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Writing about Dynastic Change and the Return of
Memories of Zhang Shicheng in Suzhou in the

Late Fifteenth Century

Li, Cho-ying™

As a stronghold of Zhang Shicheng (1321-67), one of the competitors
during the Yuan-Ming dynastic transition, Suzhou witnessed the conflicts
between Zhang and the Yuan government and between Zhang and Zhu
Yuanzhang (1328-98), who then founded the Ming dynasty. Suzhou people
thus had first-hand experiences of this dynastic transition and heard about
these experiences through legends that locally circulated and were spread
orally over generations. Suzhou literati started to write about these
experiences in the late fifteenth century. This paper argues that when they
did so, they were aware of the differences in descriptions, interpretations,
and understandings of this dynastic transition between the local legends of
Zhang Shicheng and the established official historical narratives of the Yuan
dynasty and those of the founder Zhu Yuanzhang, which had gained
currency among most literati. This paper also demonstrates that while some
Suzhou literati followed the official historiographical accounts, a number of
Suzhou literati inserted some legends into their works as a way to express
their dissent with some Ming policies and their criticism of the image of
Zhu Yuanzhang as a benevolent ruler.

Keywords: Yuan-Ming dynastic transition, Suzhou, Zhang Shicheng,
historical writing, oral legends
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