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g = Preface

Since ancient times, plum blossom, orchid,
bamboo and chrysanthemum have been
deeply loved by the Chinese who not
only plant them but also employ poetry,
calligraphy and painting to sing their praises.

Plum blossom, orchid, bamboo and
chrysanthemum are all native to China and
of high ornamental value. You can appreciate
the plum blossom that defies the wintry
snow, relish the intoxicating smell of the
orchid flower in spring, gaze in awe at the
chrysanthemum that blooms loftily against

the bitter frost in the autumnal sunshine, or
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simply abandon yourself in the evergreen
bamboos. According to Chinese Confucian
culture, a gentleman always distinguishes
with moral integrity, seeks continuous self-
improvement, shows his nobility by righteous
behaviors, and thus becomes a shining model
of decorum that the world will follow. Since
the natural properties of plum blossom,
orchid, bamboo and chrysanthemum exactly
fit all the requirements of a gentleman,
they are collectively referred to as the Four
Gentlemen in Chinese culture.

A good knowledge of plum blossom,
orchid, bamboo and chrysanthemum will
further help to grasp the very rich meaning of
the Four Gentlemen in the eyes of Chinese,
and simultaneously grant you a glimpse of
the spiritual core of the traditional Chinese

culture.
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Ode to the Plum Blossom
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Plum, also known as spring plum or dry plum, is a small

|

deciduous tree of the genus Prunus in the Rosaceae family.
It is a plant typical of sunny habitats but intolerant of excess
water. Plum usually blossoms first and then comes into leaf.
Its flowers can be single or in pairs, yet all have five petals, red,
light green and mostly white or pale red in color, with a gentle
fragrance. The drupe is round in shape, usually assumes green
before maturity and then ripens into yellow and tastes quite acid.
In general a plum can live as long as decades, and for those of
unusual longevity even a thousand years cannot deprive their

vigor of life.
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> Appreciation of Plum

Blossom

Native to China, plum has been planted
and used for more than three thousand
years. However, at the beginning the
ancestors did not pay much attention to
the plum blossom. Instead, it is the fruit
that they relished, which was originally
regarded as one of the necessities of the
daily diet no less important than salt,
and in role roughly equivalent to today’s
vinegar. As the Classic of History, the
earliest extant Chinese book of its kind,
records, “For a hearty soup, salt and
plum is quite essential.” In fact, this is
exactly what King Wuding of the Shang
Dynasty (1600 B.C.-1046 B.C.) used
as an analogy to laud the importance
of his Prime Minister Fu Yue (1335
B.C.-1246 B.C.). Hence we can see
the crucial role that plum played in

people’s life at that time.
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Greengages on the branch
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There is a famous love lyric called
Ripe Plums Are Falling complied in the
Book of Songs, a collection of poems
composed during the Spring and Autumn
Period (770 B.C.-476 B.C.). It tells a
story in late spring when a girl sees the
plums ripen and fall, she cannot but
think of the ruthless time that hastens
the passage of youth whereas she herself
remains unmarried. Thus by an explicit
comparison with the falling plums, she
sings the longing for love. Besides, this

poem also shows plum trees were very
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Plum blossom in full bloom
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common in Shaanxi Province at that time,
and people already began to introduce and
domesticate the wild plum. From tombs
of the Western Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-
25 A.D.) at Mawangdui in Changsha,
Hunan Province, there have excavated
some pots with intact plum stones and
prunes in it, which indicates that in the
early Western Han Dynasty, people along
the Yangtze River had already begun to
introduce and cultivate plum, and also
use the fruit to process food. It might be
at the same time that people gradually
found delight in it and started to
appreciate the color and elegant posture
of the plum blossom. Moreover, in the
long-term course of cultivation, some
individual plum may turn out with double
petals, strange sepals or novel postures,
so people began to cultivate new varieties
of ornamental plums deliberately. Since
the Western Han Dynasty, the flowering
plum cultivars had been separated from
the fruiting ones and gradually developed
into a large independent category.

After a long period of cultivation,
now plum has become a large family
with hundreds of cultivars. It can be
mainly divided into fruiting plum and
flowering plum. The former may yield

edible fruit, such as greengage, white
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Plum Blossom Makeup of Princess Shouyang
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Princess Shouyang in the Ming Dynasty
block-printed Beauties in All Ages
(1368-1644)

During the Southern and Northern Dynasties
(420-589), the fashion prevailed to appreciate
and laud the plum blossom in poetic forms.
According to historical records, one day
Princess Shouyang, daughter of Emperor Wu
of the Song Dynasty in the Southern Dynasties
(363-422), was resting under the eaves of
Hanzhang Palace in the imperial garden. Then
a sudden breeze rustled the plum trees, and
among all the fallen plum blossoms, several
by chance drifted down onto her fair face,
leaving a faint yet indelible floral imprint on
her forehead that enhanced her beauty further.
Since the queen was also very fond of it. from
then on our young princess who loved beauty
so much often picked a few plum blossoms
to paste on her forehead. The court ladies
were said to be so impressed, that they started
decorating their own foreheads likewise. Very
soon this cosmetic design known as plum
blossom makeup became popular in the palace,
then widespread among the folk and won great
favor among girls. Niu Qiao, a Chinese poet
in the Tang Dynasty (618-907) once alluded
to this story in a poem, “As the plum blossom
happened to decorate Princess Shouyang’s
forehead and add to her charm, all court ladies
strived to learn this plum blossom makeup.”
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Tortuous plum with twisted branches
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plum, red plum, ect, whereas the latter is
raised as ornamentals. And as its branch
may assume gestures of all kinds, the
flowering plum can further be divided
into upright plum, pendulous plum and
tortuous plum. The upright plum is
most commonly seen, most numerous in
variety, and also allows a maximum of
gestures. The pendulous plum, however,
has the branches droop naturally and
thus postures like an unfurled umbrella.
The tortuous plum grows just as its name
suggests, the twisted branches result in

peculiar poses yet simultaneously retain a
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Upright jade butterfly plum blossom

lingering charm.

Plum trees grow best in a warm and
slightly humid climate, so people usually
cultivate them around the Yangtze River
and in the southwest of China. Although
tradition has it that the plum can blossom
defying cold and snow, still the plant has
its own temperature range. Generally it
cannot tolerate temperature lower than
minus 15°C-20°C (59F-68F), whereas its
flowering needs an average temperature
up to at least 6°C-7°C (42.8F-44.6F).

Since the plum blossom is more
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Cao Cao and Liu Bei Judgmg the Heroes of the Age over Hot Plum Wine

This story is taken from Chapter 21 in the classical
novel Romance of the Three Kingdoms. In the late
Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220), Cao Cao the Prime
Minister usurped the imperial power, ordered
the feudal lords about in his name, and greatly
extended his sphere of influence. Liu Bei however,
though descended from the royal family, turned out
rather powerless. In order to defend against Cao
Cao’s sinister design, he drew in his claws, kept a
low profile, and devoted himself to gardening in his
residence. One day, Cao Cao invited Liu Bei for a
drinking. Over the plum and wine, they began to
talk about the heroes of the age. Liu Bei proposed
several local warlords of enormous influence at
their times, but Cao Cao thought that they were
only impressive in appearance and hence not real

' ' heroes. Finally Cao Cao pointed out, “The only
* BAHEEHRR heroes in the world are you and I.” Liu Bei was

Portrait of Cao Cao, Emperor Taizu of stunned at the words, his chopsticks rattling to the
the State Wei (155-220) floor. And just at that moment the storm burst with

a tremendous peal of thunder and rush of rain, so
he quickly stooped down to pick up the chopsticks, excusing that they were dropped because of the
shock of thunder, and thus skillfully covering up his inner panic. This meeting fully exposed Cao
Cao’s self-esteem over all rivals and his ambition to dominate the world. Liu Bei’s witty response to
circumstances also revealed the utmost tact and shrewdness of a real hero.
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Pink plum bld som
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Red plum blossom in the snow. ..




