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Vicissitudes, History and Memories :
Tang Yifen’s Painting of a Declining
Country and the Battle of Zhenjiang

in the Poetry during the First Opium War

Ke Bingfang

( Assistant Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, Soochow University )

Abstract

In the 22nd year of the Daoguang reign ( 1842 ), the British Armed
Forces waged the Battle of Yangzi River, captured Zhenjiang, and reached
Jiangning, compelling the Qing court to sign the Treaty of Nanjing, the first
unequal treaty between China and foreign powers. Before the First Opium
War, Huang Juezi was known for his strict policy of prohibiting opium. After
the war, Huang was impeached for mismanaging the state treasury. He then
commissioned renowned painter Tang Yifen to create Painting of a Declining
Country, a work closely linked to the Battle of Zhenjiang, and Tang also
embedded his lamentation over the perished landscape in this work. Treating
this painting as the point of departure and by reference to the descriptions of
the Battle of Zhenjiang in poetry, this article seeks to investigate how scholars
documented the war with paintings and poems that in turn shaped the collective
memories of this piece of history. Inspired by the poets’ profound reflection on
the significance of historic events, this article tries to review scholars’
accolades for patriotic military officers and examine the praise and censure of
the contentious figure Hailing. This article also aims to take a glimpse of the
literary tradition of depicting the “Three Mountains of Jingkou” in Ci poetry

through the lens of the Ci works that emulated the styles of Su Shi and Xin



Qiji to chronicle the rise and fall of Zhenjiang.

Keywords: The First Opium War, Zhenjiang, history, memory, Tang Yifen,

Huang Juezi



