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Who is the Man in the Painting: An Exploration on the Painting “The Emperor Enjoying

Himself at Four Seasons” by Unknown Ming Artist
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ABSTRACT:

The man portrayed in the handscroll The Emperor Enjoying Himself at
Four Seasons (Siji shangwan tu) by unknown Ming painter might either
be the Xuanzong Emperor (r. 1426-1435) or the Xianzong Emperor (r.
1465-1487) of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644). Despite that it is marked
as a 19th century imitation by the auction company, the author discuss-
es the sequence of the painting’s ownership based on the inscriptions by
its recent collectors and seals affixed at the end of the scroll. Words are
also written on the possibility of its being a piece of imitation, and how
it was lost from the imperial court at the turn from the Ming dynasty to
the Qing dynasty (1644-1911). As for the identity of the protagonist, the
author argues that he shares more common facial features with the Xi-
anzong Emperor after comparing the painting with historical portraits
of the Xuanzong Emperor and the Xianzong Emperor. Furthermore, the
two paintings in the collection of the National Museum of China — The
Xianzong Empeor of Ming Taming the Bird (Mingxianzong tiaoqin tu)
and The Xianzong Emperor of Ming Enjoying Himself on the Lantern
Festival (Mingxianzong yuanxiao xingle tu) are evidence that enlarge
the possibility of identifying the man as the Xianzong Emperor. There-
fore, many paintings currently titled with “the Xuanzong Emperor™ be-
come increasingly skeptical. Other details of the painting, including the
setting, the ornament on the swing, and the accessories worn by palace

servants and maids are subjects worthy to study and explore.

KEYWORDS:

The Emperor Enjoying Himself at Four Seasons, the Xuanzong Emper-
or of the Ming dynasty, the Xianzong Emperor of the Ming dynasty, The
Xianzong Emperor of Ming Enjoying Himself on the Lantern Festival,

sequence of ownership
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