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A Tentative Discussion on “Hu Meilin Combating
the Wokou Scroll Attributed to Wen Zhengming”

in Ruan Yuan’s Collection

Chen Kuan-hua*

The phenomenon of Wokou piracy during the Ming Dynasty along the
southeastern coast of China is depicted in three known visual works: the “Wokou
Scroll” housed in Historiographical Institute, the University of Tokyo, the “Resisting
Wokou Scroll” held by the National Museum of China, and “Hu Meilin Combating
the Wokou Scroll Attributed to Wen Zhengming,” which has been lost, but is known
through textual descriptions. In recent years, advances in scientific technology and the
assistance of international academic exchanges have not only allowed for the
identification of previously unclear or erased inscriptions in existing images, but also
led to new interpretations. Scholars now propose that these depictions of Wokou piracy
are likely products of a type of commercial painting in the late Ming and early Qing
periods known as the “Suzhou Fakes.”

This article, through the analysis of interwoven clues, presents a new hypothesis
regarding “‘Hu Meilin Combating the Wokou Scroll Attributed to Wen Zhengming.” It
suggests that the origin of this work may be traced back to Hu Zongxian, the governor-
general in charge of the anti-Wokou pirate campaign, with the assistance of the Suzhou
magistrate Yang Zhi, commissioned the artist Huang Biao to create a “war merit
painting” that was intended as a gift for Hu’s superior, Zhao Wenhua. After Zhao
Wenhua’s downfall, the scroll was modified by Huang Biao’s master, Zhang Huan,
who added a postscript describing Hu Zongxian’s achievements in pacifying the

Wokou, along with the inscriptions and poems by Zhang’s friends Wen Zhengming

* Ph.D Student, Institute of History, National Tsing Hua University; Email:
twchenkh@gmail.com
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and Gu Yingxiang. The scroll transformed into a gift meant to publicize Hu Zongxian’s
achievements and was dedicated to him.

During the Wanli period, the outbreak of conflicts involving China, Japan, and
Korea sparked curiosity in the Jiangnan region about the “Wokou,” creating a surge in
the demand for related artistic depictions. This spurred the development of a new
market for paintings. Huang Biao, an artist closely associated with the Suzhou Fakes,
responded by creating relevant pictorial merchandise using existing original drawings.
Consequently, a replica of the “Hu Meilin Combating the Wokou Scroll” emerged in
a new form, intimately connected to the Suzhou Fakes, that reappeared in the public

eye.

Keywords: Hu Meilin Combating the Wokou Scroll, Resisting Wokou Scroll,

Wokou Scroll, war merit painting, Suzhou Fakes






