wrote a prose-poem Ode to
the Luo River Goddess. It depicts a romance between the writer and the goddess. He described
a goddess with great beauty, but sadly the goddess must return to the celestial realm. It was
commonly believed that Cao Zhi was also deeply impressed with his sister-in-law Lady Zhen,

wife of Cao Pi.
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FH (L) (EETH)

1893

KEHZEHR

FHEATER

Nymph of the Luo River

Ailian (the lady) (Dates unknown)

1893

Ink and colour on silk

Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art

FA1977.0154
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Deity of wintersweet (la mei)

RRFARIEREREE (1045-1105) XFH " ER, 54 5T H(RE+T A &
BRAOME ., DR EERERE T = AR Aol e R " i, 2% -

BEEFRRWAIR G MO Z M FTHE(923-986) EF 2L X (XBELR
TRARE)HATHEEH, WXARIRE RYBELTHEBRREEAN
BoMEZEZLENGREBNESHR FEEFRHMEEEEFHE -
T 4 R BB AT #1350 BBl A DAt T 7 8 28 2 R - Bl (B AR S ) B (=
FEREMED ¥

Some said that the two Song dynasty poets Su Dongbo and Huang Tingjian (1045-1105)
should be the deities of wintersweet because they championed the name of the flower to be
changed from “yellow prunus” to la mei (the twelfth or wax month), indicating its blooming
period is in the twelfth month.

The late Qing artist Wu Youru named Lao Lingpo as the deity of wintersweet. Lao Lingpo was
also known as She Saihua and She Taijun. She was the wife of General Yang Ye (923-986), a
member of the Generals of the Yang of the Northern Song dynasty who fought bravely in the
military and warded off the northern invaders from the Liao and Xixia kingdoms. Lao Lingpo
was well trained in the military skills, and was said to have commanded military campaigns
even in her old age. These stories were described in popular novels and operas, such as Mu
Guiying Takes Command and The Twelve Widows Pacify the West.”

HH & BLE

B (1791-1862)
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Su Shi inspecting the inkstone
Su Liupeng (1791-1862)

1816

Ink and colour on paper
Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art

FA1983.0155
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From the birthday to the festival of flowers

TRABEELYHALEDY MEREE(XBATLH ) AERRE=
At—HR+EH EAREHNRETNE HEAKRAHNHR - FHRLE THRRD
WEGR EE W HEL) 2 HEBE=A HM=A=-t+—HZH-

BRADENAEKBESY (MAAE) NAFER  Fh A+ 804
H & BhZ - 2789 HyGHERA—EIEL EERAEEE
EENERRSF  FABNEE -

ATER BRAHERATFGHEH TRAERMEEENGH  EHAE
HRESANETNHRAERZEESE  DEPHERRSF  HEERX
(690-7057E L ) B B B #6 B fF 78K 4% ©

ERK SRTRUBWNCAEG  RTERABOHEEHIN AL iE
B flind  EWE  REHLEM  BREBREMERNE  UREERTRHE
RE - -WAXBZREBEMWER(FRE) T RREBEZBITHHEE
B o i ARFGFLEAMRERFTRM - " ls > BANERMABE -

EHERY BENHFBERMBREERSHNME  AUEEEFELRAE
BEEw MAMBEEAGEE - CHERRE  ZEFH BE_A+T=1
W BEERBAMN WHHASBATES LAEAZBZLE  HAHE
FEXEAMBRTLAE -

BR RHEHEAN RAHALRENEHLNERAEES ERFHE
WEFEMEXNRE - EHEAFHREREH (1127-1297) - BRARERLE
BORATTORANRET  RREEBRAVTE > AFERREMRE T X
feikde i o M~ M BN B REERMBRALHE  REKRT W
REWHNEREGRI) BT LER AR -

There was an ancient belief that each living creature would have its birthday, and all flowers
have their birthday on the twelfth day or fifteenth day of the second month of the lunar
calendar, depending on individual regions. In essence it is related to the climatic cycle.
The Birthday of Flowers, hua chao, actually falls between the two solar terms, jieqi, jingzhe
(Awakening of Insects), which is usually on the sixth of March and chunfen (Vernal Equinox),

which is usually on the twenty-first of March of the solar calendar.

The Birthday of Flowers was mentioned as early as the Spring and Autumn Periods in Tao zhu
gong shu, which stated that “the Birthday of Flowers is on the twelfth day of the second month
of the lunar calendar. There is no rain. Many flowers bloom exuberantly” By the Jin dynasty,
the Birthday of Flowers turned to be a festival. Activities were restricted to the court where

nobility gathered to enjoy the flowers and make poetry.

In the Tang dynasty, the Birthday of Flowers was declared an official festival. It was mainly
celebrated among the upper class and officials. Activities included tasting a flower rice cake
mixed with fragrant flower petals, drinking and banqueting, outings to view flowers, and poetry
making. The making of flower cakes was said to have begun since the reign of Empress Wu
Zetian (r. 690-705).

In the Song dynasty, the celebration of the festival spread to the general populace. In addition
to those activities initiated in the Tang dynasty, many more were included, such as butterfly
catching, market fairs, picking flowers for offerings, incense offerings and prayers, and lighting
of lanterns in temples. Southern Song dynasty writer Wu Zimu described the activities in
the capital Linan (now known as Hangzhou) in his work Mengliang Iu (Record of Dreams),
including how people visited some famous gardens and made offerings in temples.* In

addition, officials also went to rural areas and reminded farmers to engage in agriculture.
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During the Ming and Qing dynasties, the customs roughly followed those of the Tang and
Song dynasties. The poem made by Emperor Xuande of the Ming dynasty showed that the
festival was celebrated nationwide and taken very seriously.”” During the Kangxi and Qianlong
periods of the Qing dynasty, the court held traditional customs such as worshipping flower
deities, ribbon-cutting and appreciation of flowers on every twelfth day of February. Flower
deity temples were built in royal gardens including the Summer Palace in Chengde and

Yuanmingyuan.

The festival was gradually forgotten, with the only exception of the Old Street Hua Chao
Festival in Wuhan, Hubei. This celebration is named the intangible cultural heritage of the
city. This festival can be traced to the Southern Song dynasty (1127-1297), because of the city’s
convenience as a transport hub, it had always attracted merchants everywhere to set up shops,
later growing into a large fair. Recently, it has been developed into a fiesta for tourists. Hua
Chao Festival was likewise revived in cities like Hangzhou, Guangzhou, Luzhou, Nanjing and
Chengdu. Besides following the traditional customs of the festival, people would also wear

traditional Chinese costumes to worship the flower deities.

16w B %R EAE

Flower deity temples

BREFHET AN ECRETEAZAR - B TEAR  AFHMFHEARE
LH—% BHERNAHMNERRALAE dRFEMLTERATIE LMK
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AL BR N [ A
Flower Deity Temple in Suzhou
Calm Garden (Ding Yuan)
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AT > RAWEFEMECAAFHEE  UHLRAIME LPEEAE -
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Apparently, the establishment of temples with the twelve flower deities for worship first
appeared in the Ming dynasty. In the Qing dynasty, such temples continued to be erected and
reverted in the Jiangnan region including Suzhou and Hangzhou. They were erected in Nanjing
and Beijing as there were many horticulture farmers and garden workers to supply the imperial

palaces and royal gardens with flowers for decoration and for festive purposes.

In the Ming dynasty, the first capital was established in Nanjing, and emperors ordered flowers
to be grown in the vicinity so that they could ensure ample supply for decorating their palaces.
There was once a temple of considerable scale erected in Nanjing in the Qing dynasty but
already demolished. It was said to have held many figures of flower deities: the principal King
of Flowers who is the deity of peony, and a hundred other deities for different kinds of flower.™
Today, there are some manmade landmarks related to flower deities, including Huashen Lu
(The Road of Flower Deities), Huashen Hu (The Lake of Flower Deities) and Huashen Qiao
(The Bridge of Flower Deities); all three are located in the southern part of Yuhuatai (The Rain

Flower Terrace), which was named after the above historical association.

In Suzhou, the centre of flower cultivation was at Huqiu. There was also a population involved
in the tea trade. The first flower deity temple appeared in the Hongwu period of the early Ming
dynasty. On the Birthday of Flowers, large fairs were organised, and people visited the temples
to give offerings and seek blessings for the next crop. The second temple was founded in the

forty-ninth year of the Qianlong reign.” Subsequently, more temples were established.

T AR AL A AL TR R A

SHMMN FE

Flower Deity Temple in Hushan Chunshe of

the Qing dynasty, located in present-day
Zhusu Yuan (Bamboo Garden) in Hangzhou
© Mark Zhu / Shutterstock
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In Hangzhou, the flower deity temple was once located in the lakeside garden Hushan Chunshe
on the north bank of the West Lake. Hushan Chunshe is a garden complex consisting of
pavilions, bridges, a stone boat by the lakeside linked by paths, and a scenic spot that was
listed in the Eighteen Sights of the West Lake in the Qing dynasty. It was built in the ninth
year of Yongzheng (1731) by Li Wei (ca. 1687-1738), the Governor of Zhejiang province.”
Li made some significant contributions during the course of his official career: he supervised
the draining of coastal deposits and building of dams to prevent tidal flooding on the coast
at Haining, and managed the tax system for salt. This flower deity temple was built by official
funding, and Emperor Qianlong visited it on his Southern tours. The temple was demolished
shortly afterwards. Its site should be close to Zhusu Yuan (Bamboo Garden) today, it is the

remains of the Hushan Chunshe garden complex.

In Beijing, the largest centre of flower cultivation used to be Fengtai in the suburbs. The centre
was well known for an abundant supply of fresh flowers, particularly shaoyao (herbaceous
peony). Many people worked in the floral field, from farmers, gardeners, suppliers to traders.
They formed trade societies and made offerings to flower deities, so that they would give them
blessings for good harvests. There were two temples, the larger one named West Flower Deity
Temple or King of Flowers Temple. There were 13 images of flower deities, including one for
the Leap Month. The temple was also the meeting place of trade societies. Another one was

known as East Flower Deity Temple and the deity was a female one."”

The superintendents of the royal gardens in Beijing also sought the protection and blessings
of flower deities. It was recorded that there was a temple for flower deities named Temple of
Million Spring in the Yuanmingyuan. It was built in the thirty-fourth year of the Qianlong
reign (1769).” Other sources stated that the emperor would visit the flower deity temple on the
Birthday of Flowers (the fifteenth day of the second month) to offer incense.” Furthermore,
two pieces of evidence related to the Garden Superintendents of the Yuanmingyuan existed in
the form of two stone stelae. These two stone stelae, which dated from the tenth year (1745)
and the twelfth year (1747) of Qianlong respectively, were inscribed with the textual records
that large areas of flower beds were created and planted with flowers of every kind, for the
enjoyment of the emperor and his guests. They also referred to the veneration of flower deities,
who protected and blessed the flowers in that compound. Since the dates of these inscriptions
were earlier than the appearance of the temple, the stelae might have stood next to the flower
beds in the complex. Through the tides of history, these two stelae have been relocated to Yan

Nan Yuan in Peking University.™

In the Summer Palace in Chengde, there was also a temple for flower deities, which was again
named Temple of Million Spring. Twelve flower deities were enshrined in the main hall, one
deity for each month. The keeper of the Summer Palace and the gardener came here to give
offerings to the flower deities regularly.” The temple was connected to a small courtyard with a
study and a two-storey building, it was intended as a resting place for the emperor on his visits.
These reflected that the veneration of flower deities had been absorbed into the rituals of the

Manchu emperors.

Interestingly, a flower deity temple was found in the residence of Prince Gong which was
located in the Shichahai area of Beijing. It was recorded that the small temple stood in the
northwest corner of the large garden complex. The royal family carried out worship according
to the custom. However, it was demolished in the 1930s when the “flower cultivation
chambers” nearby was also cleared for the construction of a university campus building.*
Given that Prince Gong and other owners of this residence were of very high rank and close
to the emperor, the erection of the flower deity temple could be seen as the assimilation of the

popular tradition and practice into the royal households.

Today, many of the flower deity temples were demolished. The devotees, however, have opted
for parks, wetlands or scenic spots to worship the flower deities outdoors. These re-enactments
of ancient rites are activities for people nowadays to understand a traditional festival,

something very different from the reasons why flower farmers of the old days worshipped the

flower deities.

EEEEAEZE R
Remains of the “Temple of Million
Spring” in Yuanmingyuan

© ZUMA Press, Inc./ Alamy Stock Photo
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Conclusion

CHTAASBREETRES  AXAANZERAN AR ERLENELN
B BB EXARVETAWRG - &GhF F FWES RREFEFHIL
BAFRRER  HEVRBRRNEELHNEENRBYERB LT - 28T
FERHARIERE L2FHORE  WESTAZRES BT HNE
BRRERRK - CARZHERANAZEVRGE  THREARENHSTE - AMH
TUBREXE WEANEETHARLAANRE  IEATESTHNNE - K
MERMEBEEANRBETANRHEH > UBHRENRRARE - THOXEE
wo B RBEHULHAHEN  ERBEVEEARLMEFFEARET —HE
EAE -

A study of the month cups touched upon various subjects. The set of cups was an example
of the fine porcelain produced at Jingdezhen, and was probably designed by artists working
in the court who were both literary men and officials. The integration of painting, poetry
and calligraphy in a piece of porcelain reflected the emperors’ interest in a variety of literary
skills, and paved the way towards the production of more such wares executed in falangcai
enamels in the later Kangxi period and in the Yongzheng era. While appealing to the taste
of emperors, the subject of flowers and their deities have indeed established a long-standing
tradition that is popular all the time. Flowers are linked to the seasonal cycle and are part of
the agrarian calendar. They are appreciated for their physical beauty; their characteristics are
compared to the qualities of human beings and also used as auspicious symbols to express
wishes. In some popular beliefs, historical persons and legendary figures have been identified
as flower deities and worshipped for giving protection to crops and produce. Flowers played
an important role in enriching people’s cultural lives through literary and artistic creations,

as a subject in poetry, painting and porcelain.
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The verse, “it dares to blossom in the snowy weather, and act as a messenger of spring,” was extracted from Ode
to the Plum Blossom by Yang Weizhen of the Yuan dynasty.

The English translation of the inscription was extracted from the online article, Twelve Cups in Famille-
verte Style Representing the Flowers of the Months published by the Google Art and Culture website, https://
artsandculture.google.com/asset/twelve-cups-in-famille-verte-style-representing-the-flowers-of-the-months/
vWERYYXWYalKew (retrieved on 30 January 2019).

The inscription was extracted from the poem, Wen Xue xianbei pei dafu kan zao mei yin ji (The Poem Recording
Elder Xue Accompanying the Official in Appreciating the Prunus) by Xu Hun, a poet of the Tang dynasty.

The inscription was extracted from the poem, Chou Zhangsun Yi lan i ji xing (The Poem Sending Apricot Blossom on
the Blue River Rewarding Zhangsun Yi), by Qian Qi, a poet of the Tang dynasty.

The phrase was extracted from Sikong Xuzhou cishi Hou Andou dezheng bei (The Provincial Governor Hou Andou’s
Virtuous Governance Monument) by Xu Ling of the Southern Chen dynasty.

T. T. Bartholomew, Hidden Meanings in Chinese Art (San Francisco: Asian Art Museum——Chong-Moon Lee
Center for Asian Art and Culture, 2006), p. 85.

The inscription was extracted from the poem, Taohua (Peach Blossom), by Xue Neng, a poet of the Tang dynasty.
Shijing - Zhounan (The Book of Odes - The Odes of Zhou and the South).
Yuan ri (New Year) by Wang Anshi of the Song dynasty.

The inscription was extracted from the poem, Mudan (Peony), by Han Cong, a poet of the Tang dynasty. The
term ‘jin zhang’ means the palms of bronze statues in the Han dynasty.

The inscription was extracted from the poem, Tonghe yong lou gian hai shiliu er shou (Two Poems for Chanting
Pomegranate Blossom), by Sun Ti, a poet of the Tang dynasty.

The inscription was extracted from the poem, Lianye (Lotus Leaf), by Li Qunyu, a poet of the Tang dynasty.
Ai lian shuo (The Love for Lotus) by Zhou Dunyi of the Northern Song dynasty.

The phrase was extracted from Yue ji (Chinese Rose) by Su Dongpo, a poet of the Northern Song dynasty.

The source of the inscription is unknown.

The inscription was extracted from the poem, Gui (Osmanthus), by Li Jiao, a poet of the Tang dynasty.

Jin shu - Xi Shen chuan (History of the Jin dynasty - The Biography of Xi Shen) quoted from He Xiaoyan, Hua de dang
an (The Profiles of Flowers) (Taipei: Taiwan Commercial Press, 2001), pp. 191-192.

Li sao (Song of Parting) was written by Qu Yuan, a poet in the Warring States period.

Source: https://www.acupuncturetoday.com/herbcentral/chrysanthemum.php.

Shen nong ben cao jing (Divine farmer's Classic of Materia Medica) quoted in Note 17, p. 194.

Xi jing za ji juan san (Miscellaneous Records of the Western Capital, Chapter 3) quoted from Note 17, p. 194.
Yin jiu si di wu (The Drinking Wine Poem, part 5) by Tao Yuanming, a poet of the Eastern Jin dynasty.

The inscription was extracted from the poem, Ju (Chrysanthemum), by Luo Yin, a poet of the Tang dynasty.
The inscription was extracted from the poem, Lan (Cymbidium), by Li Jiao, a poet of the Tang dynasty.
Kongzi jiayu (School Sayings of Confucius) quoted from He Xiaoyan, Note 17, p. 93.

The Zuanyao compendium by Emperor Yuandi of Liang lists the 24 kinds of flowers that bloom with the “Flower
Breezes” in a year.

The source of the inscription is unknown.

The inscription was extracted from the poem, Wan yingchun hua zeng Yang langzhong (The Poem Appreciating
Winter Jasmine Presenting to Officer Yang), by Bai Juyi, a poet of the Tang dynasty.

Boyin Song, Xiaozhong Cheng and Y. K. Peter Lam, Qing Imperial Porcelain of the Kangxi, Yongzheng and
Qianlong Regins (Hong Kong: Nanjing Museum and Art Gallery, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1995),
colour plate 21.
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The museum number of the month cups is PDE815. Source: https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_
online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectld=3180727&partld=1&searchText=month+cups&page=1

Geng Baochang, Ming Qing ci qi jian ding - Qing dai bu fen (Connoisseurship of Ming and Qing Porcelains: Qing
dynasty) (Beijing: Xue yuan wen hua shi ye chu ban she, 1989), p. 41.

Lu Chenglong, “Yongzheng yuyao ciqi gaishu,” (A Brief Account of Yongzheng Period Imperial Porcelain) in
Gugong bowuyuan bashi huadan gu taoci guoji xueshu yantaohui lunwen ji (Beijing: Forbidden City Press, 2007),
pp. 193-213.

The Hong Kong Museum of Art, K. S. Lo Collection in the Flagstaff House Museum of Tea Ware, part 1 (Hong
Kong: The Urban Council, 1984), p. 85.

The Tsui Museum of Art, The Tsui Museum of Art (Hong Kong: The Tsui Museum of Art, 1992), colour plate 103.

Teachings on Astronomy in Huainanzi is a collective work written by Prince of Huainan, Liu An and a group of
his retainers of the Western Han dynasty.

The quote refers to the poem, Shan yuan xiao mei (The Little Plum Tree in my Mountain Garden) by Lin Bu, a
poet in the Northern Song dynasty.

“On the same day last year, both the face of the girl and the peach blossoms glowed red in the garden. But today,
the girl has disappeared and only the peach blossoms are here laughing in the breeze” The verse was extracted
from Ti du cheng nan zhuang (At a Homestead South of the Capital City) by Cui Hu, a poet of the Tang dynasty.

Yin Dengguo, Zhongguo de hua shen yu jie gi (Tianjing: Bai hua wen yi chu ban she, 2008), p. 24.
The Tune of Qingping (Part 1 & Part 3) by Li Bai, a poet of the Tang dynasty.

Yin Wei, Cheng Jianqiang, Tushuo shier yue huashen (Picturing Twelve Flower Deities) (Beijing: Tsinghua University
Press, 2014), chapter 4, section 2.

The phrase was extracted from the poem, Zeng Dou Shi, by Feng Dao, a poet of the Tang dynasty. Source: Yu hu
qing hua juan er (Pure Talk in a Jade Pot) by Wen Ying of the Song dynasty.

See Note 22.
See Note 38, p. 92.
Mengliang lu (Record of Dreams) by Wu Zimu, a writer of the Southern Song dynasty.

Ming Xuanzong wrote an imperial poem about The birthday of flowers (hua chao) in the second year of Xuande
(1427) and conferred it to the Ministry of War.

Li Qiao, Zhongguo hangye shen xia juan (The Mercantile Patron Gods in China) (Taipei: Yun long chu ban she,
1996), pp. 77-80.

Ibid.
Qing shi gao (A Draft of the History of Qing) vol. 291, Biography no. 78.
See Note 46.

Liu Yang, Wu chao huang di yu Yuanmingyuan (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Open Page Publishing Company
Limited, 2014), p. 51.

Ibid, p. 217.

Lu Bo, Wushu xuezi chaobai de Beida hua shen miao, he yi wei gongzhu de aichou (The Flower Deity Temple in Peking
University which Attracts Numerous Students, and the Sorrow of a Princess). Source: http://dajia.qq.com/original/
beijing/Ib161105.htm]

Du Jiang, Qing di Chengde Ligong (The Chengde Summer Palace for Emperors of Qing Dynasty) (Beijing:
Forbidden City Press, 1998), pp. 37-38.

Jing Mei, Ru meng ru yan Gongwangfu (Like a Dream in the Residence of Prince Gong) (Beijing: People’s
Literature Publishing House, 2002), pp. 34-35.
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CRERD
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CEERD
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CEERD)
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» 229 (2014)
230 (2014)
231 (2014)
232 (2014)
233 (2014)
234 (2014)
235 (2014)
236 (2014)
237 (2014)

» 238 (2014)

H2-30
H2-3°
H2-3°
H2-3°
H2-3°
H2-3°
H2-3°
H2-3°
H2-30

H2-3°

7

T—H - WRAHTER ) CREW) 0 239 (2014) H2-3 ¢

ToH BEERFRE) (REW) > 240 (2015) H2-3°

(ESHEMTEE E (1688-1766)) * (H ) » 196 (2011)  H 74-85 °

BEL  (REVEEEZRARLAER) CEER) - 190 (2010) H74-77 °
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