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No Plum Blossoms in Chuci:

The Circulation and Transformation of a Cultural Concept in
East Asia

Cheng Chao-hung’

Abstract

It is widely acknowledged that no plum blossoms appear in Chuci ( (%&£
#¥) ). The appreciation of plum blossoms flourished during the Song dynasty,
and the absence of plum in Chuci was first noted in the Southern Song period.
This cultural concept later circulated across East Asia, including Korea and
Japan. By examining this circulation, this article demonstrates how the same
cultural concept can be transformed across different cultural contexts. First, this
article discusses the plum appreciation in the Chinese poetry (%55 kanshi) and
prose (232 kanbun) of Japanese Gozan (711l]) monks, showing how their
plum-themed works reflect Song dynasty culture, local traditions, and Zen
Buddhist influences. Second, it examines how the idea of “no plum blossoms
in Chuci” evolved in the Chinese literary tradition, focusing on works from the
Song and Yuan dynasties. It outlines some responses and notes that the idea has
been a common sense for children in Yuan dynasty. Finally, the paper suggests

that Gozan monks encountered the concept of “no plum blossoms in Chuci”

" M.A. student, Graduate Institute of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan University.



188 OB 8 W o BN

through books or personal exchange. In embracing the absence, they
incorporated a distinctly Japanese aesthetic of imperfection and subsequently
sparked a discussion on “there are plum blossoms in Chuci”. While previous
studies tended to treat Japanese and Chinese materials separately, this article
adopts an East Asian perspective to explore cultural exchange and creative
interaction through comparative literature. Therefore, this article shows how
Japanese literature not only received but also reinterpreted elements of the
Chinese tradition, revealing distinct aesthetic differences between Japanese and

Chinese cultures.

Keywords: Chuci, plum blossom poetry, cultural concept, Gozan literature,

East Asian cultural exchange
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