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PERSPECTIVES IN THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES ASIA 16: 1 (2026)

Kaiyi Zhu and Ting Chen

AGRICULTURE, POLITICS,
AND KNOWLEDGE

The Dissemination and Evolution of the
Pictures of Tilling and Weaving from the
Southern Song Dynasty to the Qing Dynasty

ABSTRACT

engzhitu #[E (Pictures of Tilling and Weaving) functions as a cultural
G artifact representative of agrarian civilization and dynastic governance,
fulfilling dual roles as a vessel for agricultural knowledge and a motivational
tool for farming practices. Over the course of its transmission from the
Southern Song Dynasty to the Qing Dynasty, a fascinating relationship
emerged between the practical knowledge imparted by the Pictures of Tilling
and Weaving and its role as a motivational tool for agricultural practices,
creating a dynamic interaction akin to a seesaw effect. The fluctuation
between the “form” and the “knowledge” of the Pictures of Tilling and
Weaving provides valuable insights into the characteristics of scientific
knowledge dissemination in traditional societies. This paper investigates
the propagation and transformation of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving,
with a particular emphasis on the changes in its acknowledged intellectual
merit and political importance throughout various historical epochs.
The objective is to deepen comprehension of the interplay between the
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“form” and the “knowledge” in the conveyance of traditional agronomic
knowledge as illustrated by the pictures.

KEYWORDS
agricultural knowledge, Pictures of Tilling and Weaving,

knowledge dissemination, political importance

hroughout the history of science, scientific knowledge has frequently

spawned a multitude of functions and applications that diverge from
its original purpose. Illustrative instances encompass the conversion
of knowledge into authority, the incorporation of scientific concepts
into contemporary trends, and the manifestation of scientific elements
in diverse artistic endeavors, thereby establishing a dialogue between
science as a body of knowledge and science as a mode of expression. This
phenomenon is prevalent across various domains of traditional Chinese
scholarship, including agriculture, medicine, astronomy, and mathematics.
Notably, within the sphere of traditional agricultural practices, Gengzhitu
FE&[El (hereinafter Pictures of Tilling and Weaving) emerges as a significant
illustration of this interplay—throughout its development, it not only
served as a conduit for the dissemination of agricultural wisdom but
also fostered agrarian practices encouraged by officials and the imperial
court, reflecting a dynamic interaction reminiscent of a seesaw effect.
Analyzing the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving through this lens can enhance
our understanding of the characteristics associated with the transmission
of scientific knowledge in traditional societies.

Ancient China operated as an agrarian civilization, anchored by
agriculture as the cornerstone of its societal structure. To demonstrate
their concern for agriculture and the welfare of the people, rulers frequently
enacted agricultural policies that provided tax exemptions or engaged
in ceremonial practices such as plowing rituals, sacrificed offerings to
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agricultural deities, or promulgated decrees highlighting the significance
of farming. This approach served to ethically and politically motivate
farmers to engage in diligent labor. Accordingly, local authorities were
tasked with promoting agriculture, and the advancement of agricultural
practices within their regions progressively emerged as a key metric for
assessing their administrative efficacy. Encouraging farming thus evolved
into a significant political and cultural tradition in ancient China.l
This tradition also resulted in the development of a unique literary
genre known as “Quannong Wen” #2737, which conveyed agricultural
knowledge through a combination of poetry, prose, and visuals, aimed at
promoting satisfaction among farmers and weavers regarding their work.
The Pictures of Tilling and Weaving is a type of “Quannong Wen,” wherein
illustrations are employed to disseminate agricultural information.

In its broad sense, Pictures of Tilling and Weaving refers to all
images related to agricultural tilling or textile weaving. The earliest known
example dates back to the Later Zhou period (951-960), when Emperor
Shizong (921-959) commissioned craftsmen to carve depictions of farmers
and weavers, which were subsequently installed within the imperial
palace to emphasize the agricultural promotion ideology to his ministers.
However, the sculptural form used by Emperor Shizong differs from the
painted Pictures of Tilling and Weaving discussed in this paper. This study
focuses on the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving in its narrow sense—namely,
the pictorial series created from the Song dynasty onward that depict
scenes of tilling and weaving through painting, often accompanied by
poetic inscriptions. The earliest known example of this type was created
during the Southern Song period by Lou Shou 1% (1090-1162), magistrate
of Yugian County fA¥&. His set of illustrations portrayed the full cycle

1 Zeng Xiongsheng, “Gao xiangli wen: chuantong nongxue zhishi jiangou yu chuanbo de yangben—jian
yu quannongwen bijiao” FYBELSL ¢ {EH LR ANGR AR BLE R KA — He B 2 SCLEHL [An address to
the villagers: A sample of the construction and dissemination of traditional agricultural knowledge—
A comparison with the exhortations to agriculture], Hunan nongye daxue xuebao, no. 3 (2012): 79.
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of agricultural and weaving activities in the Jiangnan region and was
innovatively paired with corresponding verses. Lou Shou’s Pictures of
Tilling and Weaving had a profound impact at the time and in later periods;
it has been praised as “the earliest and most complete visual record
of male farming and female weaving in China” and “the world’s first
agricultural science popularization picture book.”? Lou Shou’s work was
highly esteemed both for its agronomic value and its alignment with the
ruling elite’s desire to demonstrate concern for agriculture. Numerous
copies and adaptations appeared in subsequent generations. In the Qing
dynasty, Lou Shou’s Pictures of Tilling and Weaving was particularly favored
by Emperors Kangxi FEE (r.1662-1722), Yongzheng #E1E (r.1722-1735),
and Qianlong ¥ZFZ (r.1735-1795). This paper explores the transmission
and transformation of Lou Shou’s illustrated-poetic series in later periods.

Given the significance of Lou Shou’s Pictures of Tilling and Weaving,
it has long attracted scholarly attention. Pioneering research conducted in
the 1980s and 1990s by esteemed scholars such as Jiang Wenguang,3 Min
Zongdian,* and Wang Chaosheng? laid the foundational understanding
of its various editions, the agricultural techniques illustrated, and other
essential information, thus paving the way for subsequent inquiry. With
the advent of the twenty-first century, there has been a marked increase in
studies pertaining to the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving. Detailed insights

2 Wang Chaosheng, Zhongguo gudai Gengzhitu gailun FHE 7 {CHHHIE 3 [An introduction to Pictures
of Tilling and Weaving in ancient Chinal (Shijiazhuang: Hebei kexue jishu chubanshe, 2023). Unless
otherwise stated, all translations from Chinese are the editors’.

3 Jiang Wenguang, “Cong Gengzhitu keshi kan songdai de nongye he cansang” {BHEEZI A BHIL
HIELZEFIEESS [Agriculture and sericulture in the Song dynasty as seen from the stone carvings of the
Pictures of Tilling and Weaving], Nongye kaogu 2375, no. 1 (1983): 242-249.

4 Min Zongdian, “Kangxi Gengzhitu liuzhou kaobian” EEEEHHAE A% ## [A study and identification
of the six scrolls of the Kangxi Pictures of Tilling and Weavingl, Gujin nongye 4 3£, no. 4 (1993): 28-32.

5 Wang Chaosheng, Zhongguo gudai Gengzhitu FE i {t#H%/E [Ancient Chinese Pictures of Tilling and
Weaving| (Zhongguo nongye chubanshe, 1995).
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into its various editions throughout different dynasties,® agricultural
techniques,’ international dissemination,® aesthetic and literary merits,9
as well as its political ramifications,!? have emerged alongside a growing

6 Xiao Kezhi, “Gengzhitu banben shuo” #H#&[E iR A5 [On the editions of the Pictures of Tilling and
Weavingl, Zhongguo nongshi 1B 25, no. 4 (2001): 103-104; Wang Lu, “Qingdai Yuzhigengzhitu de
banben he kanke tanjiu” /& B E IR A FIFIZIEESE [An inquiry into the editions and carving
of the Qing dynasty Imperial Pictures of Tilling and Weaving], Xibei nonglin keji daxue xuebao (Shehui kexue
ban), no.2 (2013): 142-148; Fu Yongqiang and Tan Fan, “Mingdai riyong leishu zhong de Gengzhitu
kaobian” BAMC H FERE SR RURHRIEZF (A study of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving in Ming dynasty
daily-use encyclopedias], Minsu yanjiu RAGHF5%, no. 2 (2024): 146-156.

7 Shi Hongyun, “Lou Shu Gengzhitu ji moben nonggeng keji yanjiu” fEEERHRE 5 2 A 2B 7T
[Research on the agricultural science and technology in Lou Shu’s Pictures of Tilling and Weaving and
their copies]. Kexue jishu zhexue yanjiu BHEFITET /ST, no. 3 (2012): 83-89.

8 Du Buwu and Cao Xingsui, “Gengzhitu liuchuan kao” HHEE 714 A study on the dissemination of
the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving, Nongye kaoguf23E%4 17, no. 1 (1989): 160-165; Zhu Hang and Tao
Hong, “Zhongguo gudai Gengzhitu zai riben de bentuhua liubian tanjiu” 1B & (HHRIETE H AR A L
1L FESE [An inquiry into the localized evolution of ancient Chinese Pictures of Tilling and Weaving in
Japanl, Canye kexue $£3£FHE no. 4 (2022): 359-367.

9 Liu Lu, “Qingyiyuan Gengzhitu jingguan yu shike huihua” {4 BHHEE S-EHELF Z1iG 2 [The
Gengzhitu landscape and stone carvings in the Qingyiyuan], Gugong bowuyuan yuankan #= &5k Fl,
no. 1(2000): 61-70; Feng Mingyang, “Songdai Gengzhitu de chansheng, tuxiang bianhua ji zhengzhi
gongneng” RABHREHIAELE ~ BG83 RBIET)EE [The emergence, iconographic changes, and
political functions of the Song dynasty Pictures of Tilling and Weavingl, Zhongguo meishu yanjiu HH[8 3 {i7
7L, no. 4 (2019): 50-55; Wang Jiahua, “Zhongguo gudai Gengzhitu de tuwen guanxi yu yiyi biaoda” 1
B oy (AR [ SRR (R EEE 28 F5Z [The relationship between text and image and the expression of
meaning in ancient Chinese Pictures of Tilling and Weaving], Minzu yishu FRFEZAiT, no. 4 (2022):141-152.

10 Francesca Bray, Technology, Gender and History in Imperial China: Great Transformations Reconsidered
Bl ~ PERIELRE S ¢« BT R U fil P B A#E AL (Nanjing: Jiangsu renmin chubanshe, 2017); Wang
Jiahua, “Jiaohua yu xiangzheng: zhongguo gudai Gengzhitu yiyi tanshi” VB 512 + B (R E]
EFEH [Edification and symbolism: An interpretation of the significance of ancient Chinese Pictures
of Tilling and Weaving], Wenshizhe U527, no. 3 (2018): 56-68; Wang Jiahua, “Chuchu shi jiangnan:
zhongguo gudai Gengzhitu de diyu yishi yu guannian” FERE/ELR : FHE &y (CHRRRIE 1 st 23k e L &
[Jiangnan is everywhere: Regional consciousness and concepts in ancient Chinese Pictures of Tilling
and Weaving], Zhongguo lishi dili luncong HHEI & s 3G/ 55, no. 3 (2019): 126-139; Chen Mangi, “Kangxi
yuzhigengzhitu de shehuixinlixue jiedu” & ER(HELBHARIE )+ &0 BERfEEE [A social-psychological
interpretation of the Kangxi Imperial Pictures of Tilling and Weaving|, Minsu yanjiu EA&F5E, no. 2 (2023):
146-155; Li Shasha and Sun Minghui, “Zhongnong quannong linian xia Yuzhigengzhitu de bianzuan

yu chuanbo yanjiu” B 2E) LB & T (EVELHHEE 1 1R L BLEFE T 78 [Research on the compilation

and dissemination of Imperial Pictures of Tilling and Weaving under the concept of emphasizing and
encouraging agriculturel, Chuban faxing yanjiu HHARFEATIHSE, no. 2 (2024): 105-111.
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array of research perspectives. Pictures of Tilling and Weaving has also
garnered substantial interest from the global academic community.
Roslyn Lee Hammers has made significant contributions to this area,
effectively promoting the picture’s value and importance to international
scholars.!! Nonetheless, the nexus between the agricultural knowledge
encapsulated within the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving and its role in
promoting farming practices, alongside the evolution of these dimensions
over time, remains an area ripe for further examination.

This paper investigates the propagation and transformation of the
Pictures of Tilling and Weaving, with a particular emphasis on the changes in
its acknowledged intellectual merit and political importance throughout
various historical epochs. The objective is to deepen comprehension of
the interplay between the “form” and the “knowledge” in the conveyance
of traditional agronomic knowledge as illustrated by the pictures.

SONG AND YUAN DYNASTIES: THE SUPREMACY OF
FORM OVER KNOWLEDGE

During the Shaoxing #H8l (1311-1162) period of the Southern Song
Dynasty, Lou Shu, who served as the magistrate of Yugian County
in Lin’an (% (present-day Hangzhou), deeply empathized with the
hardships faced by peasants in their cultivation efforts. As a result, he
undertook visits to various farmers and silk weavers to meticulously
record the comprehensive processes of cultivation and weaving, ultimately
producing the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving.

n Roslyn Lee Hammers, Pictures of Tilling and Weaving: Art, Labor, and Technology in Song and Yuan
China (Hong Kong University Press, 2011).
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Figs. 1 and 2: Copy of Lou Shu’s Pictures of Tilling and Weaving
Cheng Qi (Yuan Dynasty), Freer Gallery of Art. In public domain.

The Pictures of Tilling and Weaving painted by Lou Shu comprise a
total of 45 illustrations. Specifically, the cultivation aspect encompasses 21
stages, which include processes from seed soaking to storage. Conversely,
the weaving portion features 24 stages, beginning with the selection of
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silkworm eggs and culminating in the cutting of the silk fabric.1? Each
illustration is paired with a five-character verse that encapsulates the
content represented in the image. These pictures offer a comprehensive
representation of the agricultural and textile production methodologies.
It highlights the diverse facets of agrarian practices in the Jiangnan
region, encompassing cultivation phases, ecological contexts, agricultural
implements, and seasonal climatic variations, thus possessing significant
agronomic insight.

Nevertheless, such illustrations ultimately appeared overly
simplistic and emblematic when juxtaposed with the complexities of
agricultural production. In traditional societies where literacy was not yet
prevalent, the comprehensive production acumen possessed by farmers
and weavers was primarily derived from experiential knowledge in their
crafts. Relevant skills and expertise were predominantly communicated
through oral traditions rather than documented sources. Moreover,
the included five-character poems were often only accessible to those
possessing a specific cultural literacy. Thus, the development of these
agricultural depictions served a dual purpose: it educated non-farming
officials about the intricacies and seasonal rhythms of agricultural
activities, while more critically, it aimed to motivate these officials to
advocate for and resonate with farmers, consequently fostering a greater
appreciation for agricultural production.

The representation of agricultural activities in Lou Shu’s
illustrations underscored his substantial focus on agriculture, which had
led to considerable local accomplishments and a distinguished standing
among officials. This attracted the interest and endorsements of the
officials dispatched by the court. Subsequently, the Pictures of Tilling and
Weaving produced by Lou Chui were presented to Emperor Gaozong of

12 pou Yue, Gongkui ji WIREE [Collected works of Lou Yuel, juan 76, in Wuyingdian juzhenban congshu
HEBFER#E (Beijing Airusheng shuzihua jishu yanjiu zhongxin): 2807. For full text, see http://
server.wenzibase.com.

10
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the Song Dynasty 7<= 7% (1107-1187), who had consistently issued edicts
aimed at promoting agricultural advancement, reflecting his keen interest
in agricultural practices. The spirit and significance of those pictures
aligned precisely with the emperor’s intentions; thus, Emperor Gaozong
rewarded and promoted Lou Zhan, while propagating the Pictures of
Tilling and Weaving within the palace to enhance its influence.

Pictures of Tilling and Weaving, originating from local regions,
gained entry into the court after receiving affirmation from the ruling
class of the Southern Song Dynasty. This art form systematically developed
into a more established genre of painting, emblematic of industrious
agriculture, perpetuated across successive generations. After the reign
of Emperor Gaozong, officials in the court endeavored to present the
Pictures of Tilling and Weaving to subsequent rulers. For instance, Luo
Shu’s nephew, Luo Yue 1### (1137-1213), recognized as a notable scholar
of the Southern Song Dynasty, while serving as a Hanlin scholar under
Emperor Xiaozong KX (r. 1162-1189), crafted poetry that drew
inspiration from his uncle’s historical depictions and assembled these
compositions for his private collection. This preparation allowed him
to submit his works to the crown prince, who later became Emperor
Guangzong KI5 (r.1189-1194), for critical evaluation and academic
discourse during his lectures.!® During the reign of Emperor Ningzong
KW (r.1194-1224), Minister Cheng Bi 23/ (1164-1242) once again
presented the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving to the emperor with the
intention that the emperor would “firstly comprehend the hardships of
farming and promote frugality culture; secondly take into account the
adversities endured by the general populace, subsequently alleviating taxes
and rents.”14 The artist Liu Songnian ZIFATE (1131-1218) presented his

13 Lou, Gongkui ji, juan 33: 1202.

14 Cheng Bi, Chengduanming gong mingshui ji #25ii#H/\% 7K % [Collected works of Cheng Bil, juan 2, in
Song jizhenben congkan KEL A # | (Xianzhuang shuju, 2004): 28.

11
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own versions of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving to Emperor Ningzong.
His creations received approval from Emperor Ningzong, who later
awarded Liu a golden belt as a gesture of gratitude.!® Their focus was
not on the intricate production techniques represented in these images;
rather, the value of gathering or valuing them surpasses the necessity of
understanding their specific content.

After the establishment of the Yuan Dynasty, the non-Han rulers
prioritized the development of material resources and production methods
absent in their culture. The Yuan Dynasty instituted the Grand Council
of Agriculture specifically to advance agriculture. Additionally, they
mandated the documentation of agricultural practices into comprehensive
guides to aid agricultural production. Following the acquisition of the
Pictures of Tilling and Weaving from the Southern Song Dynasty, Empress
Dowager Xingsheng 5 2 /5 instructed Zhao Mengfu #H 75} (1254~
1322), who was then the director of the bureau in charge of literary
composition, to create poetry inspired by the Pictures of Tilling and
Weaving.16

Zhao Mengfu crafted a series of twelve poems, each reflecting
the agricultural and textile activities corresponding to each month in
a systematic order. He adeptly articulated the imperial decree through
his poetry: on one hand, he expressed sorrow for the relentless efforts
of farmers to highlight the emperor’s preoccupation with agronomy and
the welfare of these cultivators. Simultaneously, he urged and motivated
farmers to align their labor with the cyclical nature of seasons, advocating
for industriousness to secure a fruitful yield. On the other hand, these
poetic compositions were also aimed at the elite, featuring statements

15 xia Wenyan, Tu hui bao jian [Elf§E# [Precious mirror of painting], juan 4. (Shanxi jiaoyu chubanshe,
2017): 215.

16 1n Shan Renyun’s article titled “Qiantan yuandai zhao mengfu de ti Gengzhitu shi” a4 Tt Z:A

HIRERE®IEFT, it is hypothesized that Zhao Mengfu may have been tasked with this work under the
directive of Empress Dowager Xingsheng, the mother of Emperor Renzong.

12
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such as “Indicators of prosperity are evident, and this exemplifies an
effectively governed society,”17 and “When sustenance and attire are amply
available, this will foster propriety and righteousness,”'8 underscoring
the premise that a harmonious and flourishing epoch is predicated on
the administration’s commitment to agricultural development. Upon
the completion of these poetic works, Minister Yuan Jian JiZ (Dates
unknown) expressly commissioned artist Yang Shuqian #55{# (Dates
unknown) to produce 24 accompanying illustrations. At the behest
of Emperor Renzong JL{_7% (1285-1320), Zhao Mengfu subsequently
composed an Introduction to the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving.1® Just as
the adage goes, “Those arrayed in silken finery are not the ones who rear
the silkworms,” the Yuan imperial court likewise esteemed the Gengzhitu
(Pictures of Tilling and Weaving) solely for its formal and ritualistic aspects,
rather than for the substantive agronomic and sericultural knowledge it
contained.

By incentivizing and elevating the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving,
the rulers of the Song and Yuan dynasties effectively communicated their
commitment to diligent governance and public welfare. Throughout
this procedure, the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving was transformed into
a novel format of agricultural promotion, officially sanctioned by the
central authority. The agricultural advocacy role of the Pictures of Tilling
and Weaving was thereby instituted and rapidly imitated by other officials,
resulting in its extensive propagation across the court and the society.

Conversely, the necessity for agricultural promotion during
the Song and Yuan dynasties, enabled Pictures of Tilling and Weaving’s

17 Shan Renyun, “Qiantan yuandai zhao mengfu de ti Gengzhitu shi” i34 7T S Z JEH REREGIE 3 A
brief discussion of Zhao Mengfu’s poems on the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving in the Yuan dynasty],
Zhongguo nongshi B 5, no. 2 (1988): 128.

18 Shan Renyun, 128.

19 Shan Renyun, 128.

13
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evolution from a local initiative to a central mandate, thus offering an
extensive foundation for its distribution. While its main purpose may not
explicitly focus on the transmission of detailed agricultural insights, it has
undeniably contributed substantially to the enhancement of agricultural
production knowledge dissemination within the Jiangnan region. For
example, Wang Zhen T8 (1290-1333), a local official during the Yuan
Dynasty, extensively referenced Lou Shu’s poems in Pictures of Tilling
and Weaving in his agricultural treatise entitled Nong Shu & (Book
of Agriculture). When Wang Zhen discusses the farming apparatus
known as lianjia ;##fl (a manual threshing tool), he also incorporates
the poem “Holding Grain” from Pictures of Tilling and Weaving.
In contrast to conventional agricultural literature, which often prioritizes
form over content, Wang Zhen’s Nong Shu is a scholarly text intended
to accurately document agronomic knowledge and provide practical
guidance for agricultural production. Its incorporation of and reference
to agricultural knowledge within the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving signify
that this segment of agricultural information has attracted attention
aligned with its extensive distribution. The necessity of the agricultural
promotional importance of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving facilitated
the dissemination of the agricultural knowledge they embodied.

THE MING DYNASTY: FORM DECLINE AND
KNOWLEDGE ENHANCEMENT

During the Song and Yuan dynasties, Lou Shu’s Pictures of Tilling and
Weaving transitioned from a regional phenomenon to one of imperial
significance. As a result of heightened imperial interest, the work achieved
extensive dissemination at the local level, leading to the emergence of
numerous replicas. Nevertheless, throughout the Ming dynasty, the
Pictures of Tilling and Weaving experienced a lack of attention from the
imperial court. In contrast to the extensive records from the Song and
Yuan dynasties, the available literature provides a limited number of

14
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insights into the Ming Dynasty court’s perspectives or reactions toward
Pictures of Tilling and Weaving. Scholarly commentary has highlighted that
the court failed to prioritize various agricultural forms. For instance, Lu
Shen [E7E (1477-1544), a distinguished scholar from the mid-Ming era,
referenced the agrarian strategies of the Yuan dynasty in his writings.
He discussed the roles of agricultural envoys and the establishment of
the Office of Agriculture, which were integral in promoting sericulture
and agriculture. This included the depiction of the Pictures of Tilling and
Weaving on the walls of the main entrances to counties. Lu Shen posited
that “this concept is highly commendable. While our country’s legislative
framework is exceptionally thorough, it appears to be deficient in this
particular area.”?

The Pictures of Tilling and Weaving experienced a decline in
attention within the Ming Dynasty, possibly attributable to various
influences. One reason is that Zhu Yuanzhang &JTE (1328-1398), who
established the Ming Dynasty, emerged from humble beginnings as a
peasant. Raised by parents and forebears engaged in agriculture, he
was deeply acquainted with agricultural practices from an early age
and gained direct insight into the adversities faced by farmers and the
struggles of rural communities. Consequently, there was no necessity
for him to employ analogies related to farming and weaving to affirm
his comprehension or to boast about his awareness.

Furthermore, from an objective standpoint, following the upheaval
at the conclusion of the Yuan Dynasty, a significant number of texts
and classical works were either lost in conflicts or dispersed among
the populace. Therefore, it would have posed a substantial challenge
to maintain the Yuan Dynasty editions of the Pictures of Tilling and
Weaving, not to mention the original Southern Song version attributed

201y Shen, Yanshan waiji {#|119NE [Outer collection of Lu Shen], juan 15, in Wenyuange Siku quanshu
VY E 2 E (Beijing Airusheng shuzihua jishu yanjiu zhongxin): 292. For full text, see http://server.
wenzibase.com.

15
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to Lou Shu. During the initial years of the Ming Dynasty, Song LianZK
(1310-1381), recognized as the foremost scholar-official of the dynasty’s
establishment, encountered a preserved fragment of Lou Zhu'’s Pictures of
Tilling and Weaving. He marveled at the Southern Song royal’s emphasis
on promoting agriculture and anticipated the creation of more paintings
akin to these depictions of farming and weaving. Wei JiZ5# (1375-1472),
who participated in the compilation of Yongle Dadian 7K%%KH#1 (The
Yongle Encyclopedia), also referenced Lou Zhu’s Pictures of Tilling and
Weaving. He lamented that these artworks were immensely valuable for
comprehending the challenges of farming and encouraging agricultural
endeavors. But from his statements, it seems he had only heard of the
Pictures of Tilling and Weaving by name and never actually seen them.?!

Both Song Lian and Wei Ji held esteemed positions as high-
ranking officials within the imperial court, yet neither had the opportunity
to view a comprehensive collection of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving.
This particularly highlights the scarcity of a fully preserved edition
during the early Ming dynasty. Considering the difficulties in sourcing
a complete and unblemished work, it was understandably impractical
to showcase it before the imperial court.

During the latter stages of the Ming Dynasty, Gu Qing E&{# (1460-
1528), an official of the Hanlin Academy, gained access to a comprehensive
collection of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving, subsequently penning
an article entitled “Afterword on the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving.”??
Nevertheless, this period was marked by an array of societal challenges,
including recurrent natural calamities, pervasive political corruption,

2 Song Lian, “Ti gengzhitu hou” BEHH#[E 7% [Postscript to the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving].
Songlian quanji K25 (Zhejiang guji chubanshe,1999): 675.

22 Gu Qing, “Shu gengzhitu hou” ZHH&[E % [Afterword on the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving],

Dongjiang jiacang Ji BT 4E, juan 24, in Wenyuange Sikuquanshu SCHFEVUE 2 # (Beijing Airusheng
shuzihua jishu yanjiu zhongxin): 999. For full text, see http://serverwenzibase.com.

16
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and the usurpation of authority by eunuchs. These issues culminated
in a notable disinterest among the ruling elite in promoting substantial
agricultural development.

According to Ming Xiaozong Shilu BHZ£ 7R B % (Veritable records
of the Ming Emperor Xiaozong), the vice-minister of the Ministry of
Justice, Peng Shao 82HA (1430-1495), once sought to replicate the efforts
of historical figures who provided illustrations related to agriculture
and sericulture. He accomplished this by creating eight depictions
that illustrated the circumstances surrounding salt production and
the challenges faced by families involved in salt-making.?3 In his
administration of the salt industry, Peng Shao observed firsthand the
severe living conditions endured by the salt producers. Noting the absence
of visual representations that captured the struggles associated with
salt production in the conventional agricultural and weaving artworks
shown to the emperor, he resolved to produce illustrations portraying
the labor-intensive scenes of the salt fields to present to the emperor,
in the hope of invoking his understanding and empathy. Peng Shao
further elaborated on the creation of these salt field illustrations in his
formal correspondence, “Shang Yanchang tu Shishu” _EISE FFET
(Memorial on presenting the poems and illustrations of the saltworks).24
The ultimate outcome was predominantly an acknowledgment from the
emperor, lacking additional advancement or subsequent measures. The
tepid response to the salt field illustrations reflects the fate of similar-
themed agricultural artworks during the Ming dynasty. In conclusion,
in contrast to the Song and Yuan dynasties, as well as the later Qing

23 Zhongyang yanjiuyuan lishi yuyan yanjiusuo F1 472l 82 35 5 T 75AT [Veritable records of the
Ming Emperor Xiaozong], Mingxiaozong shilu BAZE R B #%, juan 29 (Zhongyang yanjiuyuan lishi yuyan
yanjiusuo,1964): 649.

24 peng Shao, “Jin yanchang tushi shulue” 3358 3557 [Memorial on presenting the poems and

illustrations of the saltworks], Huangming jingji wenlu £ 8%, juan 7 (Quanguo tushuguan
wenxian suolue fuzhi zhongxin, 1994): 169.
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dynasty, which held Pictures of Tilling and Weaving in high regard, the
Ming dynasty exhibited a markedly indifferent perspective within the
imperial court.

In sharp contrast to their disregard at the imperial court, Pictures
of Tilling and Weaving were widely circulated in local communities
throughout the middle to late periods of the Ming Dynasty. During
the Hongzhi 4415 (r.1488-1505) era of the Ming dynasty, Kuang Fan
%% (1458-1522), while serving as the magistrate of Wu County 52/
in SuzhouPrefecture fif//, diligently gathered insights pertaining to
agricultural practices from the local community and systematically
compiled this information into a publication entitled “Bianmin tuzuan”
{#R[E# (Illustrated compilation for the convenience of the people).
Twenty-one illustrations in the book, depicting “agricultural work” and
“women’s needlework,” were derived from the works of Lou Shu. Kuang
Fan believed that for farmers and weavers with limited education, the
poetry of Lou Zhu presented challenges in memorization and recitation.
He asserted that substituting it with Wu songs (a kind of folk song sung
in the local dialect in the Yangtze River Delta area) would be more
efficacious in promoting agrarian labor.

The lyrics that accompanied the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving,
which have now been adapted into Wu songs, were characterized by
their simplicity and accessibility, leading to widespread distribution.
The content of these Wu songs predominantly encompassed detailed
and pragmatic insights into agricultural production processes, including
guidelines and precautions for plowing, harrowing, and fertilizing. This
knowledge was closely tied to actual farming practices and had greater
operational value.

Following Kuang Fan’s adaptation, the knowledge within the
Pictures of Tilling and Weaving transcended its original form. For instance, a
folk song about plowing reads: “Plowing necessitates dedicated labor; one
should commence work at the break of dawn, follow up with harrowing,
and continue with hoeing, ensuring all tasks are finished by the next

18



PERSPECTIVES IN THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES ASIA 16: 1 (2026)

day.’?> These folk songs were characterized by their straightforwardness
and clarity, which aided in the acquisition and practical application of
agricultural techniques, thereby promoting the spread of agronomic
knowledge effectively.

Certainly, the conventional significance of the Pictures of Tilling
and Weaving, intended to inspire and empathize with the agricultural
community, has not entirely faded. For example, the bibliophile Ye
Sheng FE (1420-1474) composed ten five-character poems inspired
by the theme of Pictures of Tilling and Weaving. The poetry maintained
a coherent style that advocated for farming and expressed compassion
for the farmers, as illustrated in lines like “We dedicate ourselves to
agriculture, working continuously day and night,” and “In years to come,
when peace prevails, your thoughts will be comprehended.”?®

The treatment of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving in the Ming
dynasty presented a stark contrast between the imperial court and local
communities, akin to the elements of ice and fire. Within the imperial
court, these illustrations were largely disregarded, leading to a significant
erosion of their traditional symbolic meanings that once fostered support
and understanding towards farmers. Conversely, at the local level, these
illustrations experienced a resurgence in popularity as society underwent
recovery and growth, garnering appreciation from certain intellectuals.
The transformation of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving by intellectuals
like Kuang Fan lessened their traditional importance as promotional
tools for farming. Instead, the emphasis shifted towards the precision,
functionality, and applicability of the agricultural knowledge they

25 Kuang Fan, Bianmin tuzuan {E R[E % [Illustrated compilation for the convenience of the people]
(Nongye chubanshe,1959): 1, 3.

26 Sikuquanshu cunmu congshu bianzuan weiyuanhui VUi 2277 H #BiHE % 8 @, Sikuquanshu

cunmu congshu jibu VAEZ2ETFH#FHE - %50 [Catalog of the Siku Quanshu: Belles-lettres sectionl], 35ce.
(Qilu shushe,1997):164.
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provided. As a result, this made the information genuinely accessible
and practical for the general populace, facilitating its widespread
dissemination. This represents a significant aspect of the development
of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving during the Ming dynasty.

THE QING DYNASTY: FORM INNOVATION AND
KNOWLEDGE WEAKENING

Upon the establishment of the Qing Dynasty, subsequent to early
unification wars, the emphasis transitioned to a phase of recovery and
consolidation. Throughout the Kangxi reign, there was a notable focus
on the stabilization and enhancement of agriculture. Driven by the
necessity to oversee the Yellow and Huai River projects and to gain the
allegiance of Han Chinese officials and gentry, Emperor Kangxi initiated
southern expeditions in 1684. During his second southern journey, Kangxi
was presented with Pictures of Tilling and Weaving by Lou Shu, offered
by scholars from the Jiangnan region.?” The promotion of agricultural
practices illustrated in these images aligns closely with Kangxi’s agrarian
ideology, and the Han Chinese agrarian techniques it depicted further
solidified the connection between the Manchu and Han populations.
Consequently, Kangxi brought these pictures back to the imperial palace
and commissioned painter Jiao Bingzheng f£3F H (Dates unknown) to
reproduce them in accordance with the original depictions. The direct
integration of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving into the imperial court
positioned them to once again serve as the symbolic representation of
the royal’s advocacy for and understanding of agricultural endeavors.

z Wang Chaosheng, “Mingqing shiqi de jizhong gengzhitu” WG AR S FHHARIE [Several versions
of pictures of tilling and weaving in the Ming and Qing dynasties], Nongye kaogu 237, no. 1 (1989):
155.
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Jiao Bingzhen modified Lou Shu’s initial illustrations by
incorporating two additional scenes, “Sprout Waiting” and “God Offering.”
Concurrently, he eliminated three weaving illustrations—specifically,
” “Feeding Silkworms,” and “First Molting”—and
incorporated two new scenes: “Dyeing” and “Making Clothes.” After
these adjustments, the collection consisted of 23 agricultural and 23
weaving illustrations, culminating in a total of 46 illustrations.?® In
regard to painting techniques, Jiao Bingzhen, who engaged closely with
Western missionaries, incorporated Western perspective methods into
his artwork. In contrast to the more simplistic and direct creations of
Lou Shu, Jiao’s pieces exhibit a heightened sense of three-dimensionality
and greater intricacy, resulting in a more vibrant quality.

“Silkworm Hatching,

Fig. 3: Imperially Composed Pictures of Tilling and Weaving
Jiao Bingzhen, British Museum. In public domain.

28 Wang Chaosheng, “Qingdai gengzhitu tankao” {E{UHHEE#E% [An investigation of the pictures of
tilling and weaving in the Qing dynasty], Qingshi yanjiu {& #1/F%¢, no. 1(1998): 107, 110.
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After Jiao Bingzhen completed his paintings, Kangxi wrote a
preface that emphasized his unwavering focus on agricultural issues:

During my travels across the provinces, I take a keen interest
in observing agricultural practices. I have a comprehensive
understanding of the geographical characteristics of both
the northern and southern regions, the appropriateness of
cultivating various grains, the seasonal disparities in planting
schedules, and the strategies for locust management, as these
have always been things I am deeply committed to exploring
and comprehending in depth.?’

In conjunction with each artwork, Emperor Kangxi authored
a poem that extolled the diligent efforts of farmers and weavers. To
enhance comprehension among his successors and courtiers regarding
the challenges inherent in agrarian work, Kangxi commissioned the
illustrations created by Jiao Bingzhen, labeling them as the “Yuzhi
Gengzhitu” FIEHHERE (Imperially Composed Pictures of Tilling and
Weaving), and distributed them extensively. It is apparent that upon
their initial introduction to the Qing imperial court, the Pictures of Tilling
and Weaving held greater symbolic importance than they did in terms of
knowledge value. Emperor Kangxi, having established his rule through
military means rather than agricultural practices, appreciated not the
agronomic insights illustrated in the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving,
but rather their emblematic implications. This created a foundational
structure for understanding the dynamics of their distribution across
the Qing dynasty.

Following the distribution of the Imperially Composed Pictures of
Tilling and Weaving to the royal and ministerial officials, they crafted essays

29 Shengzu renhuangdi (= 27, “Gengzhitu xu” FHEIEFF [Preface to the Pictures of Tilling and
Weaving], Huangqiangwenying 2% (58, juan 2 (Hainan chubanshe, 2000): 130.
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and poems to convey their sentiments. Prince Yinxiang J&L1¥ (1686-1730),
the thirteenth son of Emperor Kangxi, composed two rhymed poems. In
articulating his individual concern in agricultural affairs, he additionally
established a comparison between Emperor Kangxi and the legendary
Yellow Emperor, lauding Kangxi’s tireless efforts and his consideration
for the hardships of the people.3? The fourth son of Emperor Kangxi,
Prince Yinzhen L& (1678-1735, the future Yongzheng %1 Emperor),
commissioned a painter to meticulously replicate a set of Imperially
Composed Pictures of Tilling and Weaving. Alongside these images, he
inscribed poems, striving to portray the serene and harmonious existence
of rural life. He articulated, “Is it not the peaceful environment, the
calm feelings, and the leisurely flow of time that bring happiness to my
heart?” Furthermore, he underscored that his motivations stemmed from
“a deep respect for my father’s significant emphasis on agriculture and
sericulture for the welfare of the populace, while continually reflecting on
the challenges of farming and the labor involved in weaving. Consequently,
I seek to align my actions with propriety—this is far more than a mere
hobby in calligraphy and painting.”>!

Prince Yinzhen refrained from overtly lauding Kangxi’s diligent
administration and compassion for his people through ornate language.
Instead, he expressed his own pursuit of a simplistic lifestyle, signifying
his genuine aspiration to emulate Emperor Kangxi. In his own residence,
the Yonghe Palace %1%, he adorned the screens with depictions of
Pictures of Tilling and Weaving. The Qianlong ¥Z[Z (r.1735-1795) Emperor,
the son of Prince Yinzhen, who had resided there in his youth, later

30 Yixian ginwang Yingxiang |AE 1 T /0 4E, “Yuzhigengzhitu shi jingcheng erlu” fE1ELHEAR & FEUAL 122
[Two poems respectfully composed for the Imperial Pictures of Tilling and Weaving|, Huangqiangwenying
B SCFH, juan 66 (Hainan chubanshe, 2000): 333.

31 Shizongxian Huangdi #5588 577, “Gengzhitu ba” HHEIEL [Postscript to the Pictures of Tilling and
Weaving], Huangqiangwenying 21 (54, juan 8 (Hainan chubanshe, 2000): 201-202.
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recalled: “On the screen doors of the western chamber were inscribed
‘Encouraging Agriculture’ in the front and ‘Promoting Weaving’ at the
back, with Pictures of Tilling and Weaving painted on the panels.”3? The
Pictures of Tilling and Weaving became a means for Prince Yinzhen to
convey his humble attitude towards power and non-competitive stance.

Influenced by preceding generations, Emperor Qianlong was
profoundly impacted by the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving. Upon his
ascension to the throne, he commissioned artists to reproduce the
Imperially Composed Pictures of Tilling and Weaving, accompanying this
with a preface that expressed his sentiments:

In my youth, these visual representations captivated me
immensely. As I matured and developed a deeper literary
understanding, I found myself mentally reciting and reflecting
upon them. Each time I encountered the passage in the preface
linking the act of wearing silk to the weavers’ frigid labor,
or the consumption of grain to the farmers’ arduous efforts,
I was compelled to revisit these contemplations repeatedly,
leading to a profound emotional resonance.33

Moreover, Qianlong also composed poems following Kangxi’s original
rhymes, and inscribed them on the newly reproduced versions.
Additionally, Emperor Qianlong undertook a meticulous effort
to realize the scenes illustrated in the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving. In
1750, he promulgated an imperial decree to establish the Qingyi Garden
G, now recognized as the Yuanming Yuan [E|BA[E (Summer Palace),

32 Eertai et al., eds, “Yuzhi su yonghegong gan chengzhang lu” fHI#fE % = B £ (Imperially
composed regulated verse on staying at the Palace of Harmony and Peace], in Guochao gongshi BHHE 51
[History of the palace of our dynasty] (Beijing guji chubanshe, 1994): 387.

33 Zhang Zhao et al., eds, “Chen Mei hua Gengzhitu” BB HHEIE [Chen Mei’s paintings of Pictures of

Tilling and Weaving], Shiqu baoji f1*£ %, juan 23, in Wenyuange Sikuquanshu SCiFEVUE 22 (Beijing
Airusheng shuzihua jishu yanjiu zhongxin): 3095-3096. For full text, see http://serverwenzibase.com.
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adjacent to the shores of Kunming Lake F2PHi#l. On the western side
of the garden, utilizing the natural water system of Kunming Lake, he
constructed cottages and rice paddies that mirrored the imagery portrayed
in the pictures. The weaving and dyeing bureau in the capital was also
relocated to Qingyi Garden. Emperor Qianlong commissioned a stone
tablet engraved with the phrase “Pictures of Tilling and Weaving,”3*
positing that “the title of the artwork allows one to grasp its artistic
essence through its real-world analog”3 He asserted that rendering the
depicted scenes into reality would reveal the labor of the community in
agricultural and textile production, serving as a constant reminder for
himself and future generations to appreciate the diligence of the populace
and to engage responsibly in civic duties.

Simultaneously, Emperor Qianlong assembled various versions
of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving, including artworks by Cheng Qi
#25¢ (Dates unknown) from the Yuan dynasty, who imitated the creations
of Lou Shu. Emperor Qianlong composed poetry that adhered to the
rhyme schemes established in Lou Shu’s original verses and held these
illustrations in high regard at the Summer Palace.3¢ A miniature edition
of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving, crafted by Leng Mei {51Z (1669-1742),
a student of Jiao Bingzhen, was stored in the Many Treasures Cupboard
within the Yangxin Hall /L of the Qing Palace for continual viewing.
In 1769, Emperor Qianlong commissioned the Imperial Painting Institute
to produce stone engravings based on Cheng Qi’s replicas of Pictures of

34 yu Minzhong, Qingding rixia jiuwen kao #05E H T ##% [Imperially commissioned study of ancient
accounts heard in the precincts of the throne], juan 84, in Wenyuange Sikuquanshu “CHiI/HE 2 F
(Beijing Airusheng shuzihua jishu yanjiu zhongxin): 4105. For full text, see http://server.wenzibase.com.

35 Aixinjueluo Hongli Z#TE5E - 508, “Gengzhitu tiju” #if#lE 41 [Inscribed verses on the Pictures
of Tilling And Weaving|, Yuzhishi wuji {13435 115, juan 66, in Qingdai shiwenji huibian 15 (XFF L EEALIR
[Collection of Qing dynasty poetry and prose] (Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2010): 576.

36 The painting was subsequently seized by the Anglo-French coalition and is currently housed in the
Freer Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C.
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Tilling and Weaving. These engravings were subsequently embedded into
the corridor walls flanking the Yanshang Zhai ZEE %% (Hall of Ample Good
View). Upon completion of this project, Emperor Qianlong hosted a tea
banquet, inviting court officials and scholars to compose linked verses
inspired by Cheng Qi’s paintings. These verses articulated the challenges
faced by the populace in securing their livelihood and offered prayers
for favorable climatic conditions, as well as the peace and prosperity of
the nation.?’

At the same time, the aesthetic significance of Pictures of Tilling
and Weaving was uncovered and widely acknowledged. Following the
establishment of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving Garden, Emperor
Qianlong frequently cruised on Yu Lake, leaving a substantial legacy of
poetry. Here are two examples:

Appreciate the delights illustrated in the Pictures of Tilling
and Weaving Garden which reflect the harmonious rural
life portrayed in ancient times by “The Odes of Bi'n” [#l/H.38

Following the harvest of the wheat fields and the emergence
of the millet sprouts, I find myself able to engage in a
contemplative excursion; alongside the vibrant imagery of
Pictures of Tilling and Weaving, my artistic creativity flourishes,

37 Aixinjueluo Hongli Z#14## - 5L/&, “Chonghuagong Chayan tingchen ji neiting hanlin deng ti
chengqi Gengzhitu lianju fucheng ershou” BHEE AYE AL Fo AL AR AL BERHE B R (B R
[Two poems composed after the linked verses by court officials and Hanlin academicians on Cheng
Qi’s Pictures of Tilling and Weaving at the Chonghua Palace tea banquet|, Yuzhishi siji fHI#F5/Y4E, juan1,
in Qingdai shiwenji huibian {H{GF L EEFEHR [Collection of Qing dynasty poetry and prose| (Shanghai guji
chubanshe, 2010): 546.

38 Aixinjueluo Hongli Z#784# - LJ&, “Fanzhou yuhe zhi jingmingyuan sanshou” 12 #it T i &FHH [
—H [Three poems on boating on the Jade River to the Garden of Tranquil Brightness], Yuzhishi erji
H1#45F "4 juan 34, in Qingdai shiwenji huibian 1 XFF &AL [Collection of Qing dynasty poetry and
prose] (Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2010): 608.
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particularly after the intensive silkworm rearing period, as
the rice seedlings flourish.3

The verses were predominantly inspired by the aesthetic landscapes,
articulating a reverence for the serene agrarian lifestyle, instead of
mourning the challenges associated with farming labor.

During the Qing dynasty, numerous artworks based on the theme
of Pictures of Tilling and Weaving emerged, including blue and white
bowls depicting farming and weaving from the Kangxi period, as well
as wucai (five colors) plates and vases, blue and white flat bottles, and
pink porcelain wall hangings from the Qianlong period. Up until the
end of the Qing dynasty, the motifs of Pictures of Tilling and Weaving
could be found on various objects like ceramic pillows, folding fans,
and snuff bottles. This theme was also prominent in wood carvings,
stone engravings, and embroidery. Artifacts displaying these themes
were exported internationally, inspiring foreign artists to replicate the
agricultural and textile illustrations.*

The Qing court’s emphasis on Pictures of Tilling and Weaving
sparked enthusiasm among bureaucrats. Chen Menglei [ZZ (1650-
1741), the chief editor of Gujin tushu jicheng &4 [EZ AL (Complete
classics collection of Ancient China), not only penned poetry extolling
Emperor Kangxi’s diligence and concern for his people—featuring verses
such as “The wisdom imparted by the sage has withstood the test of time
for millennia, akin to the melodious strains of a zither that offer solace

39 Aixinjueluo Hongli EHTEHE - 5L/, “Yuhe fanzhou” EIIZ fit [Boating on the Jade River|, Yuzhishi
erji fHI#4EF "% juan 57, in Qingdai shiwenji huibian {5 {XEFFSCEE#EAR [Collection of Qing dynasty
poetry and prose| (Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2010): 216.

40 The British Museum houses a collection of Pictures of Tilling and Weaving copied by the German
painter Augustin Heckel.
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»41 _but also authored an article

to the spirit, while nurturing the heart
“Calamity Relief Policy.” In this piece, he likened Kangxi to a wise sage,
urging both officials and citizens to actively assume responsibility for
disaster preparedness, thereby alleviating the burden on the emperor.*2
During Emperor Kangxi’s third southern tour, the governor of Jiangsu,
Song Luo “K%% (1634-1713), was granted the Imperially Composed Pictures
of Tilling and Weaving in recognition of his exemplary governance. Song
Luo expressed profound admiration for Emperor Kangxi’s sanctity,

stating,

The Imperially Composed Pictures of Tilling and Weaving echo
the sentiments found in “The Seventh Month’ from ‘the
Odes of Bin.' I hold great admiration for the emperor, who
tirelessly manages state affairs day and night, always mindful
of the welfare of his people. How can this be compared to the
rulers since the Han and Tang dynasties, who predominantly
focused on artistic and cultural pursuits.*3

Similar to the Song and Yuan dynasties, Pictures of Tilling and
Weaving received extensive social propagation via royal patronage during
the Qing dynasty. Nevertheless, this propagation primarily emphasized
“form” over “substance,” offering minimal linkage to the dissemination

41 Chen Menglei, “Tong Yu Xizhai du Yuzhigengzhitu shi gongji” [R5 7575 I BUHR B 25 7540
[Respectfully recorded after reading the imperial poems on the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving with Yu
Xizhail, Songheshanfang shiwenji f£ABS[LIFFF 74, Shiji juan 3, in Qingdai shiwenji huibian 1§ {UFF L5
5L [Collection of Qing dynasty poetry and prose] (Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2010): 70.

42 Chen Menglei, “Huangzheng” I [Famine relief policy], Songheshanfang shiwenji fA%S LI B L&,
weniji juan4, in Qingdai shiwenji huibian {&{EF %52 [Collection of Qing dynasty poetry and prose]
(Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2010): 256.

43 Song Lao, “Yushu gongji yi” HIZ#54C — [First respectful record of imperial writing], Xi bei lei gao

PEPBARRE, juan 25, in Qingdai shiwenji huibian V& {XEF U85 [Collection of Qing dynasty poetry and
prose| (Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2010): 285.
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of agricultural knowledge. Emperor Yongzheng and Emperor Qianlong
were not personally engaged in agricultural labor, nor did they necessitate
a comprehensive understanding of agricultural practices as represented
in the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving. Their focus was on the symbolic
importance of these illustrations to convey a compassionate and nurturing
stance towards farmers, while also serving as expressions of artistic
appreciation and creativity. Despite their diverse applications, none
were geared towards the acquisition of agricultural knowledge. Thus,
discussions surrounding these pictures did not critically evaluate the
authenticity of the knowledge presented. Although the large-scale
official agricultural book Shou Shi Tong Kao #/Ffi#% (A general survey
of agriculture), completed in the seventh year of Qianlong’s reign,
incorporated the Imperially Composed Pictures of Tilling and Weaving,
accompanied by additional poems from Emperor Yongzheng, it appeared
to function more as a tribute to his father rather than as a substantive
contribution to the dissemination of agricultural knowledge.

The various Pictures of Tilling and Weaving created and circulated
during the Qing Dynasty failed to incorporate advancements in farming
implements and related artifacts, resulting in numerous inaccuracies
within the pictures.** The disregard for the precision of information
suggested that the intent was not to promote knowledge dissemination.
Furthermore, the imperial poems crafted by Emperor Kangxi and
Emperor Qianlong for each illustration diverged even further from the
objective of conveying practical agricultural knowledge. Consequently,
even though Pictures of Tilling and Weaving were raised to the status of
imperial knowledge, they retained a political role in expressing empathy
for farmers and advocating for agricultural practices, thereby embodying

44 Wang Jiahua, “Jishu chuanbo de huanxiang: zhongguo gudai Gengzhitu” FZAli{E 5 LA + R €
FH#IE [The illusion of technological dissemination: Ancient Chinese Pictures of Tilling and Weaving],
Zhongguo shehui jingjishi yanjiu FHE L& #8375 FE, no. 2 (2016): 10-17.
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ethical value and significance. The stagnation and errors in agricultural
techniques in Pictures of Tilling and Weaving, along with the emergence of
numerous farming and weaving-themed objects, indicated a significant
decline in their function as carriers of practical agricultural knowledge.
The inclination during the Ming dynasty at the local level to pursue
empirical knowledge in agricultural science through Pictures of Tilling
and Weaving had transitioned into a focus on aesthetic value and form,
prioritizing notions of goodness and beauty.

CONCLUSION

Lou Shu’s creation of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving directly responded
to Emperor Gaozong’s edict prioritizing agricultural activities.*> This
systematic and integrated form, combining imagery with text, was well
received by the Southern Song court and soon circulated among the
upper echelons of society, becoming a top-down model for promoting
agricultural diligence. Although the Southern Song and subsequent
Yuan dynasties primarily emphasized the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving’s
political function as a didactic tool, the agricultural knowledge embedded
in the images was, to a certain extent, preserved and disseminated due
to the attention it received from the central authorities. Thus, while the
primary objective during the Song-Yuan period was to promote agrarian
virtue, the visual and poetic form of the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving
incidentally facilitated the indirect spread of agricultural science.

In the Ming dynasty, this mode of dissemination underwent a
significant transformation. As many early Ming rulers came from peasant

45 Wang Jiahua, “Xingshi ji yiyi: zhongnong quannong chuantong yu zhongguo gudai Gengzhitu
huizhi” TR B ¢« HEEEEH B A E & (CHHRIE S E [Situation and significance: The tradition
of emphasizing and encouraging agriculture and the painting of ancient Chinese Pictures of Tilling and
Weaving), Kaifang shidai BRI, no. 3 (2022): 126.
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backgrounds, their emphasis on agriculture did not require symbolic
or institutionalized representation. Consequently, the Pictures of Tilling
and Weaving ceased to be a focus of central policy, and its function as a
visual form of agrarian exhortation gradually declined. Yet paradoxically,
in this period of diminished formal emphasis, the practical agricultural
knowledge embedded in the images began to attract renewed attention.
Especially after Kuang Fan’s revisions to the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving,
the content of the illustrations was substantially improved, enhancing
not only their practical utility but also their relevance in guiding actual
agricultural production. During this time, Pictures of Tilling and Weaving
evolved from a politically ritualistic visual medium into a text of technical
value with practical applications.

By the Qing dynasty—particularly during the reigns of Emperors
Kangxi, Yongzheng, and Qianlong—the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving
returned to the political center, becoming a key instrument through
which emperors demonstrated their benevolence and diligence. At this
stage, the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving was incorporated into the
imperial knowledge system and gradually transformed into a courtly art
form. Numerous versions emerged, painted by various artists, featuring
refined compositions and diverse styles, and collectively forming a
distinct aesthetic tradition. Although these images retained the theme of
encouraging agriculture on the surface, the depicted tools, techniques, and
farming-weaving processes increasingly diverged from actual agricultural
practices, even containing numerous factual errors. This divergence
reveals a significant shift: as the form grew more ornate and standardized,
the transmission of agricultural knowledge was markedly diminished.
In this phase, the Pictures of Tilling and Weaving underwent a process of
“de-knowledge-ization,” becoming a fixed and idealized cultural symbol
in which symbolic and visual functions eclipsed the original utilitarian
content.

From the Song and Yuan through the Ming and Qing, the
relationship between form and content in the Pictures of Tilling and
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Weaving was marked by a continuous dynamic tension. This tension
exhibited a cyclical pattern: when the formal value of the images increased,
their practical knowledge function tended to be suppressed; conversely,
when the emphasis on form waned, space opened up for the revival and
development of their informational content. This inverse relationship
reflects a deeper structural issue within the traditional Chinese knowledge
system: practical and technical knowledge often circulated among the
lower strata of society, while the elite favored aesthetically refined and
symbolically charged cultural expressions. As a result, when the Pictures of
Tilling and Weaving was appropriated into the imperial canon and became
a symbol of state ideology, its function as a medium for disseminating
agricultural knowledge faded. Yet when it returned to the sphere of
scholars or local practitioners outside the political center, its practical
value could be rediscovered and reactivated.
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