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Charm or Talisman: The Truth of Zhu

Yuanzhang’s Portraits
Pan, Xing-hui "

The portraits of Ming Taizu, Zhu Yuanzhang (1328-98), have always
attracted attention because of wide variation in the multiple extant versions.
This essay traces back through the social and political changes in the Ming and
Qing dynasties, and compares and analyzes the positions, demeanors, costumes
and techniques of representation in the details of these portraits. The essay
argues that these extraordinary portraits were designed posthumously from
themes circulating in popular culture, a complex process in the evolution of Zhu
Yuanzhang’s talismanic image over several hundred years. Under the influence
of Western historiographical perspectives, Chinese people have become severed
from their cultural traditions and alienated from their own history. Hence, Zhu
Yuanzhang’s extraordinary portraits became “ugly images,” truly a case of an
upside down perspective: “a high mountain turns into a valley, and a deep valley

becomes a high mountain.”

Keywords: charms, talismans, Zhu Yuanzhang’s portrait
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