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During the mid 4th century C.E., prominent literati in China who had fled the northern capital of Luoyang of the Western Jin dynasty were busy exploring the landscape of the Jiangnan area (south of the Yangzi River) around the newly established capital of Jiankang (present day Nanjing) of the Eastern Jin Dynasty.  While engaged in this activity of becoming accustomed to the physical environment, an intellectual struggle simultaneously percolated in the minds of Eastern Jin literati in part affected by a change from a northern to a southern landscape.  Long established traditions relating to social relationships, ritual norms and larger metaphysical constructs were tested, reconfigured and re-encoded to fit a new model known by then as xuanxue (abstruse studies).  Discussing the term wei  位 (positionality) in the context of representations of the most famous literati gathering of this period, the Orchid Pavilion Gathering, is a very useful point of entry for understanding early medieval Chinese conceptions of the relationship between physical environment and internal thoughts, ideas of social order and “freely wandering” in nature.   Slides of paintings and excerpts of prose prefaces and poetry will be discussed. 
