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In memory of Prof. Lionello Lanciotti 
 
On the 30th of June, 2015, Emeritus Prof. Lionello Lanciotti passed away. We 
have lost a great master and friend, expert of Chinese literature and ancient 
Classics, witness of decades of history of the cultural relations between Italy and 
China. Doyen of Italian sinology, member of prestigious national and 
international academies and associations, he has given his active contribution as 
a member of the Boards of Ming Qing Studies, and formerly, Ming Qing Yanjiu, 
with his articles and experience. We are grateful for his multifarious activities. 
This volume of Ming Qing Studies 2015 is dedicated to his memory. 
  



 
In memory of Bill 
 
Bill has been an active and diligent peer reviewer of Ming Qing Yanjiu and then 
of Ming Qing Studies. He has been member of the Board of Ming Qing Yanjiu 
2006 and 2007, and then of Ming Qing Studies from 2010 to the last issue of 
2014. 
 
Bill, name Arthur William (Bill) Edward Dolby was born on the 23rd March 
1936 in Aldershot, England and passed away on the 7th February 2015. In 1955 
to 1957 he studied for the Joint Service Language award at the SOAS London 
University and obtained a First Class with Distinction Award in written Chinese 
and additionally a first class distinction course as a flying Officer in the RAFVR 
(national conscription). In 1960 he obtained a University of Cambridge First 
Class honours degree in Modern and Classical Chinese and awarded a BA, MA. 
In 1964 to 1966 he was a lecturer in Chinese at the Department of Chinese 
Studies at the University of Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur. In 1967 he obtained 
his PHD in Chinese. In 1968 he was appointed Lecturer Professor in Chinese at 
the University of Edinburgh until he retired in 1999. He has translated numerous 
works, those that were published by mainstream publishing houses included: 
1. History of Chinese Drama, by William Dolby, published in 1976 by Elek 
Books Limited with ISBN 0 236 30903 X 
2. The Perfect Lady by Mistake and other Stories, by Feng Menglong, translated 
by William Dolby, published by Paul Elek in 1976 with ISBN 0 236 40002 9 
3. Eight Chinese Plays thirteenth century to present, translated by William 
Dolby, published in 1978 by Paul Elek with ISBN 0 236 40116 5 
4. Lao She, Mr Ma and Son, translated by William Dolby, published by Penguin 
Australia in 2013 with ISBN: 9780143208112 
 
Even after retirement Bill continued actively with his work and became world 
renowned in his field through his involvement in all aspects of the Chinese 
language. He maintained and continued dialogue with the University of 
Edinburgh. He actively coached and mentored numerous students through their 
studies and directed and assisted with their thesis presentations for PHD until his 
death. His knowledge and insight into China and the language was often 
described as deeper than many Chinese such was his enthusiasm for his work 
and his involvement in the subject is well known by the many experts that he 
advised and liaised with from Italy to Brazil, America to China. His enthusiasm 
and dedication will be sorely missed. He leaves behind four sons and one 
daughter who will sadly miss his jocular outlook on life. All, the Board, the 
editor, assistant editors and Editing Staff of Ming Qing Studies regret for the loss 
of a reliable advisor and competent collaborator and kind friend. 
 
 



PREFACE 
 
 
Most of the articles in Ming Qing Studies 2015 are based on the interdisciplinary 
research done by colleagues and young researchers and deal with the interaction 
between Western and Chinese culture.  

Two of these articles deal with Liang Qichao’s literary works, while one 
exposes Kang Youwei’s diary of his visit to Italy. Lorenzo Andolfatto’s 
“Making sense of incompleteness: approximations of utopia in Liang Qichao’s 
Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji and Chen Tianhua’s Shizi Hou” deals with the short but 
fruitful production of utopian novels, one by Liang Qichao and one by Chen 
Tianhua, and seeks to uncover the causes of their not having been completed in 
the contradiction between the non-utopian present and the utopian future. 
Lorenzo Andolfatto is a PhD candidate at the Department of Asian and North 
African Studies of Ca' Foscari University of Venice. 

Another article on Liang Qichao is by Yunwen Gao, from the 
Department East Asian Languages and Culture at the University of Southern 
California. “Nationalism, Ethnicity, and Colonial Modernity in Liang Qichao’s 
‘Ban Dingyuan Conquering the Western Region’ ” analyses the 
linguistic hybridisation of Cantonese bakwa, Classical Chinese, English, and 
Japanese in the play, and Liang Qichao’s ideas of nationalism, ethnicity, and 
colonial modernity addressed to different strata of Chinese.  

Martina Turriziani, in her article “A historical comparison between 
Italy and China emerging from Kang Youwei’s Yidali Youji ”, 
recounts the Chinese scholar’s visit to Italy in 1904: in his notes he expresses his 
comments on his experiences in Italy as well as his comparison between Italy 
and China. Martina Turriziani is a PhD Candidate, at the Department of Oriental 
Studies at Sapienza University of Rome. 

Giorgio Casacchia’s “Travelling in a Thronged Desert” presents Xu 
Xiake’s long travelogue, which scans forty years of his wanderings throughout 
the Ming Empire, where natural landscape predominates, while the human 
presence is limited to specific circumstances. Recently this travelogue has been 
translated into Italian. Giorgio Casacchia is Professor of Chinese language and 
literature the University of Naples “L’Orientale”. 

Xie Xin-zhe’s “Forensics and Politics in Qing China – Some Case 
Studies”, on the other hand, is an enquiry of the causes of penal procedure 
reform of 1786, shedding light also on the social and political life of the period, 
the fractional conflicts, favouritisms, political careers and interests in the capital, 
and their influence on the forensic investigations. Xie Xin-zhe is currently a 
PhD candidate at the EHESS (École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales) in 
Paris under the supervision of Prof. Pierre-Étienne Will. 

Two articles, by Giulia Falato and Xie Mingguang respectively, concern 
two interesting aspects on Christian missionary work. Giulia Falato, in 
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“Alfonso Vagnone SJ’s “Tongyou Jiaoyu (Child Education)” and its 
Contribution to the Introduction of Western Learning into Late Ming China” 
examines some contributions on pedagogic and philosophical concepts from 
Renaissance tradition by Alfonso Vagnone, and compares the chapter on 
“Western Learning” with the analogous essay by Giulio Aleni. Giulia Falato is 
PhD candidate at the Institute of Oriental Studies of Sapienza University of 
Rome.  

Xie Mingguang’s “Translation, or Transliteration? The Question of 
Chinese within the Catholic Liturgy in the Xiru Ermu Zi (1626)” is a careful 
enquiry on Nicolas Trigault’s thought concerning the use of the Chinese 
language in Catholic liturgy in China, and on the question of choosing 
transliteration or translation for the Latinised Chinese words. Xie Mingguang 
has received his PhD at the Higher Normal School of Pisa. 

Diego Cucinelli, “Windows onto the supernatural in the second half of 
the Edo period: from the Gazu hyakki yagyō (1776) by Toriyama Sekien to the 
E-hon hyaku monogatari (1841) by Takehara Shunsen” discusses on some 
Japanese supernatural stories.  

Four articles by Chen Yushu, Donatella Failla, Marco Meccarelli, and 
Barbara Witt respectively, deal with the connection between fine arts and 
intercultural relations. Chen Yushu in “The Tension between the Realistic and 
Imaginary Elements in Alexander’s Illustration” deals with the works of 
William Alexander, the draughtsman of the Macartney Embassy to China, as 
well as the European interpretation of China, between fidelity and distortion, 
intuition and misunderstanding. Chen Yushu is a PhD Candidate at the Fine Arts 
Department of the Chinese University of Hong Kong.  

Donatella Failla, in her “A Virtual Escape from the ‘Closed Country’ 
through Painting and Humorous Verses: Shiba Kōkan’s Seiyō Mitate Mimeguri 
Fūkei Zu ” presents some Japanese landscapes by Shiba 
Kōkan, and  discusses on the possible sources from which they were inspired. 
Donatella Failla is Director of the Museo d'Arte Orientale 'Edoardo Chiossone', 
Genoa, and Professor of History of Art of Eastern Asia, at the University of 
Genoa, Italy. 

Marco Meccarelli, in “Chinese Painters in Nagasaki: Style and Artistic 
Contaminatio during the Tokugawa Period (1603-1868)”, presents the 
Nagasakiha ‘melting-pot’, with the confluence of the Chinese pictorial tradition 
(especially from Fujian and Zhejiang) and artistic trends coming from the 
Netherlands (Rangaku), which gave life to a series of new eclectic solutions. 
Marco Meccarelli, Oriental Art historian, who received his PhD in History and 
Civilisation of East Asia from Sapienza University of Rome, teaches at Catania 
University.   

Barbara Witt’s “Child Imagery and the Representation of Li Nezha in 
Fengshen Yanyi” does not only deal with iconographic characters (the genre of 
children pictures), but enters deeply into the literary (the Fengshen Yanyi), 
religious (the legend of Nezha, the lotus flower), and anthropological aspects 
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(the child’s imagery). It offers also a contribution on the popular imagery of 
children and infants.  Barbara Witt is Research Fellow at Würzburg University. 

Finally, two reviews conclude the volume; the first by Dr. Mark 
Gamsa (Anna Di Toro, La percezione della Russia in Cina tra XVII e XVIII sec. 
Rome: La Sapienza Orientale, 2012) and the second by Dr. Hang Lin (Jodi L. 
Weinstein. Empire and Identity in Guizhou: Local Resistance to Qing Expansion. 
Studies on Ethnic Groups in China Series. Seattle: University of Washington 
Press, 2014).  

I am grateful to Dr. Maria Paola Culeddu and Dr. Tommaso Previato for 
their generous commitment and precious contribution in the editorial work. I 
also wish to express my gratitude to Carmen F. Casadio, who checked the 
English. 

 
*   *   * 

 
This issue has been dedicated to Prof. Lionello Lanciotti (1925-2015) who 
passed away last June, and who has greatly contributed to the development of 
Chinese studies in Italy through his scientific works, his organisational activities, 
and his editing management. My colleagues of the Editorial Staff and I also wish 
to commemorate William Dolby, who has cooperated with us until his last days 
and has been a very diligent peer reader of many contributions on Chinese 
literature. 

We finally express our gratitude to Prof. Tan Tian Yuan for 
accepting to join the Board of Ming Qing Studies. Tian Yuan Tan is Reader in 
Chinese Studies at SOAS, University of London. His main areas of research 
include Chinese literary history and historiography, theatre and performance, 
and cross-cultural interactions between China and other countries. He is the 
author of Songs of Contentment and Transgression: Discharged Officials and 
Literati Communities in Sixteenth-Century North China (Harvard, 2010), A 
Critical Edition of the Sanqu Songs by Kang Hai (1475-1541) with Notes and 
Two Essays (Zhejiang Guji, 2011), co-author of Passion, Romance, and Qing: 
The World of Emotions and States of Mind in Peony Pavilion (Brill, 2014), and 
the co-editor of Text, Performance, and Gender in Chinese Literature and Music: 
Essays in Honor of Wilt Idema (Brill, 2009) and An Anthology of Critical 
Studies on Tang Xianzu in Western Scholarship (Zhejiang Guji, 2013).  

 
Paolo Santangelo 

 





MAKING SENSE OF INCOMPLETENESS:  
APPROXIMATIONS OF UTOPIA IN 

LIANG QICHAO’S XIN ZHONGGUO WEILAI JI 
AND CHEN TIANHUA’S SHIZI HOU 

 
LORENZO ANDOLFATTO 

(Università Ca’ Foscari di Venezia) 
 
 
In the fourth chapter of Liang Qichao’s  novel Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji 

 (The Future of New China), Liang’s concise prose opens up 
unexpectedly to an English interpolation: 
 

Such is the aspect of this shore –  
’ This, but living Greece no more! 
… 
Clime of the unforgotten brave! 
Whose land, from plain to mountain-cave 
Was Freedom’s home, or Glory’s grave –– 
Shrine of the mighty! Can it be 
That this is all remains of thee? 

   
These are lines from the The Giaour, a long poem written by Lord Byron in 
1813, the first of his four popular Turkish tales. The interpolation is unexpected, 
alienating: whereas in the architecture of the novel it serves the purpose of 
characterizing the protagonists as romantic Byronian heroes devoted to the cause 
of Chinese nationalism, the English poem – although paraphrased in the Chinese 
text – was unlikely to be understood by the majority of Liang’s readers, and 
likely to get lost as well the refined parallelism between Lord Byron’s idealized 
Greece and Liang Qichao’s idealized China. Lord Byron’s tetrameters unfold 
like a foreign island of text among Liang’s long-winded ruminations: within the 
ocean of Chinese text, they are glances of an elsewhere. Confronted by Lord 
Byron’s ‘finest Orientalism’ and ‘Western sentimentalism’,1 the ideal reader of 
Liang Qichao’s novel is lead to think that utopia lies where the different strands 
of human imagination converge. Lord Byron’s Greece, less a geography than an 
invention, becomes the embodiment of the late Qing reformer’s struggle, and his 
aesthetic goal as a novelist. This is the measure of Liang Qichao’s opera and of 
his literary persona, the romantic idealism of a cast-away reformer who wrote of 
the future of new China from the shores of Japan as Lord Byron sung of ancient 

                                                 
1 These were the terms used Lord Byron himself in his poem ‘Beppo’ from 1818 to account 
for the success of his Turkish tales. See Byron and Bulwer 1841, p. 311. 
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Greece from those of England.  
 Liang Qichao put literature at the service of his country, asking his 
fellow reader, “Brother, can you still consider today’s China as a country that 
belongs to the Chinese?” (

).2 In doing so, he mobilised the writers of his generation to the cause of 
the nation, he urged a ‘lion’s roar’ from those intellectuals who invoked reform 
against the fragmentation of the Zeitgeist. It is Huang Yibo (Liang’s 
fictional alter-ego) the first one to answer this question: “I dream’d that Greece 
might still be free / For standing on the Persians’ grave, / I could not deem 
myself a slave.” Such was the grandeur of Liang’s literary project, the Byronian 
afflatus of his attempt at the reinvention of the nation via the reinvention of the 
novel. In the end, this was the spirit – chimeric, romantic, unrealizable – that 
animated the Chinese imagination of utopia at the end of the Manchu Empire. 
 If we are to adhere to Darko Suvin’s definition of utopia as  
 

the verbal construction of a particular quasi-human community where 
sociopolitical institutions, norms, and individual relationships are organized 
according to a more perfect principle than in the author’s community, based on 
estrangement arising out of an alternative historical hypothesis,3  

 
and if we derive our definition of utopian novel accordingly, then it would be 
quite a rhetorical stretch to consider Liang Qichao’s Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji and  
Chen Tianhua’s  Shizi Hou as utopian. Because these works 
were left unfinished by their authors, they remain as incomplete sketches, 
forgotten blueprints, literary remainders of a misplaced modernity. On the other 
hand, if significant utopias are “thematically open” and they “reflect back upon 
the reader’s ‘topia’” in order to engage the reader, if they provide “a method 
rather than a state”, if indeed “utopia operates by example, demonstration, 
deictically, […] by gestures of pointing”, and they provide a “wide-eyes glance 
from here to there, a ‘travelling shot’ moving from the author’s everyday 
lookout to the wondrous panorama of a far off-land”, then these two novels are 
quintessentially utopian.4  
 From this point of view, their condition of incompleteness (which is 
historical, contingent) can be disregarded as a flaw and welcomed as a defining 
trait: as utopias are not meant to be reached, so utopian novels are not meant to 
be completed. This is the perspective here adopted in our attempt of analysis of 
these two novels: to consider utopian not only what is presented as such in a 
cornucopia of details, but also what is left to loom in the distance as a silent 
referent to the imperfection of the present. 
 In the prologue of his Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji, Liang Qichao expounds 

                                                 
2 Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji, p. 19. 
3 Suvin 1979, p. 49.  
4 Suvin 1979, pp. 37, 51-52. 
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the setting of his novel: it is the year 2513 after the birth of Confucius, and 
China is hosting the celebrations for the 50th anniversary of the realisation of the 
reforms that transformed the sick man of Asia into a modern nation. We are 
therefore in the year 1962 of the Gregorian calendar, and ambassadors from all 
over the world have gathered in Shanghai to pay homage to the heir of the 
Yellow Emperor, bowing in respectful deference to the harbinger of Datong 

. It is in this context that the reader is also introduced to the character of Kong 
Juemin , who is described as a present-day Sima Qian  and a 
national hero who held a crucial role in the process of modernization of the 
country. Almost seventy years old, Kong Juemin is a revered professor of history 
who is asked to give a lecture on the recent history of the Chinese nation in the 
occasion of its celebration. This is the narrative stratagem deployed by Liang 
Qichao to unfold his history of the future of new China, and it is a subtle 
stratagem indeed, as it contains in embryo the sought-after ‘worldliness’ and the 
‘enmeshment’ of Liang’s aesthetic approach to the form of the novel. By means 
of textual recursion, Liang anchors his novel to the ‘worldliness of the text’, that 
‘circumstantial reality’ that in Liang’s view forms the ground for a meaningful 
interpretation of the literary text oriented toward the utopia of a modern China.5 
 By introducing the character of Kong Juemin as an embedded narrator 
in his narration of reform, Liang Qichao manages to instil an interesting 
metafictional bend into his incomplete novel. We are referring here not only to 
the evident extradiegetical parallels that can be drawn between Kong the hero 
and Liang the author, but also to what we may term as the condition of textual 
hybridity that the apparently unassuming and certainly ironic metafictional 
allusion of Kong Juemin’s opening remarks entails:6 
 

“The chief editor of Xin Xiaoshuo in Yokohama wants to publish my account in 
his magazine, and he keeps suggesting me to make it into a novel. If I were to 
write it in the manner of Sima Qian’s Records or Sima Guang’s Mirror to Aid in 
Government, how could I expect today’s readers, who are accustomed to novels 
and magazines, to read it without falling asleep halfway through it?” A roar of 
laughter burst from the audience. 

7 
 
This passage is noteworthy, not only because it marks a shift in the narrative 

                                                 
5 See Said 1975. 
6 We know that Liang Qichao was writing these lines from Yokohama, where had fled in 
1898 in order to avoid arrest after his reformist zeal, and in the novel’s prologue we learn that 
Kong Juemin  “always provided for himself and his traveling expenses; he studied 
abroad in Japan, America, England, Germany and France; he joined the reformists and got 
arrested twice” (Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji, p. 2). 
7 Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji, p. 6. 
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mode from the zero focalization of Liang’s omniscient narrator to the 
metadiegetic level of Kong Juemin pseudo-historical account, but also because 
with this shift Liang bypasses the hierarchy of focal embedding by gesturing 
towards the world behind the text. Whereas it is true that the fourth wall of the 
traditional xiaoshuo  form has always been frail, as if perpetually on the 
point of being demolished by the mannerist, vestigial mimicries of the oral 
storytelling tradition, in Liang Qichao’s work this trait acquires quite another 
value. Because Liang Qichao’s attitude towards the literary text has always been 
one of continuous and seamless engagement with reality, these incursions of the 
real in the text and these “obsessive references to actuality” are never 
meaningless, as they are constitutive element of the utopian text, “interiorized in 
the text’s very fabric in order to provide the stuff and raw material on which the 
textual operation must work.”8 
 The chief editor who is mentioned by the character Kong Juemin in the 
passage above is of course Liang Qichao himself, who in the year 1902 was 
stationed in Yokohama, where he had escaped in 1898 after the dèbâcle of the 
Hundred Days’ Reform, and from where in 1902 he started to publish his 
magazine Xin Xiaoshuo . This metafictional gimmick is a clever move 
on the part of Liang, as it manages both to locate the novel within the historical 
subtext of fin-de-siècle China and the (projected) history of the future presented 
in the novel, and to locate Liang Qichao’s position within these histories. As we 
will see, by gesturing from the world to the text as a theorist, and from the text 
to the world as a narrator, Liang manages to reassert those features of 
“enmeshment” and engagement that characterise the dialectic upon which the 
author builds his novel in the first place. Liang’s efforts at the redefinition of the 
form of the novel both as a theorist and as a novelist are to be considered within 
the same artistic and conceptual continuum. By introducing his Xin Zhongguo 
Weilai Ji as a fictional historical account of “the history of China in the last 60 
years, starting from the renyin year of the Guangxu reign [1902] to the next 
[1962]” 

),9 and by looking backward from the novel at his 
own authorial praxis as a literary theorist and as a novelist, Liang validates the 
historical value of his efforts in the process of rectification of the country, of the 
Chinese nation. 
 As the idea of the nation became the “silent space of reference” upon 
which to build new China’s modern socio-institutional imaginary,10 the form of 
the modern xiaoshuo emerged as a space of reference for the imagination, 
experimentation and representation of this ideal. As the whole institutional and 
conceptual infrastructure of the country was being questioned and redefined, the 
resulting social unrest was reflected in the form of the novel. During the late 

                                                 
8 Jameson 1977, p. 7. 
9 Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji, p. 2. 
10 Duara 1995, p. 28. 
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Qing period the xiaoshuo form developed in a multitude of sub-genres and 
narrative categories, as if in the attempt to cover all the new and different faces 
of the peculiar chimera that was the Chinese colonial modernity, that is to say an 
imagined modernity whose social grammar was coming into existence in the 
exact moment its existence was questioned.11 In this context the utopian novel, 
with the wide narrative breadth it allowed and the sheer imaginative potential it 
entailed, became a space of representation both of the utopian aspirations of a 
colonised empire, as well as of the cultural debate that lead to the need for 
utopia in itself.  
 But Liang Qichao’s zhengzhi xiaoshuo  and the narrative 
trend towards utopia that it fostered were not only the by-products of a broader 
debate on the question of the Chinese colonial modernity, they functioned also 
as one of its constitutive parts. Masked and encoded more or less blatantly 
behind the allegories of fiction were the volleys of an ongoing debate over the 
fate of modern China played upon essentialist dichotomies, tendencies of self-
essentialisation and occidentalism along the lines of Zhang Zhidong’s  
famous motto ‘zhongxue wei ti, xixue wei yong’ , and his 
modernist interpretation of the ti-yong dichotomy. Schizophrenic, these 
texts looked backward while moving forward, or longed forward while 
retreating backward; in offering tentative attempts at new, utilitarian literary 
aesthetics, they were torn apart between their artistic aspirations (the novel as a 
work of art) and their political function (the novel as instrument of social 
change). These texts were in the end heterogeneous, eclectic, at times overgrown 
and at other incomplete, open-ended, as if they were struggling to keep up with 
the ever-changing intellectual debate they initially stemmed from, and the 
ebullient historical background they belonged to. 
 Liang Qichao’s vision of the future of new China is incomplete, as his 
political novel Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji of 1902, the author’s only attempt at the 
form of the modern xiaoshuo, amounts only to a handful of chapters introduced 
by a magniloquent prologue about the author’s position in regard to the role of 
literature in society (a prologue that we may ideally extend to Liang’s opening 
essay – “Lun Xiaoshuo yu Qunzhi zhi Guanxi”  – on the 

                                                 
11 “Within the broad formal category of xiaoshuo, a number of generic designations emerged 
during the late Qing, all of them bearing clear allegiance to the cause of popular education and 
national renewal. In an article published in New Citizen ( ) Liang Qichao listed the 
following ten generic categories of novel: “historical” ( ); “governmental” (

); “philosophic-scientific” ( ); “military” ( ); “adventure” (
); “mystery” ( ); “romance” ( ); “stories of the strange” ( ); 

“diaries” ( ); and “tales of the marvelous” ( ) […] In the world of 
actual publication, other generic categories attached to titles in the contents of serial fiction 
like the All Story Monthly included “nihilist” ( ); “utopian” ( ); 
“philosophical” ( ); “social” ( ); “national” ( ); “comical” (

); and “short stories” ( ).” (Isaacson 2011, p. 31). 
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first number of the magazine Xin Xiaoshuo). In this respect, Liang’s Xin 
Zhongguo Weilai Ji is similar to Chen Tianhua’s Shizi Hou (The Lion’s Roar). 
The latter was serialized during the year 1905 in the pages of the newspaper 
Minbao  (The People’s Daily). Shizi Hou is a virulent zhengzhi xiaoshuo 
whose plot develops around the vicissitudes of a brigade of anti-Manchu 
revolutionaries and their efforts to reform the country through the overthrow of 
the Manchu rule. These were at least the intentions of its author, whose sudden 
departure – death by water as an act of protest against the mistreatment of the 
Chinese community by the Japanese – left us with what can be considered an 
extended prologue of eight chapters.  
 Many are the traits that are shared by these two novels: they are both 
experiments of political activism, in the sense that they were written not by 
novelists12 but rather by intellectuals who found in the form of the novel a 
vehicle for the propagation of their own ideas; both the two novels are integrated 
– and should ideally be read – within the continuum of the intellectual agenda of 
their authors (in fact the two xiaoshuo were serialized through two periodicals in 
which the two writers worked as editors); furthermore, even though Chen 
Tianhua’s political stance was much more radical than Liang’s (who was not a 
revolutionary but rather a reformer in the manner of his teacher Kang Youwei 

), their opening chapters unfold in a conspicuously similar way, that is to 
say as articulated disquisitions over the destiny of the Chinese nation, the golden 
era of the pre-colonial past, and the necessity to restore it by picking up the arms 
(in a variable degree of figurativity); ultimately, these novels are both unfinished, 
and although the reasons behind this “condition of incompleteness” are 
incidental, this peculiar feature opens up to a useful reflection on the nature of 
the modern utopian endeavour, the possibility and the paradox of the variety of 
modernity it entails, the expectations projected by the Chinese intellectuals on 
literature and the novel, and the ambiguous position of the late Qing novel 
within the Chinese literary canon.13 
 Although incompleteness appears to be a recurrent feature in the 
eccentric landscape of the late Qing novel, in the case of the late Qing utopian 
novel, the imagination of utopia is often left to the reader, as the utopian locus is 
always approached but never reached. Again, our interpretation gives way to a 
practical allegory: these novels happen to be incomplete due to a series of 
incidental circumstances, there was no authorial intention behind this basic fact. 
Yet this recurrence, or rather this coincidence, may result meaningful in order to 
understand what were the circumstances that fostered this peculiar kind of 

                                                 
12 As, for instance, Bihe Guan Zhuren , Xiaoran Yusheng , Lu Shi’e 

 and Wu Jianren  were. 
13 On the vicissitudes of Liang Qichao, see in particular Levenson 1959; on the trajectory of 
Liang Qiachao’s “historical” thinking, on the “geography” of the discourse in which it is 
inscribed, and on the critical movement between reform and revolution of late-imperial 
China’s most important philosopher, see Tang Xiaobing 1996. 
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narration-as-world-construction in such a crucial period of time. In considering 
the developments of the xiaoshuo as a legitimate form of wen  for the literati 
to practice and enjoy,14 and the emergence of the zhengzhi xiaoshuo/utopian 
novel at the end of the empire in particular, we can not but agree with Georg 
Lukács in remarking that “the problems of the novel form are here the mirror-
image of a world gone out of joint.”15 
 The utopian discourse is a discourse of approximation. While the object 
of this discourse – the utopian construct16 – is representable in the sense that a 
picture of utopia can eventually be given, what lies and remains beyond 
representation – the hors-texte17 – is on the contrary the path that lead to it, the 
movement towards utopia, that is to say utopia’s cartography and its 
historiography. These aspects can only be hinted, pointed elusively, gestured 
towards in a space outside the narrative text. On the figurative level, this 
inherent vice is given away by the positioning of the utopian locus, which is 
always dislocated in the distance of a mythical pre-historic past that is longed 
through the lens of nostalgia, or in that of a future beyond the calendar,18 while 
its geography is always left unmapped (or rather unconnected) and its itineraries 
lost or shrouded in dream.19 Therefore, if other novels such as Wu Jianren’s 

 Xin Shitou ji , Lu Shi’e’s  Xin Zhongguo , and 
Bihe Guan Zhuren’s  Xin Jiyuan  can be taken as utopian 
representations of the modern Chinese nation as it was conceived by the Chinese 
intelligentsia of the late empire, then Liang Qichao’s narrative experiments have 
to be taken in consideration together with Chen Tianhua’s incomplete xiaoshuo 
as attempts to represent the unrepresentable, the dialectical process that lead to 
the “Peach Blossom Spring”: the condition of incompleteness of these texts is in 
some way inherent to the novels, or at least coherent with what we may term as 
their generic intention. 
 Liang Qichao’s Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji holds a special position among 
the many utopian texts written during the first decade of the twentieth century. 

                                                 
14 See Gu 2006 and Huters 1987. 
15 Lukács 1971, p. 17. 
16 May it be the heterotopia of the faraway island, the heterochronia of the reformed country 
located in the future. 
17 “What is repugnant to the ‘creators’ of an era” (Bourdieu 1996, p. xvi). 
18 It is around a question of calendars that – for example – the plot of Bihe Guan Zhuren’s 

 utopian novel Xin Jiyuan  (The New Era) is built. 
19 This is transversally true, with notable examples spanning from the biblical Garden of 
Eden to Aldous Huxley’s island of Pala, such as Plato’s Atlantis in Timaeus and Critias, 
Iambulus’ Heliopolis, Thomas More’s island of Utopia, Tommaso Campanella’s Civitas Solis, 
Francis Bacon’s Bensalem in the New Atlantis, Jonathan Swift’s satirical travels, or again the 
Chinese mythology of the past embodied by the “San Huang Wu Di” , mount 
Penglai  of the Eight Immortals, Tao Yuanming’s  Taohua Yuan Ji , 
and forward to Li Ruzhen’s  Nü’er Guo and Junzi Guo  in the novel 
Jing Hua Yuan . 
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Whereas these were often transient attempts at the utopian genre written by 
novelists who were not only well-versed in the craft of fiction but also well-
accustomed to the new modalities of writing and printing that came with the 
flourishing of journals and magazines in late nineteenth century China (with Wu 
Jianren being the most prominent example),20 Liang’s unfinished novel was the 
outcome of an ongoing political project of reform in which the medium of 
literature became ancillary to the political action according to the guidelines of a 
new utilitarian aesthetics. Liang Qichao’s role in the development of this new 
genre was crucial, because in trying to re-elaborate the terms of the politico-
philosophical discourse of reform within the form of the novel (and according to 
the new models obtained from the outside), Liang set the standard for a new 
understanding of the literary medium as a political instrument.  
 Writing under the “yanshipilichun” (inspiration) of intellectuals such as 
Fukuzawa Yukichi  (1835 1901) and Tokutomi Sohō  
(1863-1957),21 it was from the shores of Japan that an exiled Liang Qichao 
developed his ideas of wenming kaihua  and wenmingren , 
that he matured his own version of a jitsugaku -oriented Confucianism, and 
that eventually launched his call for a new type of fiction. Despite and because 
of the recent Chinese defeat after the First Sino-Japanese War, Meiji’s Japan in 
fact represented for the Chinese reformist intelligentsia the most concrete case 
for the possibility of a West-oriented modernisation that would not automatically 
imply the loss of some sort of guocui  under the Western influence.22  
 Liang Qichao moved systematically towards a new form of fiction 
whose aesthetic depended on its functional value in the enlightenment of its 
audience. The opening lines of his manifesto ‘Lun Xiaoshuo yu Qunzhi zhi 
Guanxi’  (On the Relationship Between Fiction and the 
Government of the People), published in 1902 on the first number of Xin 
Xiaoshuo, are clear: 
 

If one intends to renovate the people of a nation, one must first renovate its 
fiction. Therefore, to renovate morality, one must renovate fiction; to renovate 
religion, one must renovate fiction; to renovate politics, one must renovate 
fiction; to renovate social customs, one must renovate fiction; to renovate 
learning and arts, one must renovate fiction; and to renovate even the human 
mind and remould its character, one must renovate fiction. Why is this so? This 
is because fiction has a profound power over the way of man.23 

                                                 
20 See Wagner 2007. 
21 ‘Yanshipilichun’ (Inspiration) was the title of an essay written by Liang Qichao in the wake 
of an article by Tokutomi Sohō published in 1888 on the magazine Kokumin no tomo 

 by the title of ‘Insupireishon’, inspired in turn by the writings of Victor Hugo (see 
Willcock 1995). 
22 For what concern the influence of Japan in Liang Qichao’s reformist agenda, see Fogel 
2004. 
23 Translation by Gek Nai Cheng, in Denton 1996, pp. 74-81. 
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24 
 
Whereas many of his contemporaries were trying to re-establish the study of 
wen as a safe haven against the disintegration of the present, Liang Qichao 
moved unapologetically forward and outward, building the framework for a 
literature of the present modelled after the translated inputs from the West. In 
Liang’s aesthetics the forms of the past are not entirely dismissed, but rather 
they are encompassed within the new dialectic. In referring to classics such as 
The Dream of the Red Chamber, The Water Margin, the Peach Blossom Fan, 
and A Rustic’s Idle Talk in order to address the question of the role of fiction in 
modern society, Liang’s attitude is, if not schizophrenic, at least elusively 
dualistic. His call for a new novel and a new genre (the xin xiaoshuo and the 
zhengzhi xiaoshuo) was rather the call for a new understanding of fiction that 
could provide both a blueprint for the composition of new texts and the tools for 
a new interpretation of the old ones: “the genre-creating principle […] here does 
not imply any change in mentality; rather, it forces the same mentality to turn 
towards a new aim which is essentially different from the old one.”25  
 In this perspective, Liang’s recourse to Buddhist terms and ideas in his 
ruminations on the nature of fiction and the function of the novel in a modern 
society is not surprising but, on the contrary, coherent with his syncretist attitude 
as a reformer under Kang Youwei’s guidance, as well as with his ongoing 
project of reformist rectification (zhengming ) at the service of nation. 
Fiction is praised by Liang by virtue of its transformative power, which in its 
different nuances is “capable of shaping the world as well as establishing and 
nurturing the various norms of society” ( ).26 In his 
essay/literary manifesto “Lun Xiaoshuo yu Qunzhi zhi Guanxi”, the experience 
of reading is described as a potential practice of awakening in which the literary 
text functions as a medium for the achievement of a condition of ‘absolute 
knowledge’ from one of ‘relative consciousness’, whereas both zhi  and shi 

 have been reassessed as national consciousness and national knowledge.  
 What in our opinion is one of the most interesting aspects of Liang 
Qichao’s reflections concerning the inner workings of the literary artefact is the 
fact that, by deploying the figurative language of Buddhism, he manages to 
pinpoint a concept that will be codified in the study of literature only many years 
later with Bertold Brecht’s notion of Verfremdungseffekt, the effect of 
estrangement or alienation. In pondering over fiction’s powers of jin 
(‘immersion’) and ci  (‘stimulation’), Liang argues that the power of the 
                                                 
24 Lun Xiaoshuo yu Qunzhi zhi Guanxi, p. 884. 
25 Lukács 1971, p. 41. 
26 Lun Xiaoshuo yu Qunzhi zhi Guanxi, p. 884. 
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novel does not lie in its capacity to anaesthetise the reader in the comfort of 
fiction, but rather to alienate him by instating a dialectic between the reader’s 
system of beliefs and the one introduced by the novel. Whereas the reader’s 
immersion in the work of art is a spontaneous act of participation (“over the 
course of a long period of time the world of the novel enters the mind of the 
reader and takes root there like a seedling with a special quality” 

), it also provokes (ci 
) and enables what we may consider as a conscious movement of self-placing 

on the part of the reader in between the imagined (what Fredric Jameson refers 
to as the “Real”) and the imaginary, or the to-be-imagined: “Although 
immersion takes place without the reader’s awareness, the effect of stimulation 
is able to suddenly evoke in the reader strange feelings over which he has no 
control” ( ).27  
 Liang Qichao’s ‘strange feelings’ (yi gan ) and his dialectics of 
immersion and stimulation provide a rudimentary formulation of the principle of 
‘cognitive estrangement’, which constitutes that ‘precondition for the 
constitution of fictionality’28 that Darko Suvin elevated at discerning principle 
for the definition of the science fiction genre as “a literary genre whose 
necessary and sufficient conditions are the presence and interaction of 
estrangement and cognition.”29 By paraphrasing Brecht, we could say that in 
Liang’s perspective the ideal zhengzhi xiaoshuo – a prying instrument for the 
reader’s political consciousness – does not allow the reader to lose himself 
completely within the text, nor its characters allow him to escape to any 
‘splendid remoteness’ presented in the narration. On the contrary, the reader is to 
be engaged, and his consequent feeling of estrangement ought to be made 
familiar. The reader becomes an active participant in the unravelling of the work 
of art; the reader’s function is to observe, to learn and to apply what is offered 
by the author-as-narrator in the novel as a political project.30  
 Yet the appeal of the utopian narration lies also in the ‘splendid 
remoteness’ of its setting: this quality is inherent to the utopian construct. Even 
though this aspect might not be immediately evident in the unfinished political 
novels of Liang Qichao and Chen Tianhua (where the utopian dimension is 
approached, approximated, but never fully represented), it becomes clearer, for 
example, in the works of Wu Jianren, Lu Shi’e and Bihe Guan Zhuren. In these 
novels the distance – either chronological or geographical – of the utopian 

                                                 
27 Lun Xiaoshuo yu Qunzhi zhi Guanxi, p. 884. 
28 Freedman 2000, p. 21. 
29 Suvin 1979, pp. 7-8. 
30 “The performer’s self-observation, an artful and artistic act of self-alienation, stopped the 
spectator from losing himself in the character completely. i.e. to the point of giving up his 
own identity, and lent a splendid remoteness to the events. Yet the spectator’s empathy was 
not entirely rejected. The audience identifies itself with the actor as being the observer, and 
accordingly develops his attitude of observing or looking on” (Brecht 1977, p. 93). 
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construct is at the same time stressed (the more we detail utopia, the more we 
distance ourselves from it) and left unquestioned, unquestionable (all logical and 
historical links are broken, utopia pertains to the dream). Hence the 
incompleteness, the impossible parabola of Liang’s literary and political project, 
whose realisation cannot be but partial and whose objectives are enmeshed in a 
history with no utopia, projected in a utopia with no history. 
 Our appeal to the work of Darko Suvin on the nature of the science 
fiction genre is not coincidental, as the discourse of science fiction presents 
many analogies with that of the late Qing zhengzhi and lixiang xiaoshuo 

. The political novel, the utopian novel and the science fiction novel belong to 
the same narrative spectrum, as different but analogous varieties within the 
broader palette of the early modernity of Chinese literature: these genres make 
their appearance during the same years; they are perceived as welcome inputs in 
a vivid yet paralysed local literary tradition; they partake in an overt (although 
quite naïve) didactic penchant; and in the end they can be considered as an early 
cul-de-sac of the Chinese literary modernity, in the sense that these kinds of 
novels barely survived the first waves of enthusiasm of the late Qing period, and 
quickly receded against the more realist instances of the May Fourth iconoclasm.  
 Science fiction literature in particular constituted a relevant percentage 
of the foreign literature that was translated into Chinese between the end of the 
nineteenth and the early twentieth century.31 To capture the imagination of the 
Chinese public were in particular the powerful imaginaries and the unflinching 
positivism of Jules Verne.32 It was Lu Xun  lui-même among the first 
intellectuals to endorse the works of the French novelist in 1903, with the 
translation of two of his voyages extraordinaires – De la Terre à la Lune 
(translated in Chinese as Yuejie Lüxing ) and Voyage au centre de la 
Terre. Developing along the lines of Liang Qichao’s “Lun Xiaoshuo” manifesto, 
Lu Xun’s preface to his translation of Jules Verne’s De la Terre à la Lune has a 
familiar tone: 

 
Only by borrowing the novel’s power and by disguising science’s mysteries in 
You Meng’s costume it will be possible to disseminate scientific knowledge in 
the minds of the people without strain. Ordinary people have fantasized since 
childhood about the strange lands and mythical creatures of the Shan Hai Jing 
and the Sanguo Zhi, they have learnt the names of Zhou Yu and Zhuge Liang by 
reading the Sanguo Yanyi and the Jing Hua Yuan. Therefore, by arranging 

                                                 
31 For what regard the sheer numbers of this massive process of assimilation-through-
translation, see the now classic Wan Qing Xiaoshuo Shi  of 1937 and Wan Qing 
Xiju Xiaoshuo Mu  of 1940 by A Ying , and the useful amendments of 
Tarumoto Teruo’s “A Statistical Survey of Translated Fiction 1840-1920”, in Pollard 1997, 
and his Xinbian Zengbu Qingmo Minchu Xiaoshuo Mulu  
(Taromuto 2002). 
32 On the developments of the Verneian imaginary in late Qing China between Lu Xun’s 
translations Liang Qichao’s calls to arms and Wu Jianren’s emulations, see Jones 2011. 
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science’s principles without gravitas and by letting the reader cultivate his 
interests without bothering him with obscure ruminations, it will be possible to 
make him cultivate his knowledge, improve his mind and culture, and break 
away from his atavistic superstitions. 

33 
 
Scientific fiction (kexue xiaoshuo ) is here praised by virtue of its 
revolutionary didactic qualities, but it is at the same time incorporated and 
‘aligned’ to the Chinese autochthonous literary tradition. Even though Lu Xun 
does not appear to indulge exceedingly into this perspective of literary 
didacticism, nor does he try to theorise a new utilitarian literary aesthetics as 
Liang Qichao was trying to do in 1902 on the pages of Xin Xiaoshuo, he 
nevertheless goes a long way to emphasise the practical virtues of this new kind 
of literature. It is persistent both in Lu Xun and Liang Qichao’s writings an 
overly-optimistic approach to the literary matter, as if there were no solution of 
continuity between the real and the representation of the real. 
 Liang Qichao’s exaggerated rhetoric of national redemption through 
literary reform is puzzling. In fact, an over-confident tone seems to pervade his 
writings and those of Lu Xun: their tone echoes somehow those trends of 
exasperated, dramatic exuberance that characterised the “cries” and the 
“expositions” of the many mistreated flowers and Cervantean heroes that 
populated the fiction of the late Qing period.34 Be it a move of ‘simple strategic 
reversal of the traditional literati view of the harms lurking in fiction’ or a 
sincere endorsement of the zhengzhi xiaoshuo as a modern incarnation of the 
traditional wen, to claim that “a newly published book could often influence and 
change the views and arguments of the whole nation” (

) was indeed a hazardous rhetorical strategy on the part of 
Liang Qichao.35 This attitude reflected one of his major intellectual traits, that 
of an encyclopedic knowledge which, although at times superficial in its 
pretension to encompass with broad intellectual strokes entire countries, 
histories and systems of thoughts, was consistently put at the service of the 
discourse of national reform.36  

                                                 
33 Yuejie Lüxing Bianyan, pp. 9-10. 
34 In the introduction to his Fin-de-Siècle Splendor: Repressed Modernities of Late Qing 
Fiction, 1849-1911 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), David Wang provides a 
thorough account of the idiosyncrasies, the schizophrenic attitudes, the eccentricities of late 
Qing fiction. 
35 Huters 2005, p. 111. 
36 Yi Yin Zhengzhi Xiaoshuo Xu, p. 172; translated also in English as “Foreword to the 
Publication of Political Novels in Translation” by Gek Nai Cheng, in Denton 1996, pp. 71-73. 
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 In this new utilitarian perspective, fiction was considered by Liang 
Qichao as an addendum to xuexiao  (schools), baozhi (newspapers) 
and yanshuo  (speeches), the ‘three tools for the diffusion of civilization’.37 
“Chuanbo Wenming Sanliqi”  was in fact the title of a brief 
article published by Liang Qichao in 1899, in which he praised the merits of the 
political novel in the process of creation of a new national consciousness in 
Meiji Japan.38  As Hiroko Willcock remarks, Liang Qichao “gave fiction a 
monumental power” and he did so by re-elaborating those ideas he apprehended 
in Japan into the thaumaturgic mantra of “bi xin xiaoshuo” (One 
must renovate fiction). Indeed, such a monumental set of expectations set the bar 
way higher than the power of one man, and certainly higher than the capacities 
of Liang Qiachao as a novelist, whose literary attempts, fostered and hindered at 
the same time by his polyhedric interests, marked an eccentric yet not so 
fortunate milestone in Liang’s intellectual path.  
 Our decision to approach the fiction of Liang Qichao as well as his 
reflections on the nature of fiction in the terms of a progressive movement 
toward the utopia ideal is based on a series of considerations over those 
authorial intentions and projections that Liang developed as a theorizer but 
never managed to accomplish as a novelist. The ‘condition of incompleteness’ of 
Liang Qichao’s novel Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji maintains Liang’s discourse of 
fiction as an open one: his is an open critical and literary gesture toward the 
utopian ideal which is articulated in terms that are problematic.  
 The term zhengzhi xiaoshuo (political novel) is in itself problematic, 
and its problematicity stems from a concurrence and intersection of perspectives. 
From a strictly catalogical point of view, zhengzhi xiaoshuo are those novel in 
which: 
 

The writers express their political views through characters in their stories and 
in this way, therefore, their views are well and deeply assimilated into the 
people of the nation.  

39 
 
What Liang describes here is a novel about politics, that is to say a work of 
fiction whose structure, plot and characters are in all respects fictionalisations of 

                                                 
37 Chuanbo Wenming Sanliqi, p. 359. 
38 In his essay, Liang refers to the figures of Suehiro Tetchō , Fujita Meikaku 

, Yano Ryūkei , and in particular of Shiba Shirō , whose novel Kajin 
no Kigū (Strange Encounters with Beautiful Women) – translated by Liang in 
the year 1898 and serialized with the title Jiaren Qiyu  on the pages of the journal 
Qing Yi Bao in the year 1898 – served as a model for his Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji.  
39 Chuanbo Wenming Sanliqi, p. 359. The translation here used is based on the one provided 
by Hiroko Wilcock in Wilcock 1995. 
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those socio-political issues a Chinese intellectual was supposed to tackle as a 
“zhishi fenzi” . This is what Liang Qichao’s Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji 
was supposed to become according to its extant chapters, and this is what Liang 
was referring to when praising the works of the Japanese writers of the Meiji 
Restoration.40  Yet to consider the zhengzhi xiaoshuo only a subcategory, a 
political declination of the new Chinese novel as it was being re-elaborated by 
him in those years would not be sufficient to understand in all its complexity the 
critical stance that this particular category entails.  
 According to Liang Qichao’s perspective, every xiaoshuo is a zhengzhi 
xiaoshuo, in the sense that every form of literature that is worth reading ought to 
be political. If Liang Qichao moves inductively, although often through 
oversimplification, towards the definition of a xin xiaoshuo as zhengzhi 
xiaoshuo from the analysis of the works of his Japanese colleagues and their role 
in the successful modernization of Japan, the conclusions to which he arrives 
open the ground conversely for the possibility of deduction. In order to work 
meaningfully within the new coordinates imposed by a modernity that is as such 
precisely because of the discordance it entails, literature has to be political.  
Thus, in being or providing a political narration or representation, literature is, 
either overtly or implicitly, utopian. 41  If Liang Qichao’s xin xiaoshuo is a 
literature that “the author intended a contemporaneous reader to view as better 
than contemporary society, but with difficult problems that the described society 
may or may not be able to solve”, and if it is true that “[i]t is the transformation 
of actuality into utopia that constitutes the practical end of utopian critique and 
the ultimate object of utopian hope”, then Liang’s narrative efforts (as well as 
those he promoted) fall once again into the category of the utopian.42 
 Yet, despite our conceptual fidgeting over these questions of 
classification, every category in the end falls short of its expectations. It is Liang 
Qichao himself to question the direction of his own writing right at the very 
beginning of the novel that had been conceived in the first place to validate his 
point: 
 

In this issue of the journal, I am publishing the first two or three chapters [of 
my novel]. In reading it over, it seems to be both fiction and not fiction, both 
anecdotal and not anecdotal, both treatise and not treatise; I do not actually 
know what sort of form it will acquire, and I can’t help laughing at myself as a 

                                                 
40 What is left of the Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji is in fact a long and articulated dialogue about 
the problems of modern China the necessity of reform held between two young intellectuals 
that are coming back to China by train along the Trans Siberian railway after a long period of 
study abroad in Europe. 
41 Quite obviously, such a position leads to the old post-modern adagio and ideological 
double bind for which literature is political nevertheless: either consciously by taking a stance, 
or unconsciously (and naively) by pretending not to be political, detached from ideology. 
Liang Qichao’s ruminations do not reach this extent though. 
42 Claeys and Sargent 1999, p. 2; Freedman 2000, p. 69. 
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result.43 

44 
  
As Theodore Huters remarks, “the utopian side of this discourse lodged itself in 
a series of wildly optimistic pronouncements about the potential to bring about a 
brave new world”, and wildly optimistic was indeed Liang Qichao’s project for 
a historiography of the future.45  
 According to Liang Qichao’s initial expectations, his movement 
towards utopia was supposed to unfold in three acts. As Liang explains in 
another editorial by the title of “Zhongguo Weiyi zhi Wenxuebao Xin Xiaoshuo” 

(China’s Unique Literary Journal Xin Xiaoshuo) 
published too in the first number of the journal Xin Xiaoshuo, the novel Xin 
Zhongguo Weilai Ji should have been the first instalment of a literary project 
articulated in different chapters. Even though this project withered away soon 
after the inauguration of the new journal, we can still obtain a glimpse of its 
scope and overall trajectory through a brief summary that Liang pitched in 
advance to his potential readers. Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji should have unfold in 
consonance with a second work of fiction by the title of Jiu Zhongguo Weilai Ji 

 (The future of old China), the dystopian chronicle of a Chinese 
country that turned its back on reform, while in the conclusions of the first panel 
of this triptych on the future of China we would have learnt that:  
 

In the end, a world peace conference is organised and held in the Chinese 
capital. The conference is presided by the Prime Minister of China, and here are 
established equal rights and clauses for a friendly coexistence between the 
yellow and the white people. 

 
The future of old China was originally intended to be much bleaker, as in this 
second panel the country was unable to shake off the colonial yoke and in the 
end became a reservoir for cheap work and cannon fodder for the Western 
powers in a land ridden by riots and insurgencies: 
 

[The future of old China] only tells the story of an unreformed China and it 
describes the misery of its future. At first, all the other powerful nations treat 
the government of Beijing and the governors of each province as their puppets, 
striping off the rights and the privileges of the people all over the country. The 
Chinese become slaves to each and every whim of the foreigners, unable to take 

                                                 
43 For the translation of this single segment, we are relying here on Theodore Huters’ 
contribution in Huters 2005, p. 114. 
44 Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji, p. 452. 
45 Huters 2005, p. 116. 
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care of their own life. Protests and riots eventually ensue. The foreign powers 
use the disorder as an excuse to proceed with the partition of China, they turn 
against each other and deploy the Chinese people as soldiers until all that’s left 
it ruins. 

46 
 
While these two literary projects – these two versions of the future – stemmed 
from the same core idea and developed it into two different but symmetrical 
paths, the third instalment of Liang Qichao’s fresco on the modernisation of the 
country – provisionally entitled Xin Taoyuan  – constituted quite a 
different endeavour altogether, and it could be considered rather like an 
addendum to the first two titles, that is a variation on the theme of the forgotten 
island as a locus of social virtuosity: 
 

The structure of this work revolves around a big community of Chinese people 
that sets sail across the ocean in order to flee tyranny two hundreds years before. 
They arrive in a uninhabited island, where they flourish and develop until the 
present, when they start to communicate again with the mainland. Their social 
organization is similar to that of Europe and America, equally civilized but 
without their flaws. Nevertheless, these people did not forget their motherland, 
and they eventually come back to help the heroes of the mainland in order to 
foster the process of reform. 

47 
 
Indeed such a literary enterprise on the part of a single intellectual who had 
approached novel-writing as practical divertissement amid his prolific activity as 
a scholar and a reformer may appear a bit far-fetched. Yet what we may 
erroneously perceive as a series of loosely connected endeavours over a wide 
range of directions (scholarly erudition, political activity, journalism, translation, 
literature) amounts to something more than the sum of its parts. Liang Qichao’s 
attempts to revitalize the figure of Confucius as a reformer under the guidance 
of his mentor Kang Youwei; his ill-fated attempts at a systematic reform of the 
Chinese state under the reign of Emperor Guangxu ; the relentless 
publication of articles and essays, if not of magazines and journals; his 
contributions to the translation of foreign fiction in Chinese; his efforts to foster 
a new literary aesthetics around whose principles to gather the writers of his 

                                                 
46 Zhongguo Weiyi zhi Wenxuebao Xin Xiaoshuo, p. 43. 
47 Zhongguo Weiyi zhi Wenxuebao Xin Xiaoshuo, p. 44. 
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generations; and in the end his ‘failed achievements’ at the form of the novel: all 
these aspects represented a coherent effort on the part of Liang Qichao towards 
the goal of national reform. While these efforts may have not achieved their 
prefixed results, they nevertheless laid down the foundations – or, alternatively, 
cleared the ground – for the new discourse of modernity (post-imperial, 
republican, revolutionary) that would develop with the May Fourth generation. 
Likewise, in the realm of fiction, Liang Qichao’s attempts at the reinvention of 
the form of the novel/xiaoshuo opened the ground for a new kind of literature 
whose primary quality was not linked to its esoteric refinement, but was rather 
proportional to the degree of engagement with reality that it maintained. 
 Although Liang Qichao’s Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji remained per se 
unfinished and so did the literary project it entailed, the impact of this peculiar 
piece of writing was strong and it persisted as a familiar echo between the lines 
of those novels that appeared in the wake of Liang’s call for a Xin Siaoshuo. 
Echoes of Liang’s Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji persist in the premises of Chen 
Tianhua’s future-oriented tale of origins Shizi Hou, whose opening chapters 
resemble in their lengthy accounts of the maladies of the country and in the 
passionate proclaims made by its fervent heroes the opening dialogues of 
Liang’s protagonists. The fragments of Liang Qichao’s literary project scattered 
in the Chinese literary environment at the turn of the century, its ideas developed 
in novels such as Wu Jianren’s Xin Shitou Ji, Xiaoran Yusheng’s Wutuobang 
Youji, Lü Sheng’s  Chiren Shuomeng Ji , and in particular in 
Bihe Guan Zhuren’s Huangjin Shijie  (1907) and Xin Jiyuan (1908), 
whose plots are built directly on the “abstracts” given by Liang for his Xin and 
Jiu Zhongguo as well as his Xin Taoyuan.  
 The Chinese utopian discourse of the late Qing period was one of 
projected historiographies and imaginary geographies whose purpose was to 
offer a vivid and enticing shape to the convoluted abstractions of the fin-de-
siècle reformist vanguard. This was a critical movement that grew out of an 
overlapping of different conceptual frameworks which spanned from the 
remnants of a tradition under constant re-evaluation to the recently acquired 
ideas of a Western tradition assimilated through translation and linguistic 
canonisation.48 In this perspective, Liang Qichao’s synopsis of Kang Youwei’s 
musings over the topicality of Li Yun  as a useful framework for the 
interpretation of the current affairs of Chinese politics is illuminating: 
 

If [Kang’s writings] are translated in modern terms, they contain the ideas of 
democracy (“a public and common spirit ruled all under the sky; they chose 

                                                 
48 The word ‘canonization’ is here particularly pertinent, as classical Chinese was indeed the 
preferred medium for the acquisition and appropriation of the cornerstones of Western thought. 
The figures of Lin Shu  and Yan Fu  – late empire translators par excellence – were 
chief examples of this tendency, for fiction and philosophy respectively (see Hill 2013 and 
Schwartz 1964). 
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men of talents, virtues, and ability”), a League of Nations (“their words were 
sincere and what they cultivated was harmony”), public upbringing of children 
(“men did not treat as children only their own sons”), sickness and old-age 
insurance (“a competent provision was secured for the aged [...]”), communism 
(“they accumulated articles of value [...] but not wishing to keep them for their 
own gratification”), and the sanctity of labor (“they labored...but not with a 
view of their own advantage”).49 

[
[

[ [
[ 50 

 
Even though it is not the purpose of this chapter to delve into Liang’s re-
elaboration of Kang Youwei’s positions in regard to the relationship and the 
overlapping of the discourses of (local) tradition and (imported) modernity, this 
passage is worth mentioning because it exemplifies the peculiar attitude of 
cultural syncretism that characterised the Chinese intelligentsia of the late Qing. 
What is relevant to our discussion is that the same kind of conceptual 
overlapping can be seen in the fiction of the same period. For what regard the 
zhengzhi xiaoshuo as utopian fiction, we can observe this approach in the 
attempts from the part of the novelists to write new fiction while at the same 
time lingering over old sets of metaphors, figures and tropes. 
 Chen Tianhua’s opening allegory in the prologue of his Shizi Hou 
provides an interesting example of this schizophrenic attitude of reticent 
reception on the part of the late Qing novelists. Whereas in Liang Qichao we can 
recognize a textual strategy of continuity in which the novel is anchored to the 
real through a series of markers which are inserted in the text in order to locate it 
within a precise set of cultural and historical coordinates, Chen Tianhua appears 
to adopt a different narrative stance altogether. His strategy may be considered 
one of distantiation or alienation in which the narrative substance is deflected, 
eluded, postponed through narrative devices or strategies of classical overtones. 
The prologue of Chen’s Shizi Hou betrays a backward looking penchant which is 
revealed through the embedded allegory of a Peach blossom-like satirical 
fantasy: 
 

4500 years ago there was a country called ‘Hundun Guo’, whose territory 
extended for 70 thousand li and over 400 million people. The ancestors of this 
people used to be great and powerful, and all the nearby countries called this 
country the Celestial Empire. The country had but one flaw: since the ancient 
times its people always lived by a ludicrous notion of loyalty, so that they 
would consider their emperor whoever set his buttocks on the golden throne, 
regardless of their origin. And when there was somebody among them who 

                                                 
49 We are here relying on Immanuel C. Y. Hsü’s translation in Liang 1959, p. 96. 
50 Qingdai Xueshu Gailun, p. 3098.          
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wanted to restore the power, they would start to kill each others on their own, 
with little help from the others. It was in this way that a civilized people fell 
under the invasion of a small group of barbarians. 

51 
 
Chen Tianhua’s opening allegory is all but subtle: it would be difficult not to 
read in Chen’s remarks on the fate of the “Hundun Guo”  (which 
translates literally into “the country of chaos”) overt references to the Manchu 
(waizu ) overthrowing of the Ming Dynasty (benzu ), a transition that 
is described in the heavily nationalistic terms of a descent into barbarism 
brought by a yeman zhongzu  to an otherwise superior civilization 
(wenming zhongzu ). In Chen Tianhua’s allegorical reading of the 
Chinese empire’s recent history, the Manchu conquest is seen as the first step of 
a progressive loss of national coherence, which eventually lead to the present-
day colonial impasse under the Western yoke: 
 

The last [foreign] dynasty to rule over the ‘Hundun Guo’ came from the 
northeast. They were a barbarian people whose population amounted only to 
five millions, yet they managed to exterminate the inhabitants of the ‘Hundun 
Guo’ and ruled over the country for 200 years. During the last years of their 
rule, other and more powerful countries – such as the ‘Canshi Guo’ [the 
nibbling country], the ‘Jingtun Guo’ [the swallowing country], the ‘Humei Guo’ 
[the charming country] – joined in the butchering of the ‘Hundun Guo’. 

52 
 
Despite the lack of allegorical sophistication and the overt pugnacity of such an 
image, the opening pages of Chen Tianhua’s Shizi Hou may appear to the reader 
as somehow erratic. In the prologue of this novel, Chen in fact shifts between 
different narrative planes, masking the core of the narration behind multiple 
diegetic layers. The allegory of the “Hundun Guo” is in fact introduced by the 
narrator through the narrative device of the found manuscript:  
 

One day I received a letter […] from a very close friend, which said: “Two 
months ago I was picking up firewood in the mountains, when I stumbled on a 
rock wall which raised towering in front of me, several meters high. A 
lightening struck it suddenly, and out of it came an iron casket’”  

                                                 
51 Shizi Hou, p. 1. 
52 Shizi Hou, p. 2. 
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[…] […]

53  
 
Admittedly, this meta-diegetic incipit provides a reasonable solution for the 
introduction of the plot, as well as a practical, evident gimmick to convey the 
(required) distance of the utopian construct. Yet, despite the narrative intricacy 
that this double-jointed meta-diegetic opening implies by fragmenting the 
narration in at least three diegetic levels (the main text, the letter from a friend, 
the manuscript found in the casket described in the letter), this solution is soon 
abandoned. The focus of the narration shifts quickly back to the primary level of 
narration, as if the humble xiaozi , who addressed the reader at the 
beginning of the chapter, regained control of a story on the point of drifting 
away. In fact, Shizi Hou develops in the end as the account of a dream provoked 
by the allegory of the “Hundun Guo”, a dream in which the narrator – upset by 
the familiar fate of the “Hundun Guo” – falls asleep and dreams of national 
revivals triggered by foreign invasions. 
 Reluctance and overt proclivity seem in fact to be the two ends of the 
narrative spectrum of the late Qing Chinese political/utopian novel: either the 
text is anchored to reality by the continuous reminders of its enmeshment with 
the world, or the narration is eluded, delayed, dislocated into an ambiguous 
location away both from the reader and the author-as-narrator’s positions.  
Although these different strategies can be seen as symptoms of the ongoing 
struggle for the definition of a new literary aesthetics, their result is that of a 
‘school’ which is torn between the familiar and the new and that emerges a 
conflicting attempt of distancing from an outmoded tradition undertaken with 
the tools given by the same. Hence the reluctance to abandon the old formulas 
and the oblique reinterpretation of old motifs in new guises (the fictional 
storytelling context, the oneiric transitions, the narrative pretexts), the combative 
incursions against the reader’s fourth wall: these were attempts on the part of the 
late Qing intelligentsia “to open a totalising and mapping access to society as a 
whole” through the medium of literature.54 
 What ties Liang Qichao’s Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji and Chen Tianhua’s 
Shizi Hou together is the common attempt by the two authors to approach the 
utopian matter both from a forward-looking and from a backward-looking – 
Bellamian – perspective at the same time. The utopian element is glimpsed 
through sporadic descriptions and transient allusions to futuristic cities as 
embodiment of postcolonial futures, but it is also projected as a logical 
consequence to the actions of the characters in the present. Liang Qichao and 
Chen Tianshua’s xiaoshuo develop along the same line, but following two 
opposing vectors, one moving from the present to the future, and the other from 

                                                 
53 Shizi Hou, p. 1. 
54 See Fredric Jameson’s introduction to Lukács’ The Historical Novel, in Lukács 1983, p. 7. 
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the future back to the present. What both these novel lack is a point of 
convergence between these two trajectories. What we claim is that this point 
may simply be unrepresentable, but only approachable through approximation.  
 This feature of unrepresentability that characterises the late Qing 
political novel à la Liang Qichao echoes in a way what Jacques Ellul (1990) 
defined as the problem of genealogies, the question of the “rootage in the past”, 
and of the unmeasurability of change and progress.55 Whereas Ellul developed 
these concepts in regard to the irreducible gaps between society and the 
technical system in postwar Europe, his framework of analysis can be applied as 
well to the question of modernity in late imperial China. Paraphrasing the 
French anarchist philosopher, we can in fact say that once conflict is accepted, 
once “the accumulation of past experiences” of a society which is “the result of 
slow evolutions” is not sufficient any more to provide its members the tools to 
understand the present, once “genealogies are not needed to reach the present 
stage”, so is accepted the postulating of utopia in the terms of a cognitive black-
out, or a jump forward: “Good or bad, utopia is a response to the actual situation, 
though no one can tell us how we arrive at it.” Utopia thus becomes an ideal 
embodiment of those instances of change and progress that “are unmeasurable in 
the sense that they cannot be compared with anything else.”56 The utopian text 
condenses what cannot be articulated through the ideological discourse, thus 
revealing both the latter’s potentials as well as its limits, and it does so by 
allowing a cognitive black-out, a moment of particular suspension of disbelief 
that leads us to the utopian conceptual island, which (the late Qing Chinese 
utopia) can otherwise only be approximated and postponed. 
 In a fashion similar to that of Liang Qichao’s metafictional strategies of 
textual anchoring, the prologue of Chen Tianhua’s novel reveals an attempt on 
the part of the author to establish a dialectical relationship between the text and 
the real. But whereas the prologue of Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji reflects Liang’s 
uncompromising intellectual straightforwardness and his inflexible belief in the 
necessary interdependence between the text and the real, Chen Tianhua’s 
prologue to his Shizi Hou moves towards the same goal in a much more elusive 
way. While Liang deals with the problem of the gap between the narration of the 
present and the narration of utopia via a clear and logical operation of textual 
embedding (so that the utopian element is encoded in the real and it is exposed 
through the text), Chen Tianhua appears initially reluctant to provide his readers 
the tools for the location of the utopian narration within their own experience. 
Chen’s narrator is deceptive, as he keeps shifting between different diegetic 
levels through means of digressions, short-lived allegories, and oneirical 
allusions. 
 Like Liang Qichao’s Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji, Chen’s Shizi Hou is too a 
utopian narration built on the basis of a pseudo-historical account of the re-

                                                 
55 Ellul 1990, p. 17. 
56 Ellul 1990, p. 14-19. 
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foundation of China, yet this account is framed in uncertainty. The reader of 
Shizi Hou – unlike the reader of Liang Qichao, whose position is precisely 
located and logically framed – is left to wonder about his position in relation to 
the text. As we have remarked, “utopia is a method rather than a state, […] it is a 
method camouflaging as a state”, and “any utopian novel is in principle an 
ongoing feedback dialogue with the reader.” In the end, Chen Tianhua’s 
narrative strategy is indeed one of “camouflaging” in which the boundaries 
between the text and the real are blurred, the reader’s expectations are 
disoriented, and so engaged in a dramatic dialogue oriented towards the 
imagination of a new ‘Possible World’.57 
 The plot of Shizi Hou revolves around the idea of a Chinese national 
revival which is triggered by a foreign invasion of the country. Outraged by the 
government’s incapacity to react against the Russian invasion of the northern 
provinces and the British acquisition of Shanghai, the Chinese people enacts a 
nation-wide rebellion against the invaders. This introduction is embedded within 
a oneiric framework: 
 

I cried several times [after reading the letter about the ‘Hundun Guo’] and my 
mind grew weary, so I sat on my chair and slept. Suddenly my friend Hua 
Renmeng rushed into my room: “The Russians have invaded the three northern 
provinces, and the British seized the opportunity to appoint their own viceroy in 
Shanghai.”  

58 
 
To the three diegetic levels implied by the meta-diegetic incipit we have 
discussed before, Chen Tianhua introduces a fourth one by alluding at the 
possibility of the dream: the narration appears to begin after our main 
protagonist falls asleep. The narrator – at this point of the story still 
uncharacterised – proceeds to describe the early fights between the local 
population of Shanghai and the foreign troops. Rushing to help his compatriots 
who are suffering defeat by the hand of the invader, he is pushed into a ditch 
near the Yangzi River, where he lies apparently dead. It is at this point in the 
prologue that the narration shifts tone once again: 
 

I did not dare to get out of the ditch until the noise around me died down. I 
found myself deep in the mountains, surrounded by wolves. I was frightened 
out of my mind. I wanted to run away, but the wolves had already seen me. I 
tried to fend them off with my bare hands, but they pinned me to the ground 
almost immediately. I felt a bite on my right arm, and as pain penetrated into 
my bones, I let out a scream. 

                                                 
57 Suvin 1990, p. 74-75. 
58 Shizi Hou, p. 2.  
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59 
 
Chen Tianhua moves back and forth between different narrative registers, 
alternating realistic representations to oneiric digressions with evident 
metaphorical innuendos about the fate of the modern Chinese nation, which is 
metaphorically described as “a mighty lion asleep for many years, surrounded 
by ravaging wolves” ( ). 
 Chen Tianhua draws closer to the representation of his utopian vision 
by disorienting the reader through the consistent negation of any stable point of 
reference in the narration. Yet this strategy of disorientation is not direction-less, 
as it moves towards the representation of the Chinese late Qing utopia of a 
reformed empire of national renaissance. The metaphor of the sleeping lion 
surrounded by a pack of wolves exposes the Darwinist penchant of the 
chauvinistic attitude that characterised a large part of the reformist intelligentsia 
of the time. The Chinese lion, which suddenly mutates into an image of the 
Yellow Emperor as omen for the renaissance of a country that is “nibbled” 
(canshi ), “embezzled” (jingtun ), “lured” (humei ) by the 
foreign wolves, performs a clear function of – for lack of a better definition – 
ideological positioning. This metaphor does not merely represent an 
“ornamental excrescence”, but it rather functions as a “specific cognitive 
organon” within the ideological architecture of the text.60 The overlapping of 
the national iconography of the Yellow Emperor as “first ancestor of the Han” 
( ) with a Darwinian metaphor of biological survival 
reflects the accumulation of notions and ideas that characterised the discourse of 
reform in China after the encounter with the West. The development of the 
attitude of self-strengthening towards a racially-oriented nationalism interpreted 
through the lens of quasi-transcendent socio-Darwinism as it had been 
extrapolated from Timothy H. Huxley’s “Heavenly Evolution” of Yan Fu’s  
Tianyan Lun  frames the Chinese late Qing utopia as a locus of 
coherence and rectification, a point of impossible convergence where the 
dissonance of a world gone out of joint is impossibly reconciled.61,62  
 It is from within this dream of national recovery that the narrator is thus 
brought back to life: he is not any more into the ‘dream of a Chinese’ where he 
had been catapulted by the incursion of the character Hua Renmeng,63 but he 

                                                 
59 Shizi Hou, p. 3. 
60 Suvin 1986, p. 51. 
61 “The creation of forms is the most profound confirmation of the existence of a dissonance” 
(Lukács 1971, p. 72). 
62 On the developments of the discourse of race in modern China, see Dikötter 1992 and 1997; 
on the dichotomy of culturalism and nationalism, see Duara 1995 and Townsend 1992; on the 
Chinese rewriting of Huxley’s Evolution and Ethics, see Xiao Xiaosui 1995, pp. 83-99. 
63 Names are omens indeed. 
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finds himself now awaken at the centre of a brand new world: 
 

In the blink of an eye I was not in the mountains any more. Around me was a 
huge city with spotless streets paved in white stone, ten zhang wide. Among the 
overwhelmingly beautiful buildings, all of them seven-storey tall, trams and 
cars were moving back and forth in an orderly manner. Above the streets were 
many iron bridges on which people walked. Trains were moving in the 
underground. One could have gone on endlessly talking about the extraordinary 
beauty and wealth of this city. Where was I? – I asked myself – Neither London 
nor Paris are like this. Then I arrived at a big square, where I saw a banner that 
said, “Celebrations for the 50th anniversary of the revival.” 

64 
 
This is the reader’s first glimpse into the utopian construct of Chen Tianhua’s 
novel: a city of extraordinary beauty which is celebrating the new-found glory of 
the nation after centuries of foreign oppression. What unfolds in front of the 
narrator is the spectacle of a nation celebrating itself through the staging of its 
own history. The narrator, walking in awe among the streets and the squares of 
the city, arrives at a stage upon which countless actors are re-enacting the recent 
history of the new country. The Chinese drama of national despair and recovery 
is sung along the melodies of familiar cipai tunes about the glory of the 
past ( ); the loss of national integrity 
under the Manchu rule (

); the glorification of those heroes who “looked back again to the times of 
Yao and Shun, and returned the nation to the descendants of the Han” (

); and the final reawakening of the people and 
restoration of the Chinese nation ( ).65  
 The late Qing Chinese utopia is inclined to self-representation and self-
celebration. It is often portrayed not in the act of being or functioning as a utopia, 
but rather in an act of self-reflection. The Chinese utopian society gazes 
constantly back at itself, re-assessing its qualities, its boundaries, its 
‘tautological character’, as if lost in a ‘never-ending monologue of self-praise’. 
This is true for Liang Qichao’s Xin Zhongguo Weilai Ji, where a world peace 
conference is staged to celebrate the beginning of the new Chinese era, as well 
as for the metafictional portraits of actors and stages in Chen Tianhua’s Shizi 
Hou; but it is also true for example in Wu Jianren’s Xin Shitou Ji, where the 
protagonist Jia Baoyu moves between displays, parades and exhibition 
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of national prowess, or Lu Shi’e’s Xin Zhongguo, whose final chapter is set in a 
theatre where the history of the nation is staged once again in celebration of the 
nation. The Chinese modern utopia is in the end a spectacle of the nation, and 
“the spectacle presents itself simultaneously as all of society, as part of society, 
and as instrument of unification”. 66  The representation (and the self-
representation) of utopia is fragmented, it lies in between and across layers of 
extratextuality and metatextuality, two narrative strategies which are deployed to 
cope with the impossibility to measure or to quantify the utopia of modernity, to 
deal with the inherent reluctance of the form to be framed univocally within the 
text. 
 The representation of utopia is recursive and retrospective: once posited, 
the political utopia looks backward at the present and encompasses it. Whereas 
Liang Qichao embeds the representation of new China through layers of textual 
recursion, Chen Tianhua opts for a strategy of evasion and elusion through 
which the (imagined) borders between the real and the text, between the reader’s 
‘topia’ and the Chinese utopia, are blurred. This is the cognitive function of 
Chen Tianhua’s constant shifting between narrative layers, his chronotopic 
variations, the constant feeling of uncertainty and unreliability that pervades the 
initial chapters of the novel. Similarly to Liang Qichao’s Xin Zhongguo, it is 
once again the utopian construct – the possibility for a Chinese national utopia 
in the future as the result of the political action in the present – that justifies in 
the end the architecture of the novel and gives the text its legitimation.  
 At the end of Shizi Hou’s introductory chapter, Chen Tianhua’s narrator 
reaches back to the present from the utopian locus: the perspective is inverted, 
the reader’s gaze is not oriented forward any more, but it is now asked to look 
backward from the impossible position of the vanishing point of a teleological 
perspective. This reversal of perspectives is realised in the text by anchoring 
within the utopian chronotope of the future the reason for a narration in the 
present. After having wandered for a while in a state of awe among the white 
streets and the bright squares of the new Chinese nation, Chen’s narrator walks 
into the country’s national library, “The Library of the Republic” (Gongheguo 
Tushuguan ), where he finds two volumes: the first one is an 
“almanac of the republic”, the second one a chronological account of the recent 
history of the country. Here Chen Tianhua indulges in the vertigo of the list, 
providing the reader a description of the Chinese utopia through the raw 
enumeration of data: 
 

There was a big volume whose golden title read “Almanac of the Republic”. 
The volume provided an account of the country’s 300 thousand schools and 
universities with their 60 million students; its standing army of 2 million 
soldiers and 8 million reservists; its 120 thousand navy officers, its more than 
700 vessels, and its dozens of submarines and aircraft; it gave an account of the 

                                                 
66 The fragments quoted in this paragraph are taken from theses 3, 13, and 24 of Debord’s La 
Société du Spectacle (see Debord 1992). 
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country’s 300 thousand li of railways and 100 thousand li of electrified 
roadways; its 40 thousand post offices; the 20 million tons of its merchant fleet; 
its annual income of 28 hundred million yuan; its annual expenditures; and so 
forth. 

“

67 
 
The penchant for enumeration and accumulation appears to be another 
characteristic trait of these representations, as if the Chinese utopia were the 
result of a catalogical rectification of names and numbers. It is with this 
enumeration of data that the reader gets his last glimpse of Chen Tianhua’s 
vision of utopia: here, at the end of Shizi Hou’s introductory chapter and among 
the beautiful volumes of the “Library of the Republic” that Chen Tianhua seals 
the oneirical infrastructure of the novel and shifts once and for all back to the 
present. Spotted by the guards of the library, the narrator manages to get hold of 
a beautiful volume wrapped in yellow silk, its cover sporting the fiery image of 
a roaring lion: these are the “Chronicles of the Guangfu Era” (guangfu 
jishibenmo ), the chronological history of the Chinese national 
revival. This is the “manuscript” of Shizi Hou, the story of the lion’s roar. The 
point of view shifts back to the present, the vision of utopia shatters. The 
narrator/protagonist, mistaken for a thief, is arrested: “Somebody grabbed me 
from behind […] ‘This is the end of my life!’ I cried scared to death. It was in 
that moment that I woke up, it was all but a dream” (

[...] “ ). Yet when the 
boundaries of utopia are broken, the possibility of narration is given:
 

I felt my side in a hurry, and the book was still there. I read it carefully a few 
times, realizing that it was indeed an interesting read. In my spare time, I 
decided to render it in vernacular, without adding a single word of my own. The 
original volume, with its divisions in chapters and sections, is in all respects a 
historical record. As I wanted to give it a narrative shape, I divided its content 
into the chapters of a novel. Because the cover of the original book portrayed a 
lion, I gave this novel the title of Shizi Hou. 

68 
 
Chen Tianhua concludes the prologue with an exhortation to his readers to read 
                                                 
67 Shizi Hou, p. 7. 
68 Shizi Hou, p. 592. 
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the rest of the novel and, implicitly, to learn from the lesson of the lion’s roar. 
While we may arguably recognise in this vocal exhortation the persistence of the 
vestiges of the storytelling tradition in the modern xiaoshuo from, this textual 
element also acquires a much cogent value in the wake of Liang Qichao’s 
literary manifesto and Chen Tianhua’s militant activism. The cries for attention, 
the phatic closures and the bombastic claims adopted from the storytelling 
mould, which remain but as mannerist flourishes in a literary tradition that 
outgrew its oral roots, become the means of expression of a proto-modernist call 
to arms years before Lu Xun’s more fortunate Nahan . 
 Admittedly, the most interesting parts of both Liang Qichao’s Xin 
Zhongguo Weilai Ji and Chen Tianhua’s Shizi Hou are their prologues. These 
sections stand out as beautiful imaginative glances, narrative crystallisations of 
those instances of reform that constituted the ground for political discussion 
during the later years of the Chinese empire.69 It is in these textual fragments 
that we can locate the literary vanguard of the era. Utopias are uncharted 
territories that beg to be explored, and whose exploration requires the attuning 
of new instruments. In these novels the mapping of these territories is not only 
figurative, but also formal and conceptual. The representation of utopia does not 
fulfill its function in itself, in the imagination of idyllic elsewheres which unfold 
distant in time and space, but rather in providing new coordinates for the 
reader’s orientation. In the case of late Qing fiction, utopia is also an experiment 
on the limits of the novel/xiaoshuo as a literary form, as well as a proving 
ground for the imaginary institution of society in a time when society needed to 
be imagined anew. 
 In fact, it is exactly because of the sheer imaginative power and the 
evocativeness of these prologues that both Liang Qichao’s and Chen Tianhua’s 
works seem to trail off in what is left of their few extant chapters. As we have 
seen, both these novels unfold according to a circular and (meta)diegetic 
structure in which the non-utopian present and the utopian future are encased 
one into the other, and whose consequentiality – at least in Liang Qichao’s most 
optimistic assumptions – was supposed to provide a model for political action in 
the real, extra-diegetic, world. If this narrative strategy succeeds in capturing the 
reader’s benevolentia by hinting both at the radical otherness of the utopian 
construct and at its arm’s length proximity, these novels nevertheless fall short 
of the great expectations that they build up. These texts fall victim of what 
David Wang, elaborating on Clifford Geertz notion of involution, has identified 
as an involutionary tendency towards introversion, “a move that expands and 
curls in such a way as to turn inward upon itself.”70 And indeed both Liang 
                                                 
69 We use here the word ‘crystallization’ with particular awareness, elaborating on Cornelius 
Castoriadis’ metaphor of ‘magma’ as ‘the imaginary or the unconscious’, the chaotic 
concurrence of social forces toward the imagination of society. Utopia is thus a fragile crystal, 
a moment of coherence, the solidification of magma once it surfaces to the earth, in the text 
(see Castoriadis 1975). 
70 Wang 1997, p. 31. 
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Qichao and Chen Tianhua’s narrative trajectories soon seem to collapse into a 
succession of overdrawn ruminations, tangential detours, redundant expositions 
and inconsequential bouts of poetic inspiration. As the metafictional 
inventiveness of the early chapters is made to settle down into a more linear 
narrative, the poetic descriptions and the awe-inspiring glances give way to 
more predictable solutions. The characters become silhouettes, their three-
dimensionality a trompe-l’œil play of perspectives drawn on an ideological 
canvass devoid of human uncertainty. In the end, this trait is reflected in the 
plots of these novels, which develop rather predictably and predictably 
evaporate into incompleteness. 
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Figure 1. A modern statue of Xu Xiake (near Kunming) 

 
The reader of well-known travelogues such as Charles Dickens’ The 
Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club or Aleksandr N. Radiščev’s 
Putešestvie iz Peterburga v Moskvu expects the tale of any trip to be comprised 
of many meetings and encounters with a wide range of people. In these 
travelogues, the pleasure of the journey and its retelling resides primarily in the 
variety of social encounters; the natural landscape merely provides the 
background to these interactions.  
 To this reader, Xu Xiake’s ‘Diurnal’1 would be astonishing: deprived, 
as it is, of any human presences of some importance. In the work of the Chinese 
traveller Xu Xiake, the natural landscape predominates, and mention of the 
humanscape is confined to a highly-limited series of specific circumstances. The 

                                                           
1 Xu Xiake Youji, a one-thousand-page long travelogue of forty years of wanderings all over 
Ming Empire. Discussion throughout this paper is based on the bilingual unabridged Chinese-
Italian edition currently being printed in Venice under the imprint of Cafoscarina and 
Zhejiang University Press. 



46   MING QING STUDIES 2015 

focus of this essay is, nevertheless, on this latter, less-emphasised, scape in his 
writing. 
 
1. The human sites 
 
In general, among the thousands of places mentioned in the ‘Diurnal’, a clear-
cut border runs between natural and human spheres, which emphasises the value 
of the first and the non-value of the latter. This value resides in the aesthetic 
enjoyment that the landscape affords, and is always due to nature itself. Only 
occasionally is the account expanded through commixture with a human artefact:  
 

The incumbent kiosk from the edge of the slope is nestled in the emptiness, in a 
beautiful contrast with the surroundings.2 

 
When a human-made structure (such as a pavilion or a kiosk) is mentioned, this 
is usually because the structure is helpful to the traveller in some way: 
 

After five miles, I pass near the kiosk, which is the starting point of the paths 
north to the bridge of Zhuangyuan.3     

 
Xu Xiake’s approach is all-embracing: all signs of the human presence (walled 
cities, villages, harbours, main streets, paths, huts, bridges, dwarfs, monasteries, 
fields, paddies, etc.) are mentioned (positively) for the help they can provide to 
the traveller, and (negatively) for the hindrance they create to the full enjoyment 
of the natural landscape (for instance, when a cattle shed or a pigpen blocks the 
view of the landscape):  
 

 
Once, the cloister of Wansong was a real convent; but now they have built a 
stable in front of it, and the door is bolted and nobody can enter.4   

 
The paths and the ridges of land in the fields—a topographical manifestation of 
the thriving agricultural practises during the Ming Empire—are merely 
evaluated according to the percentage of mud they are covered with, and the 
convenience or inconvenience that they bring to the wanderer:  
 

In the meanwhile, the rain has decreased but the path is muddy, I lift my feet 
but can’t move forward, and remain bogged down for half a day.5  

                                                           
2 Jiangyou, XI, XXXIII day. 
3 Jiangyou, XI, XXII day. 
4 Dian VII, month II, XIV day. 



   Travelling in a Thronged Desert   47 
 

 
 

 
Beyond these descriptions, all human artefacts are ignored. Even the paths, trails, 
and tracks are described in a way that approaches them in relation to natural 
formations (bridges are divided into categories such as wooden, stone, rope, well 
built, roughly built, while any sense of marvel and magnificence is the privilege 
of natural arches).  

Epigraphs are perhaps the only exception. Arguably, this is because 
these provide a better knowledge of the location. In the following excerpt, for 
example, the epigraph even affords a “revelation”: 
  

Beyond the cave, there is an epigraph by Hong Jufu (Song period), which states: 
“In such and such year of Xuanhe reign I ascended from Xuyan, and after three 
miles I found the Shehu Cavern”. This name, Xuyan, I remember it, I had 
learned it before on the boat to Geyang, where it was a possession of Xu family; 
but as soon as I came here, for the moment I forgot it and the words on the wall 
seems to me a revelation; I rushed out of the grotto to ask more, but nobody 
learns anything.6 

 
 
2. The human beings 
  
Xu Xiake’s attitude can also be reviewed in relation to the wide range of 
inhabitants who composed the humanscape of the Ming empire: women, 
brigands, peasants, monks, notables, friends and fellow travellers. These 
inhabitants are discussed briefly below, according to their inverse importance to 
Xu Xiake’s eyes: from the most negligible (the women) up to the most 
prominent (the fellow travellers). 
 
WOMEN. Women are very seldom mentioned (for instance, in nearly a entire 
month of travelling no mention of any woman is made),7 and among those 
mentioned only the poor and wretched (such as survivors of robbery, peasant 
women, or innkeeper’s ladies) appear. For instance: 
 

  
After a long while, the woman comes back, draws water and cooks for me. 
 

                                                                                                                                        
5 Jiangyou, III, III day. 
6 Jiangyou, III, III day. 
7 See for instance the I-XXIV days of the II month of the year yimao. 
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High-class women do not appear in his pages, because of the social taboo that 
locked them inside their apartments. 
 
BRIGANDS. Xu Xiake met brigands in different occasions. In some of these, he 
was even assailed and robbed. He makes no attempt to explain their presence; 
the absence of a strong imperial power—mainly in the out-of-the-way areas 
along the confines—is considered to be a sufficient explanation. Their cruelty 
and brutality are carefully remarked upon:  
   

In Qiyang too there are bandits butchering and robbing. 
 

The brigants are still ravaging: how scary!8 
 
PEASANTS. Despite the Confucian esteem of the category (nongzhe tianxia zhi 
ben: “the peasants are the cornerstone of the Empire”)9, in the ‘Diurnal’ peasants 
(including woodcutters, woodmen, and shepherds) merely appear as informants 
about the places and roads, providers of food and pallet in their hovels, or are 
engaged in the simple activities of their humble daily life:  
 

Two miles after, I meet a woodcutter and learn from him that I am walking 
along the path to Guidian.10 
 

In the meantime, the woodcutters take a bath at the dam.11 
 

It seems that the ploughmen, the grubbers, the woodcutters and the quarriers 
live beyond the western pick.12 
 

MONKS. Monks are a category that is favoured by Xu Xiake; it is not by chance 
that one of his fellow travellers is a bonze. They often are trustable 
topographical informants, give him shelter and food and guide him into grottoes 
and caves, equipped with torches. Furthermore, the circumstances of the life in 
the monasteries and cloisters are gladly remembered.   
 

Tianxiang is a bonze of the cloister of Huanzhu; he is ninety years old.13 
                                                           
8 Dian X, XXIV day. 
9  Yuanbi, 1. 
10 Dian IX, IV month, XXI day. 
11 Dian II, VIII month, XXVI day. 
12 Dian II, VIII month, VI day. 
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The bonze from Henan is absent; his disciples prepare for me a lavish feast 
with pea soup and salted sesame.14 
 

After a long while, an old bonze opens to me the front door and I overnight 
there.15 
 

The bonzes just raised a building, placed against the slope of the mount 
northward, and dispense some tea to the passer-bys.16 
 

Two bonzes watch the temple: one went down the mount with a sack of rice on 
the shoulders; the other burns the firewood and cooks.17 

  
Nevertheless, many are described derogatorily as slackers, brutes, covetous, or 
gluttons: 
 

The two bonzes, Baotan e Yunbai, would try to split between them the sutra 
and the cloths left by Jingwen, 18  and then go to Liangdian to sell them 
privately.19 

 
In fact, even towards this, his most beloved kind of men, Xu Xiake’s sympathy 
proves to be rather stingy. If an ill monk takes his time to cook for him, for 
example, Xu Xiake simply leaves: 

 

I go first to Zhizhi Cloister. A bonze, ill, invites me for lunch; I stay seated for 
a long while, then I notice that he up to now has just washed the rice, so I leave 
and go to Juexin, a bonze from the Jingyun Cloister, to eat. 
 

                                                                                                                                        
13 Dian VI, I month, III day. 
14 Dian VI, I month, XX day. 
15 Dian VI, I month, XIX day. 
16 Dian IX, IV month, X day. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Jingwen is the bonze who accompanies Xu Xiake in his peregrinations, until he dies for an 
illness. Here the question is related to the things he left after death, which were coveted by his 
coreligionists. 
19 Yue, XII month, IV day. 
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The bonze Jingfang, who is nineteen years old, would like to hold me, but I 
don’t enter in his place.20 

 
Remarkably, Xu Xiake never receives any spiritual guidance from them. 
    
AUXILIARIES. A range of humble people are necessary to the traveller: copyists 
(to reproduce the epigraphs, in order to permit the traveller to collect them), 
boatmen, sedan bearers, bearers: all of whom Xu Xiake recruits all along the 
way. Basically, these are peasants, unwilling to provide corvées or to move too 
far. Towards them, Xu Xiake is consistently rough and suspicious; nevertheless, 
they sometimes cheat him as well.  
 
Copyists. Copyists usually give Xu Xiake a significant amount of trouble. As 
specialized workers, copyists are few and can therefore dictate their working 
time and rewards. Generally, theses are rushed and inaccurate, in addition to 
being expensive: 
 

 
I seek for the copyist of epigraphs, but he went elsewhere.21 
 

I and Gu, my servant, go out again through the Ningyuan Gate to urge the 
copyist. Once there, I find that the copyist has already bought the paper and has 
gone with all his tools to make the copies; therefore I go back to my 
residence.22 
 

The copyist drags, in the hope to get a better reward; but I can’t wait any longer 
and tell him to copy for the moment only the two steles at Luwu Pass.23 

 

The copyist has employed with mastery the Hongwu style, but made many 
mistakes, errors, and omissions and lacks any order.24 

 
Bearers. Bearers are portrayed as being riotous, expensive, and untrustworthy: 
 

It is just the afternoon, but it is very hot and the porters don’t want to 
continue.25 

                                                           
20 Dian VI, I month, XIX day. 
21 Yuexi, III month, XVII day. 
22 Yuexi, III month, XXIX day. We will learn immediately afterwards that the copyist does 
not perform his duty. 
23 Yuexi, VI month, I day. 
24 Dian VII, II month, IV day. 
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Then, I distribute the luggage among the two porters and the boatman, go in 
through the East Gate and go out through the Southern Gate, go upstream along 
the creek and continue westwards.26 
 

At down, suddenly the rain stops for a while. I seek the porters; because it 
rained for many days consecutively, there is mud anywhere, and they have 
turned very expensive.27 
 

I urge the porters, but they refuse and it gets late, so I stop.28 
 

In the morning, Shan [Zhiyuan] orders to Xu the messenger to seek some other 
porters, because those whom yesterday he came to an agreement with at the end 
didn’t come.29 
 

Chen seeks some porters for me, but all of them are working in the fields and 
sowing in the farms, and don’t want to leave; they first took the money, but 
then came back to drop the job.30 
 

Boatmen. Generally trustable, what often makes Xu angry is their lack of care 
about departure and arrival schedule, and (quite contradictory) their 
unwillingness to wait for him without a reward:  

 

After twenty miles it grows dark; the boatman continues in the night roaming, 
thanks to the moonshine.31 
 

The greedy boatmen hoist the sails and go westwards.32 
 

NOTABLES. Notables are a sensitive point. Xu Xiake, as a petty landlord, is 
certainly contiguous to the local notables; on the other hand, his failure at the 
imperial exams and style life created a rift of sorts between them. Generally 
                                                                                                                                        
25 Dian X, V month, XIII day. 
26 Jiangyou, X month, XXX day. 
27 Dian X, V month, XIX day. 
28 Dian X, V month, XX day. 
29 Year yimao, IV month, X day. 
30 Dian VII, II month, XVII day. 
31 Jiangyou, X month, XVII day.  
32 Zhe, XV day. 
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speaking, Xu Xiake tries to keep his dignity in front of them while also keeping 
himself at a safe distance. This does not prevent him from sometimes resorting 
to exploiting his potential influence.  

Despite the possibility for Xu Xiake to be admitted into the circle of the 
notables pursuant to his social qualification, and despite his personal 
achievements and propensities that would qualify him to join them, his sense of 
distance from this group usually prevails.  
 His relationship with notables is therefore highly contradictory. On one 
hand, for example, in the following excerpt, Xu Xiake (successfully) tries to 
intercede with a patrician for a monk: 

 

After breakfast, I go and see Pan, then I pay my respects to Shan [Zhiyuan]. He 
has not come out yet: they say the master is sick with diarrhea and bring me to 
his apartments, in the western kiosk. I beg him to receive also [the bonze] 
Anren, coming from afar, who is a good man and brings with him a copy of the 
Yunzhong Quanji.33  Master Shan nods. 
 

On the other hand, in the following case, Xu Xiake refuses to join a few literati 
in their favourite pastime. Obviously, there is a limit to his contiguity: 

 

At that very moment, three or four literati are sitting in the room, well-
equipped with wine, clasped to courtesans and claiming aloud that the company 
of the bonzes should drink all together; I leave and go down from the lateral 
pavilion northward and seek for a place to sleep; I buy some rice and cook it 
there. 

 
FELLOW TRAVELLERS. Besides occasional companionship, Xu Xiake constantly 
travels with only two people: a bonze, Jingwen (until his death for an illness) 
and his servant, Gu Xing (referred to as Gupu: meaning “Gu the servant”). 

Any mention of Gu Xing is strictly confined within the frame of his job 
as a servant. The reader of the ‘Diurnal’ notices his presence only by 
coincidence, because his master gives him an order when the two of them are 
climbing together a dangerous cliff or exploring a dark grotto.   

 

I order to Gu the servant to pickle and smoke the duck.34 
 

                                                           
33 The Complete Collection of Central Yunnan, a rare geographical treatise. 
34 Dian VII, month II, day VII. 
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I leave the fish to Gu the servant and order him to keep an eye over the luggage. 
  
Jingwen’s status is higher than Gu Xing’s, and Xu Xiake pays more attention to 
him, but nevertheless Jingwen remains merely one of Xu Xiake’s entourage: 

 

Jingwen can’t keep the pace; I order him to keep an eye over the luggage at the 
right side of the path.35 
 

After ten more miles, I arrive to the East Gate of Geyang; I leave my luggage to 
Jingwen, who follows the boat; I let Gu the servant stay in the inn outside the 
gate. 
 

I try to find Jingwen at the inn; we have not yet had a breakfast. We hurry up to 
get some rice and go out all together through Southeast Gate. 

 
Nevertheless, sometimes Xu Xiake also shows some concern towards the 
individual fate of his fellow travellers: 
 

I begin worrying, the image of Gu the servant with the luggage on his shoulders, 
among plantless mountains, along lonely paths, in the darkness of the night, in 
the mud, comes to my mind: where will he be now?36 
 

After half a mile, there is the place where the bones of Jingwen are buried; I 
climb up to there and pay my respects to them.37 

 
In one occasion, the boat Xu Xiake is travelling on with Jingwen and Gu the 
servant is attacked by the pirates of the river, the traveler shows a concern for 
his fellows: 
 

Only, I don’t know where Jingwen and Gu the servant are now; I guess they 
must have rolled into the water, avoiding the jaws of the tiger; who cares about 
the luggage and the money!38 
 

                                                           
35 Yuexi I, II month, XXX day. 
36 Dian III. 
37 Dian VI, I month, VIII day. 
38 Dian VI, I month, XI day. 
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At these times, he does his best for his companions and the luggage, but no 
praise follows the chronicle of the events: 
 

  
When I get the riverbank, I see Jingwen. From the boat put on fire he rescued 
many things: dress, blankets, bamboo boxes, and keeps them to his side, on the 
sand; he commiserates because I am chilly: in a hurry takes off his clothes and 
covers me with them. He also has rescued slacks and socks for me, burnt and 
soaked; he also takes from the boat a piece of wood still burning and dries 
them.39 
 
 

3. Conclusions 
 
Ultimately, Xu Xiake seems affected by an irredeemable, tenacious misanthropy. 
This is a feature that the literature about Xu Xiake regularly omits. For instance, 
it does not appear in the list of his psychological traits made by J. Ward,40 which 
includes generosity (for instance, shown in Jiangxi, when he took pity of the 
men pulling his boat through the snow and rewarded them with some money), 
bravery or indifference to his own safety, pride of self-reliance (“when I travel I 
require neither a horse nor a companion”), and great taciturnity. Ward’s only 
hint in this direction is the following statement:  
 

Generally, with the exception of the literati whose friendship and support he 
valued greatly, and monks living in remote regions who could provide him with 
valuable information, entries in his diaries dealing with what could be termed 
human interest were rare.41 
 

From their side, in their attempt to outline an all-round image of a hero and to 
trace his evolution from qiren  (“an odd man”) to yousheng  (“a wise 
traveller”), 42 the Chinese biographers43 go as far as talking about his “empathy 
and concern” (tongqing he guanxin) with the poor, as when he was travelling in 
Hunan: 
 

Coming from Yongzhou, the fields on the mountains were hard and arid; it was 
precisely the time for sowing, and [the peasants] received a well-timed rain, 
which lasted until dawn, thanks to their reiterate “ow”. I was laying stiff, 

                                                           
39 Chu I month, XIII day. 
40 Ward 2001, pp. 46-50. 
41 Id., p. 50. 
42 Zhu Junkan et al. 2006, p. 151. 
43 Namely Zhu Junkan, Pan Fengying and Gu Yongzhi.. 
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waiting for it; after breakfast I left, with my umbrella and sandals, without any 
feeling of hardness.   

  
But as an evidence of “empathy and concern” this remains unconvincing when 
placed within a wider context. In the following case, for example, Xu Xiake’s 
reaction in front of people in distress is glacial: 
 

Afterwards I suddenly hear weeps and shouts coming from the riverbank, 
louder and louder, and don’t stop: it must be women and children. On the boats 
there is no sound, nobody dares to ask a question. I am hearing it and can’t 
sleep; with my head on the pillow write some lines, moved to pity.44  
 

Recalling Xu Xiake’s “irredeemable, tenacious misanthropy”, we don’t suggest 
that a merely psychological approach would be enlightening.   

Conversely, it may be tempting to insert Xu Xiake’s attitude in the 
Taoist frame of the dégagement du monde.  
 Xu Xiake is a different case. Arguably, Xu Xiake’s peculiarity relates to 
his travelling strategy, which aims at preventing any interference with the 
aesthetic enjoyment of nature, mediated by a deep and first-hand knowledge of 
the places: a geographical aesthetics.  

Ward does note, in relation to this that: 
 

He wanted to avoid whenever possible being accompanied by local 
acquaintances whose idea of an excursion was generally a rather more leisurely 
outing than the energetic expeditions to which he was accustomed.45  

 
In the throng landscape of the Empire, in one of the most thriving periods of its 
history, Xu Xiake tried to isolate a few peculiarities; in other words, during his 
life-long travels in a territory that was far from being wild and uninhabited, he 
tried to ignore the bustling world of the cities and the villages, the fairs and 
markets along the rivers, the workplaces in the forests, and instead concentrated 
his glance on the peaceful, secluded, and solitary corners. In this way, he 
escaped the vast jumble of human activities and carved out his own niche in the 
world. If such is the case, misanthropy is a means, with the end as seclusion. 
This perspective argues that only learned and educated people can turn this 
secluded niche into a privileged viewpoint.  
 Such a conclusion is at odds with the religious (or at least inspired) 
attitude of Taoist and Buddhist monks, which pursues a direct perception of the 
nature, and values nature itself merely as a means to personal enlightenment. It 
is also at odds with the similar approach that exists in the neo-Confucian “school 
                                                           
44 Chu I month, III day. 
45 Ward 2001, p. 49. 
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of the mind-heart”, where—in spite of its circulation among the intelligentsia 
due to crowds of most-learned literati—the approach remains mystical. 
 Xu Xiake, on the contrary, aims to enjoy the aesthetic of nature through 
careful explorations and detailed reviews of the related texts; his is therefore an 
informed and aware approach: a cool and controlled way of perceiving the 
reality. 
 Finally, this sense of belonging to the class of the wise is also reflected 
in the typology of the territories identified by Xu Xiake all along the Empire. In 
his disparagement of markets, fairs, walled cities of business, and administration 
of the hoi polloi, one can easily to catch sight of the hauteur of the erudite.  
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THE TENSION BETWEEN THE REALISTIC 
AND IMAGINARY ELEMENTS 

IN ALEXANDER’S ILLUSTRATION 
 

CHEN YUSHU  
(Chinese University of Hong Kong) 

 
 
After the return voyage in 1794, although the political and commercial requests 
both failed, the Macartney Mission still win huge public attention in Britain 
because the party members published numerous journals and memoirs.1 Apart 
from Sir George Leonard Staunton’s official account of the mission, An Authentic 
Account of an Embassy from the King of Great Britain to the Emperor of China, 
published in 1797 and reprinted the next year, several members of the party also 
published their own journals. The embassy voyage was taken for political 
purposes, but their journals were treated as leisure books for public consumption, 
especially those with illustrated pictures and albums. Most of the works are 
attributed to the embassy draughtsman, William Alexander (1767-1816). 

Alexander studied with the artist Julius Caesar Ibbetson, and then he 
enrolled in the Royal Academy School in February 1784. Various public 
museums and private collectors collected his oriental works, but his name 
remained unknown to art historians. He served the public until his death, but his 
Chinese images never brought him high honor or esteem. His works were 
destined to be book illustrations rather than wall pictures, remaining under the 
care of librarians instead of garnering the praise of artists.  

During the mission to China, Alexander was not particularly honored as 
an ambassador. His Master, Ibbetson, declined the small post with the Macartney 
Embassy in 1792, yet he recommended his apprentice, Alexander, who was then 
only 25 years old, for the employment. In the party, Thomas Hickey was 
appointed to be the real “painter” and painting appliances keeper. He had also 
been the portrait painter who accompanied Lord Macartney in India between 
February 1782 and January 1791. Sir John Barrow (1764-1848) confirmed the 
nepotism, stating, “Mr. Hickey, an indifferent portrait-painter, was a countryman 
of Lord Macartney, whose portrait he had painted; and being now out of 
employment, his Lordship, it was said, took him out of compassion.”2 Alexander 
was his assistant as “draughtsman” (  in Chinese document) and accepted 
the salary of 100 pounds per annum, which was half of Hickey’s salary. However, 
Hickey produced no more than three works that we can find today. One is the 

                                                             
1 See Lust 1987. 
2 An Autobiographical Memoir of Sir John Barrow, p. 49. 
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coloured engraving of Wang Wenxiong that is the frontispiece to Barrow’s 
journal Travels in China. Two other sketches of Chinese images are preserved in 
the British Museum and the India Office Library and are signed with T.H.3 

In sharp contrast, nearly 1000 of Alexander’s drawings exist, and 870 
small colour-wash drawings of them are in the British Museum collection.4 As a 
consequence, the Macartney Embassy’s drawings are primarily Alexander’s work. 
Barrow did not suppress his praise of this diligent draughtsman.  

 
Mr. Alexander drew beautifully and faithfully in water-colours, and omitted 
nothing that was Chinese, from the human face and figure, down to the humblest 
plant, and so true were his delineations, that nothing before or since could be 
compared with them.5 

 
It is possible that Alexander’s endeavors aroused antipathy in his senior:  
 

It appeared that little had been done by them excepting some figures sketched by 
Alexander […] It seems that Hickey devoted more of his time to writing than to 
drawing or painting and Alexander complained that Hickey refused to supply 
him with paper and pencils when he required them, though a large stock was laid 
in of which Hickey had the care.6 

  
After the mission, Alexander began his reproductions according to the sketches 
from China. Between 1795 and 1804, 16 of Alexander’s works were exhibited at 
the Royal Academy, and the first 13 of them were inspired by China.7 From the 
sale of his early studies, Alexander finished his watercolours of China directly or 
after first engraving. In 1797, he finished his first mission that produced 
illustrations for Sir George Staunton’s official account of the embassy An 
Authentic Account of an Embassy. Beside the plates inset in the text after Staunton, 
there is a dependent volume of engraved illustrations. Alexander also provided 
paintings to John Barrow’s Travels in China (1804) and A Voyage to Cochin 
China (1806).  

In 1798, Alexander published his own volume of Views of Headlands, 
Islands etc. taken during a Voyage to China. The collection is constituted by a 
series of topographic maps without high aesthetic value. The publication that 
really won Alexander huge attention was The Costume of China, which was 
published by William Miller for six guineas in 1805 and consisted of 48 etchings. 
Most of the works were signed as “W. Alexander fec.” The French edition was 
published in two volumes in 1815 due to the popular success of the first edition. 
This brilliant beginning may have also been a disaster for the young artist. His 
                                                             
3 Details see Cranmer-Byng 1962, pp. 314-313. 
4 Details see Wood 1998, p. 116; Legouix 1980, pp. 24-26, Appendix II. 
5 An Autobiographical Memoir of Sir John Barrow, p. 49. 
6 Garlick and Macintyre 1998, p. 282.  
7 See Legouix Connor and Susan S. 1981, p. 7; Legouix (1980) gives “Fourteen of his pictures 
were hung at the Academy between 1795-1800” as another different data. 
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career was limited to the image of China until his death. In 1814, John Murray 
published a collection, Picturesque Representations of the Dress and Manners of 
the Chinese, that belonged to Alexander which is one album from the series 
generally titled Picturesque Representations. This is Alexander’s final 
publication about China and was completed two years before his death. Scholars 
have consistently complained that the quality of the last album is greatly inferior 
to The Costume of China, regardless of the composition or the etching. Even Wu 
Hung argued that the latter Picturesque Representations of the Dress and 
Manners of the Chinese was perhaps not from his hand.8 Maybe Alexander had 
exhausted his work on Chinese images or perhaps his sketches from China had 
ceased to supply new material to support another round of reproductions. As a 
result, the characters in the book are not portrayed against carefully composed 
backgrounds as they are in The Costume of China, and they are without the 
delicate detail descriptions.  

 
 

 
Fig. 1  Alexander’s route in China, From Connor and Susan Legouix Sloman, 

William Alexander: An English Artist in Imperial China. 
 

                                                             
8 Wu Hung 2012, p. 97. 
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Alexander is not the only or the first European artist devoted to Chinese images, 
yet his achievement should be ranked the highest. Since Marco Polo left an 
account describing his experiences and impressions of China, various merchants, 
adventurers, preachers, and ambassadors have undertaken the journey to China. 
This minority as well as the intellectuals who “travel on the chair” composed the 
image of China in the West. However, the stories they produced are unsound 
because of the specific objectives and agendas of the writers. Jesuits portrayed 
China as a sublimate Christian nation in order to ensure that the Vatican would 
continue to support and expand their mission. Physiocratie described an idyllic 
China stressing the importance of the agricultural economy, while Montesquieu 
depicted China as a horrific autarchy to contrast with his spirit of legality. 
Sinology is primarily a study of Western intellectual history; however, when most 
European people refer to China, they generally mean chinoiserie decoration, tea, 
silk dresses, etc. No one really knows and cares about the original Chinese image. 
The journals left by the Macartney Embassy are the earliest records of real 
Chinese information Prior to Marco Polo’s exaggerated style, even though the 
members all hold different opinions.  

Alexander only stayed in China for half a year, and his route was 
compressed to the east coast. (Fig. 1) Although his pictures illustrate only a very 
limited part of China, his devotion to documenting realistic details enabled him to 
create works that continue to be viewed as highly esteemed historical data in 
various fields even to this day. 

The Chinese term fanba  referred to the technology of dragging 
boats over the dams along canals.9 Since contemporary dams are constructed 
much soaring higher than ancient ones, the extinct technology of “fanba” has been 
covered by the heavy dust of history.  

The only surviving image resources that shows technology are 
Alexander’s few watercolours and some photos taken by foreigners during the 
19th and early 20th century. In the passage from Hangzhou to Suzhou in November 
1793, the embassy faced the predicament of passing the canal between different 
water levels, and witnessed the process of “fanba”. One of the watercolours that 
Alexander collected in The Costume of China vividly illustrated the moment of 
elevating the ship to the top of the dam using the power of human labor acting on 
two hoisting winches beside the dam vividly (Fig. 2). 

 

                                                             
9 See Shi Xiaolei 2012, pp. 28-33. 
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Fig. 2  Front view of a boat passing over an inclined Plane or Glacis, 

from William Alexander, The Costume of China. 
 

He also recorded the process particularly: 
The boats are drawn over by capstans, two of which are generally 

sufficient, though sometimes four or six are required for larger boats; in this case, 
there are holes in the ground to receive them. When a boat is ready to pass over, 
the ropes from the capstans (which have a loop at their extremities) are brought to 
the stern of the vessel. One loop is then passed through the other, and a billet of 
wood is thrust into the noose to prevent their separation; the projecting gunwale 
works simultaneously to keep the ropes in their proper situation. Once these are 
adjusted, the men heave at the capstans until the boat has passed equilibrium, 
when, by its own gravity, it is launched with great velocity into the lower canal, 
and is prevented from taking on too much water by a strong screen of basket-work 
that is placed at the head.10 

The photos taken by later Western travelers evidence the realism of these 
pictures produced by their precursor. An unknown European traveler (initials 
J.J.D.) took the first photo of “fanba” around 1856 close to Ningbo (Fig. 3).  

 
 

                                                             
10 The Costume of China, p. 79.  
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Fig. 3  The Scene of ‘fanba’, From Fang Lin, Rui Ming , Chengshi 

Jiqi Zhoubian: Jiuri Zhongguo Yingxiang . 
 
If one looks closely, the photo shows a ship achieving the top of the dam when the 
water is high in the canal, nevertheless, the hoisting winches on ashore are too 
small to recognize. Fortunately, the photo taken by Sidney Gamble in 1917 
recovered the loss, clearly showing the appearance of the winch and the way the 
labor power manipulated it exactly as Alexander’s illustration revealed (Fig. 4). 
 

 
Fig. 4  The scene of labor power manipulating the winch, From Shen Hong , Xihu 

Baixiang: Meiguo Chuanjiaoshi Ganbo Minguo Chunian Paishe de Hangzhou Laozhaopian
. 

 
In addition to being evidence of this ancient technology, which is no longer in use, 
these photos also prove the realism of Alexander’s pictorial style. There are too 
many realistic samples in the works to compare them all to definite objects on a 
case-by-case basis. However, some historians hold that “facts” are not the most 
vital part of historical narration. They stress the importance of misconception and 
advocate the analysis of the ways in which social and ideological trends develop 
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and formalize specific forms of prejudice during different historical periods. In 
other words, they attempt answer the following questions asked by James L. 
Hevia:  
 

The operation itself is, therefore, a negative one designed (as it were) to purify 
both event and the writing of history to cleanse them of fictions so that the 
narratives of the past can be relied upon. But suppose purification is not the issue? 
How would we go about conceptualizing a different sort of history --- one less 
concerned with falsification, and more concerned with events through their 
multiple recounting.11 

 
There is no denying that the disparity between truth and narrative strengthens 
historical tensions and supports arguments about the subjective nature of 
consciousness, but narratives would toward extreme nihilism without the truth act 
as a relative reference value. The history of a particular period of material culture 
can only be constructed in comparison with some understanding of the truth. Yes, 
purification is the issue, the essential one, but it never obstructs the production of 
misconception. Alexander painted not as an imaginative artist, but as a dutiful 
recorder. His works represents a new era of European knowledge about China. 
Moreover, they also supplied a relatively accurate reference for all of the Chinese 
images that were produced before and after him.  
 

Founded on the principle of verisimilitude, the system provided a new platform 
for the global transfer of visual information. The rediscovery and reframing of 
China was part of this transfer in the wake of the Enlightenment, and was 
necessarily associated with the general process of globalization.12 

 
The turn from the late-18th and early-19th centuries to the second half of the 19th 
century was the period in which Europe produced very realistic images of China, 
featuring a great number of works depicting China exactly as it appeared. 
However, the works drawn by Alexander had the most representative features. 
This not only suggests that the painter examined the images of his oriental 
counterpart in his own way, but it also indicates that his works reflected the most 
accurate attitude and Zeitgeist. 

The images reflect not only the authentic objects, but also the real attitude 
of the Qing government toward Western countries and their reaction to the 
Embassy’s visit. The Embassy members were constantly surveilled by the Qing 
government, and some of their members were even incarcerated. Therefore, the 
painters were only able to produce the images that the Qing government permitted 
them to observe. For example, the supposition that the Embassy members were 
not permitted to penetrate the heartlands of the cities can be supported by the 
visual evidence, in which most of the landscapes are clearly scenes viewed from 

                                                             
11 Hevia 1995, p. 244. 
12 Wu Hung 2012, p. 101. 
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the ship or along the rivers. This hypothesis can also be verified by Emperor 
Qianlong’s instructions to the officials who received the Embassy. 

In addition, Alexander’s works represent the awkward status of the 
Macartney Embassy. As an educated artist, Alexander was a man of taste and 
imagination, not just a paid craftsman dutifully copying what he saw. 
Nevertheless, he was paid to be a draughtsman, so his own taste had to be 
tempered to suit his employer’s expectations. At the core of Alexander’s attempt 
to elevate his ethnography and landscape into the realm of human history and 
universal truth is not only ambition but also anxiety over his professional stature 
and class status. However, businessmen from East Indian Company (EIC) 
sponsored the Embassy. Thus, Alexander was maintaining a careful balance 
among various demands: businessman, intellectual, official draughtsman, and 
individual artist. Finally, he adapted to the demands of the different types of 
publications. The compromise can be detected in his works. In the 18th century, 
English landscape painters disregarded industrial innovations and ignored 
recently enclosed fields, preferring to show the land as it was supposed to have 
been in the good old days. These painters’ works, such as those of Constable, have 
been interpreted as an expression of anti-industrial attitudes because they leave 
out factories and people. Also in landscapes of America or New Zealand, whether 
consciously or unconsciously, European artists erased the aboriginals, as if 
illustrating the idea of virgin soil for the colonial gaze. However, in Alexander’s 
Chinese landscapes, the large population and architectural constructions are 
depicted. Population is the symbol of a potential market. It is essentially market 
research for EIC. 

Verisimilitude seems to have been an important goal in Alexander’s 
pictures; nevertheless, inaccuracy and distortion are inevitable when observing 
such an unfamiliar environment. The paper explores some of the concrete reasons 
for Alexander’s inaccuracies, but it is necessary to explain what those 
inaccuracies are in order to prevent any misunderstanding. Since Alexander’s 
sketches are substantive and reveal the influence of very different sources, this 
discussion will focus on the publications that he was satisfied enough with to 
share with the public. The distorted factors in Alexander’s publication can be 
divided into three groups: the common sense mistake, the geographical 
amalgamation, and the distorted composition. These sorts of inaccuracies appear 
widely in Alexander’s illustrations, and some of them even seem identical to other 
objects in the composition. However, it is also important to emphasize that the 
inaccuracies are minor compared to the realistic elements in Alexander's works. 
Alexander’s works have previously been considered significant because of his 
verisimilitude, but now the understanding of the misconceptions behind his 
amalgamations can re-infuse his work with a new importance.  

The distorted forms in Alexander’s works do not mean that he was an 
undutiful draughtsman; instead, they reflect the fact that misconception is an 
evitable phenomenon in cross-cultural research. 
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The common sense mistake 
 
The most recognizable inaccuracy is the common image mistake. If there were 
some Chinese audience, they would be impressed by the westernized face with 
traditional Chinese costume which beyond all knowledge. In terms of the 
inaccuracy of figures, the portrait of Emperor Qianlong is the best example. 
Alexander made two famous portraits of Qianlong based on his sketches: one is 
printed as the frontispiece of Staunton’s Authentic Account of an Embassy13 (Fig. 
5) and the other one appears as the second plate in the Picturesque 
Representations of the Dress and Manners of China (Fig. 6). The two portraits are 
composed based on the same pose, but the points of view are different: fullface for 
Authentic Account and the profile for Picturesque Representations. Besides the 
unrealistic throne and crown, the facial features should also arouse concern. 
Alexander’s only chance to catch a glimpse of Qianlong was at the ceremonial 
return of the Emperor to Peking on 30 September. The creation of the two 
portraits depends on one fleeting glimpse and a single sketch. Although the 
portrait is almost certainly unreliable, the nature of its unreliability is not easy to 
define. No one alive now ever had the chance to observe Qianlong’s real 
appearance, and the portraits by the Chinese Court painters may be exaggeratedly 
beautified to appeal to the Emperor’s taste, but it is still worth trying to analyse the 
facticity of Alexander’s work. 
 

     
Fig. 5 (left)  Tchien Lung The Great Emperor, From George Leonard Staunton, An Authentic 

Account of an Embassy from the King of Great Britain to the Emperor of China. 
Fig. 6 (right) Kiew Lung, From William Alexander, Picturesque Representations 

of the Dress and Manners of China. 
 
It’s impossible to compare Qianlong’s portrait with his photo, but it is feasible to 
compare it to other descendants of the royal family. The Dutch painter Hubert Vos 

                                                             
13 The watercolour versions are in the British Museum (L.B.22(1)), the Ashmolean Museum, 
Oxford, and the India Office Library (WD 959, fol. 19, 94; WD 961, fol. 56, 152). 
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(1855-1935) was invited by the Qing Court to paint a portrait of Cixi in 1905. 
After the sample was finished, Cixi proposed a series of corrections: erase the 
dark shadows on the face, magnify the eyes, plump the lips, and raise the corners 
of mouth. Thus, there are two versions surviving today: one was modified after 
Cixi’s suggestion and is now in the Dehe Garden, collection (Fig. 7), and the other 
one, exhibited in Paris, was finished after the return voyage (Fig. 8). By 
comparing the two versions with Cixi’s photo, Chinese aesthetic standards and the 
authenticity of the royal portrait can be clearly identified. Because royal portraits 
always functions for posterity’s prostration and recall, the Qing Court never 
desired a speaking likeness portrait, nor a completely implausible one. The details 
in the picture in Dehe Garden have apparently been beautified; however, the 
whole appearance is still recognizable and does not deviate too far from Cixi’s 
real appearance. 

Logically, the Court painters’ portraits of Qianlong should also be 
believable. 

 

    
Fig. 7 (left)  The Empress Dowager of China, Cixi, From Summer Palace. 

Fig. 8 (right)  H. I. M., the Empress Dowager of China, Cixi, 
From Harvard Art Museum, Museum no. 1943.162. 

 
In 1791, only two years before the Macartney Embassy’s arrival, the Court painter 
finished a portrait for the Emperor (Fig. 9). In comparison, the painter did not 
remove the eye puffiness and wrinkles to conceal the Emperor’s senility, whereas 
Alexander portrayed a much younger Qianlong. Although John Barrow 
considered the Chinese Emperor ‘so little afflicted with the infirmities of age, that 
he had all the appearance and activity of a man of sixty’,14 it sounds like a 
compliment more than a true description. Alexander arranged a pointy and thin 
nose for Qianlong to replace the original round blissful one. The high cheekbones, 

                                                             
14 Travels in China, p. 225. 
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pointed chin, and short philtrum that he paints are not features of traditional 
Chinese physiognomy, but conventionally portrayed in European paintings. 
Qianlong is only a representative example. Actually, almost all of the Chinese 
figures in Alexander’s publications have a westernized face. Alexander did not 
have enough time to sketch the face of Qianlong, but he stayed in China for about 
half a year and sketched a lot of people; nevertheless, when he planned his 
publications, he chose a series of typical Western faces that European’s could 
identify with. It’s more than a coincidence. 
 
 

     
Fig. 9 (left)  The portrait of Qianlong Emperor, From Palace Museum. 

Fig. 10 (right)  Sketch, From British Library, the Oriental and India 
Office Collections, WD. 959, f. 28/148. 

 
In addition to figures, the Chinese characters that he painted reveal another 
serious common knowledge mistake. There is no evidence that Alexander had any 
knowledge of calligraphy. He seems to have had his first experience writing 
characters while in China. In the sketch of a Mandarin (Fig. 11), some Chinese 
characters with phonetic notations of English letters are penciled around the 
figure, pointing out the names of some features in the Mandarin’s costume. These 
characters have obviously been written by a confident Chinese hand that is in 
contrast with Alexander’s attempt at the peacock plume ( ) with pen and ink. 
Alexander was eager to show Chinese calligraphy to European audiences, but he 
forgot to collect enough data. Consequently, a few correct characters can be found 
in the background on some complementary materials, but most of the characters 
in his publications are beyond recognition (Fig. 12). The flexural strokes own the 
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similar understanding and spirit with Alexander’s . The characters function 
more as cultural symbols than as words with concrete designations. Alexander 
was aware that his European audience expected to see symbols that represented 
some mysterious oriental context, and the real meanings of these exotic square 
characters were not important. 

Alexander was appointed as the official draughtsman to collect 
intelligence information for British policy regarding China, so he would not have 
consciously drawn unreliable images. However, except for the albums of George 
III, his publications were treated as entertainment and fashion books. After 
Alexander visited the Royal Academy in 1796, the critic Anthony Pasquin 
observed “(Alexander) deputed on the puerile embassy to the Emperor of China; a 
voyage which was undertaken for the amusement, not improvement, of a beastly 
Public!”15 At this time, since he was expected to cater to the masses’ desire for 
novelty and entertainment, Alexander was more than free to reproduce beyond the 
absolute truth. The mistakes in his publications are the consequence of his lack of 
general knowledge about China, as well as his attempt to match the expectations 
of the masses, which significantly deviated from the truth.   

 

 
Fig. 11  A lady and her son, From William Alexander, 

Picturesque representations of the dress and manners of China. 
 
 
Geographical Amalgamate 
 
In contrast, another sort of inauthenticity was drawn consciously. Alexander 
represented reliable details, but he often amalgamated different geographical 
features. The fifth plate of ‘A view of a buring place near Han-tcheou-fou’ in The 
Costume of China’s a typical example of his amalgamations. (Fig. 12) He was 
committed to illustrating the tombs and monuments of China which exhibited a 
variety of architecture.16 However, as Dr. Frances Wood shows her perception in 
                                                             
15 A Critical Guide to the Exhibition of the Royal Academy for 1796, p. 27. 
16 The Costume of China, p. 75. 
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the article Closely Observed China: From William Alexander’s sketches to his 
published work, Alexander’s ambition overwhelmed strict accuracy. The 
arrangement of different tomb structures in one composition forms a puzzling 
geography. A trans-regional comparative study revealed that the confusing 
variation in this composition is that it shows both southern and northern grave 
structures from the time of the Qing Dynasty. Most research holds that the 
southern designs were more complicated and diversiform than the northern ones. 
Since most of the northern areas in China are plain, the tomb structures were less 
influenced by the concept of Fengshui, and most of them are simplified and 
bun-shaped. (Fig. 13)  

Compared to those in the north, southern graves more reflected the 
concept of Fengshui. The details show the diversity of the graves, but they are all 
generally shaped like chairs. (Fig. 14) ‘Chair grave’ is the term used to identify the 
grave style in which the coffin chamber is centered on a mild-slope enclosure. 
This style was widespread in Zhejiang, Jiangxi, Guangdong, Guangxi, etc. 
Alexander travelled from Tianjin to Macao and sketched some typical grave 
structures in both the north and the south.17 Take a second view of ‘A view of a 
buring place near Han-tcheou-fou’: a coffin leans on a typical grassy northern 
‘bun grave’ in the foreground, while on the left in the middle distance, a southern 
‘chair grave’ impresses the audience. Ignoring their regional distinctions, 
Alexander bound together these graves with clear regional features in order to 
deliver more information about the Chinese burial culture unrestricted by regional 
specificity, but he also made a very apparent geographical mistake. 
 

  
Fig. 12 (left)  A view of a buring place near Han-tcheou-fou, 

From William Alexander, The Costume of China. 
Fig. 13 (right)  The picture of a northern bun-shaped tomb. 

 

                                                             
17 The figure in Picturesque Representations is a typical southern Chair grave, and his sketch of 
the northern grave can be found in the British Museum WD961, f. 51/54 and f. 16A/47 
according to Frances Wood. 
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Fig. 14  The picture of a southern Chair grave. 

 
In addition, in the plate of ‘A group of Chinese habited for rainy weather’, 
Alexander chose three different sets of clothes for the characters due to his desire 
to illustrate various Chinese costumes (Fig. 15). One man is dressed as a public 
servant and another one is standing in a straw raincoat that southern peasants and 
fishermen used to wear, while the third man is smoking and wearing a fur coat that 
is suitable for northern winters and only affordable for the very wealthy. In this 
composition, the painter amalgamated not only regions but also seasons and 
social classes. It might be realistically possible that these characters would appear 
in a single picture, but not in the poses and positions imagined by Alexander. 
 

    
Fig. 15 (left)  A group of Chinese habited for rainy weather, 

From William Alexander, The Costume of China. 
Fig. 16 (right)  Punishment of the bastinado, 

From William Alexander, The Costume of China. 
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Distorted composition 
 
The distorted composition is another kind of particular compromise between 
accuracy and aesthetic preference. The people under Alexander’s brush, 
especially the individual ones, often stand with a solemn posture and spirit, such 
as that found in Roman statues. Perhaps Alexander adopted the posture because 
he was deeply influenced by neoclassicism, but the more probable and practical 
reason was that the form enables the thorough illustration of various details of 
dress, all the way from one’s hat to one’s shoes. Alexander paid great attention to 
comprehensively exhibiting local customs, to such an extent that out of the total 
125 primary figures in his two publications, only four have their backs to the 
viewer. The excessive enthusiasm for thorough illustration distorts the 
compositions in some plates. In the ‘Punishment of the bastinado’, a Mandarin is 
commanding his man to bastinado a culprit, while a crowd of onlookers watch 
(Fig. 16). A realistic portrayal of this scene would show the onlookers 
surrounding the Mandarin and the culprit. However, in order to avoid any hiding 
of the bastinado, Alexander arranged all of the onlookers behind the Mandarin, in 
the middle distance, making them look like they are on line to visit an exhibition. 
The stagy composition reveals the complete demonstration of the bastinado, but it 
sacrifices accuracy and vividness.  
 

 
Fig. 17  A sacrifice in the temple, From William Alexander, The Costume of China. 
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A similarly uncomfortable position also exists in ‘A sacrifice in the temple’, the 
twenty-fifth plate of The Costume of China (Fig. 17). Multiple objects are 
illustrated in this plate, including two josses, an incense burner, a Buddhist 
monk, a figure shaking the ‘vessel containing some tallies marked with Chinese 
characters’,18 and a prostrated public servant. In real life, the three main 
characters would never have been present in a single image in the positions that 
they are in here. For instance, the public servant should be kneeling down to the 
josses, as well as another participant should shaking vessel to. However, in order 
to better illustrate the details of their appearances and costumes, Alexander 
decided to break with real local custom, instead turning the table parallel and 
positioning the figures on either side so that each of their faces can be viewed in 
the composition. 
 

 
Fig. 18  Examination of a culprit, From William Alexander, The Costume of China. 

 
The contrived composition is reminiscent of another plate in The Costume of 
China: ‘Examination of a culprit’. (Fig. 18) The plate is composed from the same 
point of view, and the official on the left looks exactly like the figure previously 
prostrated beside the incense burner — even his girdle, handkerchief, pouch and 
little long case are the same, simply repositioned to suit the angular deviation. The 
only differences between the two plates are that one has a Mandarin instead of a 
monk, and the other official is guarding a prostitute on the position belong to the 
man shaking the vessel. The prostitute should be prostrate before the Mandarin, 
but Alexander arranged the image so that her face is to the right of the official, 
                                                             
18 Alexander’s Diary, 12 Jan. 1794. 
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because the realistic position would hide her pretty face. Generally speaking, a 
single one of Alexander’s illustrations contains at least three figures breaking the 
normal custom to produce a more comprehensive display. It must have been a 
tricky problem for Alexander: to respect the local customs and sacrifice showing 
an entire figure or to show the whole figure at the expense of representing real 
customary behaviour? His final publications show Alexander’s decision which 
should be understood not only as his solution to the dilemma of balancing art’s 
value and verisimilitude, but also his preference for neoclassicism over 
rationalism. 

The inaccurate elements in Alexander’s works could have been caused 
by certain psychological factors. For certain, he was a total stranger in China, and 
all of the customs were well outside his knowledge of the world. Psychological 
research reliably demonstrated that cross-race face recognition is more difficult 
than the same-race face identification. The effect is known as the cross-race effect. 
This phenomenon can pose a problem when eyewitnesses to a cross-race person 
are required to identify and describe his face. More specifically, cross-race 
identification can result in the wrongful identification of an individual. The 
Macartney Embassy was exposed to this kind of psychological plight constantly 
in China. Until this trip, Alexander had very little experience identifying faces 
that were not from his own race, therefore it would have been difficult for him to 
remember the specific details that differentiated Chinese faces that he saw.  

 

 
Fig. 19  Portrait of Van Tazhin, a military mandarin of China,  

From the British Library. 
 

Nevertheless, numerous sketches of Chinese figures survive as evidence against 
the above argument. Alexander did draw some reliable figures; however, few can 
be found in his publications. Similarly, his sketches also never contained the 
geographical amalgamations and distorted compositions of the illustrations he 
chose to publish. It is logical to deduce that Alexander overcame the cross-race 
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effect to record some true Chinese customs, but he excluded these realistic 
elements from his public-illustrations. Although he may have been catering to 
audience expectations, including their inability to differentiate Chinese faces and 
their desire to see the most exotic images, in order to sell more of his albums, his 
identity and profession were probably the most significant reasons for the choices 
he made.  

Alexander finished most of his published works on the voyage home and 
after he returned to Britain. For example, his first major task was creating the 
illustrations for Sir George Staunton’s An Authentic Account of an Embassy. The 
book was published in 1797, and many of the engravings are dated 1796. 
Therefore, the paintings must have been made within a year to eighteen months 
after his arrival home. Alexander traced these Chinese characters, to a great extent, 
from his diary, memory, and the sketches he made in China. Among his instant 
sketches, made on the spot in China, are tentative groupings of figures and 
themes—working drawings that anticipate some of the final engravings seen in 
Alexander’s two published volumes.19 His earlier sets of scenes and figures 
would have been drawn when his memory was fresher, and since these early 
works drew more reliably from the sketches, the contents are most likely also 
more reliable. The original mount of the portrait of Wang Wenxiong is dated 1793 
on the back (Fig. 19). The Embassy was in China during this time. According to 
Alexander’s diary, Wang invited him to paint several portraits. Alexander had 
enough time to sketch Wang’s appearance face-to-face, so the figure more closely 
resembles the real Chinese appearance. In the first plate of The Costume of China, 
Alexander employed another full-length aquatint portrait of Wang. (Fig. 20) The 
figure in this plate is entirely distinguishable from and more believable than 
Alexander’s other figures in the albums because the previous portrait provided a 
realistic sample. 

 
Fig. 20  Portrait of Van-Ta-Zhin, 

From William Alexander, The Costume of China. 
 

                                                             
19 Wood 1998, p. 109. 
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When his experience and sketches could no longer support his reproductions, 
Alexander tended to search for ideas from the composites of previous painters, 
and he regularly utilized a limited prototype, which are two of the main causes of 
his inaccuracies.  

Wu Hung suggests that “He (Alexander) also adopted three other 
pictorial modes initiated by Nieuhof, one on individual buildings, one on groups 
of people engaged in specific activities, and one on types of figures dressed in 
special costumes.”20 Wu Hung observantly points out that Alexander adopted his 
predecessor’s style; however, the evidence does not sufficiently support the 
argument that Alexander’s pictorial modes were initiated by Nieuhof. Actually, 
the “travelers on the chair” prior to Nieuhof created more pictorial modes, 
including these three, and the significant extent to which they affected Alexander 
can be observed from his illustrations. 

 

 
Fig. 21  Cam-Hy, From Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Novissima Sinica. 
 

The portrait of Qianlong is a typical example in this case. Since Alexander did not 
have time to sketch the Emperor’s face and could not remember it after the voyage, 
he chose to create a westernized face rather than arrange a Chinese face like that 
of Wang Wenxiong for the Emperor. Macartney’s sketch of Qianlong provided a 

                                                             
20 Wu Hung 2012, p. 98. 
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solid foundation for Alexander’s creation, but on the other hand, westernizing the 
face of the Chinese Emperor is a traditional pictorial mode that supplied him a 
sense of creative security (Fig. 21). More specifically, Alexander did not create 
but modified the Emperor mode on the basis of his inheritance of the old modes. 
Martiniere Breton published CHINA, It’s Costume, Arts, Manufactures in French 
in 1811, and the English version was published the next year. The portrait of 
Qianlong in the third English version is an imitation of Alexander’s work, a 
further manifestation of inheritance, but the quality is greatly inferior. (Fig. 22) 

 

 
Fig. 22  Kien Long Emperor of China, 

From Martiniere Breton, China, Its Costume, Arts, Manufactures. 
 
Alexander not only adopted European pictorial modes; he also imitated Chinese 
painters’ works. Five years before Alexander’s The Costume of China, was 
published, William Miller (1769-1844) published another album with the same 
name and pictures from the Chinese painter, Puqua. In Alexander’s diary, he 
records his visits to the shops of two Chinese painters, ‘Puqua’ and ‘Chamfou’, 
and remarks, “[…] they copy accurately and produce very highly finished pictures, 
indifferently coloured, from the prints of Bunbury, Kauffman, etc., and many 
prints of this style were seen there for that purpose.”21 ‘Puqua’ is actually a 
common name for Canton painters, and it is not certain that the images in the 

                                                             
21 Alexander’s Diary, 12 Jan. 1794. 
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album were completed by the same Puqua whose shop Alexander visited; 
however, it’s reasonable to suspect that Alexander consulted Canton painters/ 
works, especially in his Picturesque Representations. The twentieth plate in 
Picturesque Representations possesses the exact same composition as the 
eighteenth plate in Puqua’s The Costume of China, except that the figure has been 
changed from a monk to a mendicant. (Fig. 23; Fig. 24) Another example is the 
forty-third plate, which is an illustration of an upper class Tater lady that looks 
just like the one in the sixtieth plate of Puqua’s album, except that her feet are 
wrapped. (Fig. 25; Fig. 26) During the Qianlong period, Tatar women were 
forbidden to wrap their feet just as Puqua illustrated and remarked: “The women 
of that country are said to decline imitating their neighbours in the custom of 
misfashioning their feet.”22 Alexander must have had no chance to observe the 
feet of Tatar ladies, and then he simply reproduced his plate on a mixture of 
imitation and imagination. His creative suppositions mean that sometimes his 
work deviates from the truth. 
 
 

  
Fig. 23 (left)  A bonzee begging alms, From Puqua, The Costume of China. 

Fig. 24 (right)  A Chinese mendicant, From William Alexander, 
Picturesque Representations of the Dress and Manners of China. 

 

                                                             
22 The Costume of China: Illustrated By Sixty Engravings with Explanations In English And 
French, p. 245. 
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Fig. 25 (left)  A lady of distinction in her habit of ceremony, 

From Puqua, The Costume of China. 
Fig. 26 (right)  A Chinese lady of Rank, From William Alexander, 

Picturesque representations of the dress and manners of China. 
 
Alexander often combines a number of sketches into one view and utilizes the 
same sketch for different thematic plates, which are then used to produce more 
Chinese motivated works. The dagoba in the lower right corner of ’A view of a 
burying place near Han-tcheou-fou’ is transformed in ‘Visit to the grave of a 
relation’. Also, the larger, square dagoba in the background of the previous plate 
appears again, this time as a minor image, in the ‘View of the Tower of the 
Thundering Winds on the Borders of the Lake SeeHoo’ (Fig. 27). A similar trick 
was played with the Potala depicted as the main structure in ‘The Potala or Great 
Temple of Fo near Jehol’ and as part of the background in plate thirteen of The 
Costume of China. Alexander clever arranged the prototypes at different distances 
to hide the fact of their repetition from the public, but his abuse of the sketches 
certainly lead to his geographical amalgamations. 
 
 

 
Fig. 27  View of the Tower of the Thundering Winds on the Borders of the Lake SeeHoo, 

From George Leonard Staunton, An Authentic Account of an Embassy  
from the King of Great Britain to the Emperor of China. 
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Besides subjective will and the need to appeal to business requirements, the 
artistic and social ideological trends of the time period also influenced the 
unreliability of Alexander’s images. The core of The Great Geographical 
Exploration was the will to discover nature untouched by man, and yet, once it 
had been found, the tourists could not resist the impulse to ‘improve’ it, even if 
only in their imaginations. This idea promoted two paradoxical movements: the 
scientific theory of natural history and the artistic picturesque theory, both of 
which exist in Alexander’s work. Frequently, these accurate compositions 
implicate science and technology. The illustrations of the technology (like 
“fanba”), buildings, and certain animals are all extremely accurate and accounted 
for by a series of precise measurements and definitions. In contrast, numerous 
landscapes are unreliable. The vital reason for the inaccuracy of the landscapes is 
that the aesthetic of artistic picturesque theory was privileged over scientific 
observation.  

The term “picturesque” originally denoted a landscape scene that looked 
as if it had come out of a painting in the style of the 17th century French artists 
Claude Lorrain or Gaspard Poussin, and although artists employed the term often, 
they usually had very little sense of how that adjective differs from ‘beautiful’, 
‘delicate’, or ‘quaint’. Alexander also used the term “picturesque” for his album 
name. The Chinese poem ‘To the tune of Tianjingsha’ is a picturesque poem: 

 
Dry vine, old tree, crow at dusk 
Low bridge, stream running, cottages 
Ancient road, west wind, lean nag 
The sun westerning 
And one with breaking heart at the sky’s edge  

 
These images have little in common except that, in different ways, each is visually 
attractive and enriched with sentimental associations. William Gilpin 
(1724-1804), who initially introduced the idea of picturesque to British culture, 
wrote the following to Joshua Reynolds in 1791: “With regard to the term 
picturesque, I have always myself used it merely to denote such objects, as proper 
subjects for painting: so that according to my definition, one of the cartoons, and a 
flower piece are equally picturesque.”23 However, his definition is still confused 
by the notion of ‘proper subjects for painting’. The picturesque never evolved into 
a coherent theory, but various works of painting and landscape gardening display 
its influence. Traced to its historical roots, the term “picturesque” needs to be 
understood in the context of two other aesthetic ideals: the beautiful and the 
sublime. By the last third of the 18th century, Enlightenment and rationalist ideas 
about aesthetics were being challenged by explorations of experiences of beauty 
and sublimity, which were considered non-rational. Picturesque arose as a 
mediator between the opposing ideals of the beautiful and the sublime, showing 
                                                             
23 Three Essays, pp. 36-37. 
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the possibilities that existed in between these two idealized states. Alexander’s 
gentle, sober compositions reflect the clear influence of representative 
eighteenth-century British picturesque artists, such as Richard Wilson, Thomas 
Gainsborough, William Gilpin, Michael Angelo Rooker, and his master, Ibbetson. 

A typical picturesque composition is strictly formulated. The pictorial 
structure of equilibrium and order are an opposing aesthetic standard to the lines 
and colors, which are organized by strong contrasts. Michael Rosenthal also 
posed the ‘picturesque’ idea that as we systematically move from line to line or 
couplet to couplet, so we also move from foreground to distance when viewing an 
image. He pointed to the four lines of description awarded to the waving groves as 
evidence that they are foreground objects, more clearly distinguishable than the 
other, distanced features, which were awarded only one or two lines. The chief 
objection to this is that the fanciful simile of the coy nymph, which occupies the 
second couplet, does nothing to enhance the visual definition we expect of the 
foreground.24  

In William Gilpin’s tripartite structure, a darkened foreground, a strongly 
lit middle or second distance, and an ethereal background, were accompanied by 
strict colour organization. Here is the versified description from William Mason 
(1724-1797)’s The English Garden: 

 
[…] three well-mark’d distances 
Spread their peculiar colouring. Vivid green, 
Warm brown and black opake the foreground bears 

 
Conspicuous; sober olive coldly marks 
The second distance; thence the third declines 
In softer blue, or less’ning still is lost 
In faintest purple.25 

 
When Alexander reproduced his watercolours, the landscapes that may have 
begun as a means of topographical and natural historical recording developed into 
a medium for expressing emotional responses to natural scenery. His works are 
restrained in emotion, elegant in colour, and balanced in composition. Dictated by 
the general spirit of the picturesque, Alexander depicted the strange foreign 
landscape with a harmonious, pleasant British sentiment. The similar 
compositions in his ‘The Potala or Great Temple of Fo near Jehol’ and Gibson 
Patrick’s picturesque watercolour ‘Holyrood House’ bestow the pictures with the 
same fragmentation and instability. Both pictures were created in the early 18th 
century, and both employ a tripartite structure consisting of a darkened 
foreground, a strongly lit middle ground, and an ethereal background, as well as 
depictions of two similar royal palaces in the second distance. (Fig. 28; Fig. 29) In 
addition, they employ a low prospect, which is ‘the Picturesque point’ according 

                                                             
24 See Rosenthal 1983. 
25 William Mason (ed.), “The English Garden” (1772-1781), pp. 187-193.  
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to William Mason. He added a footnote when editing Gray’s descriptions of the 
Lakes for publication in 1775: 
 

The Picturesque Point is always […] low in all prospects: A truth, which though 
the Landscape Pinter knows, he cannot always observe; since the Patron who 
employs him to take a view of his place, usually carries him to some elevation for 
that purpose, in order, I suppose, that he may have more of him for his money.26 

 

 
Fig. 28  View of the Tower of the Thundering Winds on the Borders of the Lake SeeHoo, 

From George Leonard Staunton, An Authentic Account of an Embassy from the King of Great 
Britain to the Emperor of China. 

 

 
Fig. 29  Thomas Girtin, Kirkstall Abbey, Yorkshire: Evening, 

From Victoria and Albert Museum, Museum no. 405-1885. 
 

                                                             
26 William Mason (ed.), “The Poems of Mr. Gray. To which are prefixed Memoirs of his Life 
and Writings”, London, Printed by H. Hughs and sold by J. Dodsley and J. Todd, 1775, p. 
360. 



82   MING QING STUDIES 2015 

Picturesque is an aesthetic theory, not a positive statement, so it depends more on 
imagination than records. It’s impractical to expect picturesque works to be 
consistent with nature since they are idealized landscapes. The Potala in 
Alexander’s work is much taller than the real one in Jehol, and the palace is not as 
spacious as the depiction; however, the inaccuracies help to accomplish the 
picturesque mood of the images. Alexander depicted the royal Chinese 
architecture and integrated it into a typical British mode of the picturesque. The 
instance of Alexander is not exceptional in this regard; artists are all ‘splendid 
liars’. Like Alexander, Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851) exhibited 
some views of Italy long before he set foot there. His first Italian journey was in 
1819, two years after his composition of Tivoli. His version of Italy is filled with 
ancient ruins, herds of goats, and peasants, and he did not forget to bathe them in a 
soft suffusion of golden light just like the countryside in England or Paris. Turner 
represented the typical 18th century notion that he was travelling to visit an ancient, 
not a modern, place. To the extreme, he ‘shamelessly’ shifted the actual position 
of famous ruins to convey his emotions and heighten the effect of his images. 
When his rival realized that an Italian landscape by Turner was not 
topographically accurate, he wrote on its frame ‘Splendide mendax’—‘a lie in a 
splendid cause’. All poets were liars, Turner responded. As a definition of art 
itself, this statement is applicable to all painters, including Alexander. 
Alexander’s official mission to China was to collect intelligence with very little 
artistic liberty, but it seems that he easily abandoned this aim and started using his 
creativity when his publications were treated as popular costume albums.  

Alexander was influenced not only by the picturesque, but also by 
Neoclassicism. Crystalizing the relationship between these two notions requires 
an understanding of the picturesque’s inauthenticity. Some scholars hold that the 
enthusiasm for the picturesque evolved partly as a reaction against the 18th 
century trend of Neoclassicism, with its emphasis on formality, proportion, order, 
and exactitude. However, this is not a persuasive perspective, since picturesque 
compositions also follow strict rules. In fact, Neoclassicism is one aspect of the 
wider Picturesque. Both of them possess similar spirits and moral appeals against 
urbanization and mechanical industry, and they both value the ancient ideals of 
the beautiful and the sublime in compositions. The founder and first president of 
the Royal Academy, Joshua Reynolds (1723-1792), was an influential 
neoclassical artist’ meanwhile, the portraits of him often present his figure against 
a picturesque darkened background. Just as Turner used British scene in a 
composition of Italy, Reynolds’ celebrated Mrs. Siddons as the Tragic Muse 
adopts the pose of a Michelangelo prophet from the Sistine ceiling, thus adding a 
religious dimension to the idea of tragedy.27 Both Turner and Reynolds desired to 
create interactions between natural objects and associated ideas by means of 
transformation. As a painter trained in the Royal Academy, Alexander was 
apparently familiar with the trick. He adopted some modes of classical Greek 

                                                             
27 Paulson 1975, p. 85. 
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statues for his Chinese figures, just like his master, Reynolds. The attempt is more 
prominent in his ‘A Chinese Lady of Rank’ than in Puqua’s ‘A Lady of 
Distinction’. (see Fig. 27; Fig. 28) Alexander’s figure is more stately and 
dignified with a pose reminiscent of Michelangelo’s David; however, it is an 
unbelievable pose for a Chinese women. Consequently, his figures are 
magnanimous yet untrue, especially unsuitable for his Chinese characters. 

As a system of representation, the picturesque determined not only the 
manner of depiction, but also the subject of depiction. ‘Beautiful’ and ’sublime’ 
are two core ideals that the subject should represent. Sir Uvedale Price focused his 
early attention on picturesque subjects. 

A temple or palace of Grecian architecture in its perfect entire state, and 
with its surface and colour smooth and even, either in painting or reality is 
beautiful; in ruin it is picturesque. Observe the process by which time, the greater 
author of such changes, converts a beautiful object into a picturesque one. Firstly, 
by means of weather stains, partial incrustations, mosses, etc., it at the same time 
takes off from the uniformity of the surface, and of the colour; that is, gives a 
degree of roughness and variety of tint. Next, the various accidents of weather 
loosen the stones themselves; they tumble in irregular masses, upon what was 
perhaps smooth turf or pavement, or nicely trimmed walks and shrubberies, now 
mixed and overgrown with wild plants and creepers, that crawl over and shoot 
among the fallen ruins. Sedums, wall-flowers, and other vegetables that bear 
drought, find nourishment in the decayed cement from which the stones have 
been detached: birds convey their food into the chinks, and yew, elder, and other 
berried plants project from the sides; while the ivy mantles over other parts and 
crowns the top.28 

Ruins and graveyards are two eternal picturesque subjects since their 
awe-inspiring scenery, bleak atmosphere, and historic significance provide 
‘agreeable horror’ and ’pleasing melancholy’. ‘Agreeable horror’ and ‘pleasing 
melancholy’ are nourished by images of decay and by monstrous, broken, and 
irregular forms in both natural scenery and the works of man.29 The public’s 
eagerness for picturesque landscapes stimulated Alexander to represent graves 
repeatedly. The picturesque concept, which allowed for a lack of common sense, 
engendered his geographical amalgamations of graves. 

Image inaccuracy is inevitable during artistic creation, especially when 
the painter is alienated from the subject for a long time and does not have enough 
sketches. Nevertheless, the regular inaccuracies in Alexander’s illustrations are 
not only the products of mistakes and ignorance; they also represent certain 
stereotypes and modes of thinking. China is unbelievably calm and 
unsophisticated under Alexander’s brush, which reflects two typical Western 
imaginings of oriental subjects: backwardness and pastoralism. The real China is 
not depicted, but the real European ideal of China is. Global exploration and the 

                                                             
28 An Essay on the Picturesque (vl), pp. 51-52. 
29 Andrews 1989, p. 45. 
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development of seafaring promoted the rise of modern British hegemony, which 
was followed by the need for cultural self-identification and an enthusiasm for 
pre-industrial, Arcadian life. Alexander’s illustrations satisfied these mass 
expectations. The accuracy of his images was less important than their fulfillment 
of social psychological demands. China was used as a mirror to reflect the 
advantages of Britain; meanwhile, it was also the China’s debut on the 
globalization stage. In other words, regardless of whether or not certain 
architectural structures or persons existed in China, their image as a prominent 
‘illustration of China’ became global knowledge at a particular historical moment 
and through a Western system of representation. 

Using Michel Foucault’s theoretical structure ‘power/knowledge’, 
Europeans produced their knowledge of China based on their belief in their right 
to global dominance. This kind of knowledge cannot be equal to the truth. The 
absolute truth does not exist, yet the objective one can be set up relatively. There 
is no denying that the significance of misconception and the pictorial inaccuracies 
should be emphasized, because doing so reveals important particularities of two 
different civilizations and contributes ideas for deciphering the other culture. 
However, the importance of faithful depiction should also be highlighted, because, 
regardless of a humanistic interest in otherness, social development is rooted in 
objective identification.  

Alexander’s illustrations of China are more realistic than the works that 
came before, which indicates the evolution of social and ideological trends, as 
well as the progression from pure imagination to the integration of more and more 
truth-based knowledge. Alexander’s works are abundant in content, including 
both realistic and imaginary factors; distinguishing between these factors is often 
quite complicated.  

Reynolds wrote tactfully of Alexander’s conservation at a moment of 
transformation: 

 
His chiaroscuro was correct; his colouring was clear, harmonious and natural, 
and his figures were grouped with tasteful simplicity; his pencil was dictated by 
the judgement of a highly cultivated understanding and extensive acquaintance 
with Art and Nature; seldom indeed striking out any brilliant or novel idea, but 
uniformly attaining the more useful purpose of representing each individual 
character to the eye and thus identifying it in the mind of the spectator.30 
 

Alexander’s conservative painting style does not have the strong visual impact of 
masterpieces, yet it was suitable to depict the object faithfully and provide 
information value. The Embassy needed Alexander to work like a camera to 
record China, not to be a passionate, creative artist. Frances Wood argued that 
“Despite the fact that he went sketching with Thomas Girtin, John Sell Cotman 
and Turner, painters who were transforming English landscape painting, 

                                                             
30 From The Gentleman’s Magazine, pp. 140-141. 
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Alexander himself was an observer rather than an innovator.” 31  Generally 
speaking, he conscientiously served his mission, as other party members 
remarked, but as a mindful artist, Alexander did not resist the temptation of 
subjective creation when faced with market requirements. The tension between 
knowledge and subjective sentiment and self-identification and oriental complex 
enrich the content of Alexander’s illustrations. 
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WINDOWS ONTO THE SUPERNATURAL 
IN THE SECOND HALF OF THE EDO PERIOD:  

FROM THE GAZU HYAKKI YAGYŌ (1776) BY 
TORIYAMA SEKIEN TO THE E-HON HYAKU 

MONOGATARI (1841) BY TAKEHARA SHUNSEN1 
 

DIEGO CUCINELLI 
(Università degli Studi della Tuscia) 

 
 
Supernatural creatures - that in Japanese are often referred to as yōkai ( )2 - 
represent a highly mysterious world that can scare, and at the same time, charm 
men. Such dichotomy is consistent with their own nature which is rich in shapes 
and colours that constantly blend in order to create new combinations. The 
scholar Abe Masamichi refers to ghosts and spirits (yūrei ) as “Time 
Fugitives” (jidai no sogaisha ), meaning either creatures who 
have not managed to integrate in the society of their time or those who, on the 
contrary, have not been welcomed by the community.3 The anthropologist 
Komatsu Kazuhiko offers a Freudian interpretation of yōkai.4 In his view, the 
latter must be seen as representations of the darkest aspects of humankind, as 
expressions of “Japanese people's hidden psychological life” 
( ).5 Halfway between traditions, spirituality and 
art, supernatural creatures represent a world that can be seen from numerous 
angles. Thanks to their important symbolism, they are often more effective in 
conveying fears and feelings than the human protagonists of literature 
throughout history. They thus prove that a strong connection exists between 
yōkai and "society" and, at the same time, between “old” and “modern”. Over 
the last two centuries, anthropologists and scholars have often attempted to draw 
a systematization method and have thus reached numerous and often contrasting 

                                                 
1 We would like to thank the reviewer for his service and the helpful advice offered in 
evaluating this article. 
2 There are numerous lexical possibilities of which bakemono (supernatural creatures that can 
change shape ) and kaibutsu (monster ) are merely some of the most frequent, but 
the latter is prevalently used for monsters of the contemporary age, such as Godzilla or 
Gamera. For further details see Komatsu Kazuhiko 2007, pp. 9-98 and Foster 2009. 
3 See Abe Masamichi 1999. 
4 Komatsu's research activity often compares with freudian psychoanalysis, in particular when 
treating the relationship with the Supernatural and possessions (hyōi ). See Komatsu 
Kazuhiko 2009. 
5 See Komatsu Kazuhiko 2003, p. 8 [english translation by the author].  
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results. This is probably due to the nature of the creatures itself which often 
swings between “good” and “bad”, but never permanently settles in either one of 
the two spheres. 

In 1878, Inoue Enryō ( , 1859-1919)6 founded the Yōkaigaku 
Kenkyūkai (the Association for the research on supernatural creatures 

). Since then, many different points of view have joined the 
debate and have gradually created the framework for yōkaigaku ( ), the 
discipline that studies yōkai.7 Particular attention has then been paid to past 
literary and iconographic production – especially to emakimono (picture scrolls) 
based on the theme of yōkai and to kaidan (ghost stories ) of the Edo period 
(1603-1867) -, which are essential tools in order to better understand those 
superstitions profoundly rooted in Japanese society at the beginning of Meiji 
Restoration (1868).8  

The “supernatural” finds its place in Japanese literature from the very 
beginning. However, if in the Nara period (710-794) it is the accomplishments 
of kami (divinities ) to represent the focus of the narrations,9 in the Heian 
period (794-1185) the dominant culture is represented by a refined court who 
ascribes these apparently inexplicable phenomena to the activities of vengeful 
spirits – onryō ( )10 - or to human eating ghosts – mononoke (suspicious 
presences ), jikininki ( ) and gaki ( )11 -, the belief in which 
becomes more and more rooted. Following the decline of the Heike clan and the 

                                                 
6 For a survey about Inoue Enryō's scholar activity see Staggs 1983. 
7 See Foster 2009, pp. 77-114 and Cucinelli 2013. 
8 For a complete study about yōkai culture in Meiji period see Figal 2000. 
9 We are here thinking about works such as Kojiki (An Account of Ancient Matters , 
721) and fudoki ( ), collections of reports on the natural resources, geophysical 
conditions, and oral traditions of each of approximately 60 Japanese provinces. As a matter of 
fact, in these we find ample space dedicated to narrations on divine deeds such as the stories 
of Izanagi and Izanami or the epic narrations of Amaterasu no Ōmikami and Susanoo. See 
Keene (1999), pp. 33-84. 
10 In fact, in the course of the era, superstitions that consider the onryō as the main cause of 
diseases and pestilences are widespread. The cause of particularly violent deaths or serious 
illnesses, instead, is attributed to the action of “living spirits” (ikiryō ) – the soul of a 
living being that has detached from the body -, that would cause the person towards who 
grudge is felt to endure atrocious sufferings or, sometimes, their death. Among the most 
famous literary cases are those in the Aoi no Ue ( ) and Yūgao ( ), female 
secondary characters in The Tale of Genji (Genji Monogatari , early 11th century). 
Ibid., pp. 477-514 and Abe Masamichi 1999, pp. 110-134. 
11 Gaki are hungry demons with a visibly enlarged abdomen, a long and thin neck and very 
tight mouth. Their aspect is particularly grotesque and their expression move to compassion. 
Victims of many endless sufferings, they are often portrayed while ripping the flesh of those 
fallen in the battlefield. In modern Japan, the term gaki has acquired a derogatory connotation 
and is used to refer to children who are considered to be “tykes” or “brats”. On the other hand, 
momonoke evokes both the danger and the mystery of “unknowable external thing”. About 
gaki see Mizuki and Murakami 2006, pp. 81-82; and for momonoke see Foster 2009, pp. 6-7. 
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consequent weakening of political stability in the country,12 picture rolls are 
more and more frequently produced and they are often populated by grotesque 
figures that become formal expression of uncertainties and fears of the time. 
These are very well mirrored in the “Scrolls of the Hells” (jigoku zōshi 

).13 A new dimension in figurative art, which also introduces stylistic 
features that will be adopted in later periods, is represented by a rich production 
of emakimono depicting the buddhist hell and its inhabitants - such as Jigoku 
zōshi (Scroll of the Hells , late 12th century) and Gaki zōshi (Scroll of 
the Hungry Ghosts , late 12th century) - or diseases typical of buddhist 
tradition – as Yamai zōshi (Disease Scroll , late 12th century).14 

The Konjaku monogatarishū (Anthology of Tales from the Past 
, late 12th century) is one of the best examples of buddhist anecdotes 

(setsuwa) of the late Heian period. It is in this anthology that we find for the first 
time episodes about hyakki yagyō (“night parade of a hundred demons” 

), a parade of a multitude of grotesque creatures. According to the 
superstitions of the time, this menacing parade fills the streets of the capital city 
at night thus causing havoc among members of the court whose curiosity is, 
however, also famously aroused.15 As stated by some, this image originates from 
patrols of infantrymen on horses during their night rounds, holding torches to 
find their way in the dark.16 After its success among the members of the 
aristocracy and the monastic class, the hyakki yagyō also reaches the collective 
imagination of the masses, thus being appreciated by all levels of society. 
During the Muromachi period (1336-1573), the Hyakki yagyō emaki (Picture 
Scrolls of the Demons' Night Parade , first half of the 16th 
century) exposes images that were once feared and treated with the utmost 

                                                 
12 The Heike clan is particularly important in the history of Japan between the 12th and 13th 
century: their rise and decline are the subject of the famous epic work The Tale of the Heike 
(Heike Monogatari , early 13th century). 
13 In the buddhist world, as underlined by Komatsu, this iconographic production takes on a 
particular meaning within the context of proselytism and validation of what is sacred. This is 
because it visually describes the dynamics that have led to building a temple thus 
strengthening the aura of mystery around it. See Komatsu Kazuhiko 2007, p. 15 and also 
Migliore and Pagani, ed., 2012. 
14 One of the illustrations included in this work depicts a man who is obsessed with visions of 
little creatures: we are referring to a unique image in the series as it represents the 
hallucinations of a person who is being possessed by a fox (kitsunetsuki ). Since this 
typology of possession - like those connected to other animals such as the badger (tanuki ) 
and the cat (neko  – have never been taken into consideration by psychology until the 
Meiji period, in this context the Yamai sōshi can be seen as a ground-breaking work. See. 
Figal, 2000, pp. 10-30. 
15 Konjaku monogatarishū includes the episode of a nobleman who decides to ignore the bans 
imposed on going out at night and, together with his entourage, bumps into a diabolic horde. 
See Nakano Takaji 1996, pp. 30-35. 
16 See Komatsu Kazuhiko, 2009.  
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respect, to public scorn and criticism by giving them a new humorous aspect, 
namely the yōkai-ga ( ) - the “art of yōkai” -, the artistic trend that uses 
supernatural figures as the subject of aesthetic research.17 It is this series of 
picture scrolls that heavily contributes to the crystallization of images identified 
with the term hyakki yagyō: with a blaspheme tone and a sophisticated sense of 
humor it deeply marks the cultural history of the country, starting from the 
woodcut works of the Edo period, through the painting of Meiji period,18 to the 
kamishibai ( ) of the postwar period19 and, from the second half of the 
1960s, to the world of manga and anime of Mizuki Shigeru ( , 1922-
2007).20  

The hyakki yagyō theme from this moment onward is no longer 
presented as a text, but rather takes on an illustrated form. With an uncommon 
abundance of shapes and colours, it effectively expresses the varied parade of 
demons and creatures, presenting them to the reader as a constant flow of 
images. The most important example of this, which most scholars have agreed to 
attribute to Tosa Mitsunobu ( , 1434?-1522?),21 is kept in the Shin'juan 
( ) - the stūpa of the Daitoku ( ) temple in Kyoto -, where it can 
still be admired today in certain periods of the year.22 The Hyakki yagyō emaki 
includes mainly representations of tsukumogami (“animated objects” ), 
century-old artifacts that have been transformed into supernatural creatures but 
which still keep a strong link to their original image.23 Also known as the 
“ninety-nine hairs” (tsukumogami ),24 they can be divided into four 
                                                 
17 Among the best examples is the Chōjū Jinbutsu Giga (Animal-person Caricatures 

 12th-13th century), traditionally ascribed to Toba Sōjō Kakuyū 
(  1053-1140). This work is fundamental in the further development of manga 
in Japan. Differently from the “Hell Rolls”, in this work we find mostly fantastic animals 
assuming human behavior, such as rabbits (usagi ), frogs (kaeru  and monkeys (saru 

 – this is considered one of the forerunners of manga. See Papp 2010a and 2010b. Also 
Addiss 2001. 
18 As example, we find representations of hyakki yagyō in the paintings of Kawanabe Kyosai 
( ; 1831-1889) e Utagawa Yoshiiku ( , 1833-1904). See Tanaka and 
Komatsu 2007. 
19 It is a sort of itinerant theatre narrated on panels of comic strips Cf. Addis 2001. 
20 Mizuki Shigeru is one of the best interpreters of yōkai-ga today. He has influenced different 
generations of Japanese people with his Gegege no Kitarō (Kitarō of the Graveyard 

, 1960), a series whose main character is a boy who is half human half yōkai 
and that came out first as manga and later was remade into anime. See Papp 2010b. 
21 We do not have sound biographic data on this figure, but we suppose him to have been a 
painter who worked between the Muromachi period and “the Warring States Period” (sengoku 
jidai, 1467-1573). See Tada Kazumi 2009, pp. 130-139. 
22 See http://www.kyotokanko.com/t_daitokuji.html. 
23 See Tosa Mitsunobu 2009. 
24 In this case, the “ninety-nine hair” must be understood as “white hair” thus referring back to 
the idea of “old age”, in order to underline the number of years that have passed for the object 
to be transformed into a tsukumongami. See Lillehoj 1995, pp. 7-34. 
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main typologies: a first group is represented by objects that belong to the 
military sphere (buki ) - such as helmets, armours and swords; a second is 
represented by musical instruments (gakki ), such koto ( ) and biwa 
( ); a third group includes objects used in a home (kagu ), such as 
candleholders and mirrors, and finally the fourth group includes extremely 
particular ornaments that are believed to have strong supernatural power, the 
artifacts used during buddhist rituals (butsugu ).25 The long parade of 
animated artifacts is interrupted by numerous oni (demons ) that are generally 
red or blue skinned and interact in various ways with the numerous creatures in 
order to create the demons' parade:26 some of them ride grotesque animal 
creatures, others are instead portrayed while holding banners or other artifacts 
that correspond to those used by human beings during public performances.  
In fact, the great dynamism, the powerful expressions in the creatures' faces and 
the highly human-like behaviours of these grotesque figures mirror and satirize 
the world of humans, in a dimension where the natural mask that is the body 
disappears to give way to the essence described in its most comical, brutal, weak 
and – ironically - real aspects.  
 

 
Gazu Hyakki yagyō by Toriyama Sekien 
 
The Gazu Hyakki yagyō (The Illustrated Night Parade of a Hundred Demons 

, 1776) by the painter Toriyama Sekien ( , 1712-1788)27 is the 
rightful heir of the Hyakkiyagyō emaki, as well as the first reference book (zukan 

) of yōkai to have been produced in Japan. This discursive genre, the yōkai 
catalog, is indicative of the movement from “pandemonium” - the hyakki yagyō 
depicted on scrolls, as the Hyakki yagyō emaki – to “parade” , the carving out 
from the undifferentiated mass of mysterious things a controlled and ordered 
pageant with identifiable, named characters. Indeed, during the first half of the 
Edo period, the intellectual and popular was informed by an approach the Foster 
calls the “encyclopedic mode”.28 The word “mode” is purposefully broad – akin 
to “consciousness” or “mentalitè” - and indicates an approach that informs 
writing as well as ways of acting. As a discoursive and practical method, the 
encyclopedic mode signifies the serious undertaking of collecting and codifying, 

                                                 
25 The Tsukumogamiki (Tales of Animated Tools , mid 16th century) focuses on the 
peculiar world of tsukumogami. This is one of the main sources of information for the extent 
of “animated tools” it contains. See Tanaka Takako 2007. 
26 The most common iconography concerning oni describes them as dressed in animal skin 
and as holding a weapon in one hand, usually a club. They also have horns on their head that 
normally vary in number- from a minimum of one to a maximum of three- the colour of the 
skin ranges from blue to red and green. See Kondō Yoshiharu 1966, pp. 9-34. 
27 See Toriyama Sekien 2006. 
28 See Foster 2009, pp. 30-33. 
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of pinning things down and labeling them. Another characteristic of the 
encyclopedic mode is that the knowledge it provides is generally perceived as 
having a certain utility within a given society. In Tokugawa Japan, encyclopedic 
expression was part of a broader development of a vibrant commercial book 
industry influenced by numerous factors, including new methods of production, 
rising literacy rates, urban development, and the growth of a reading public.29 

The encyclopedic mode was also intimately connected with neo-Confucianism 
and state ideologies. In particular, a belief that all things were worth 
investigation promoted a desire to record and order the natural world, fostering 
the development of indigenous natural history studies and guidebook accessible 
to people in different social strata. While its roots may be found in government-
sanctioned philosophies and programs, encyclopedic discourse reflected and 
inspirated a popular curiosity about the natural and supernatural world and 
quickly became an intrinsic part of the cultural imagination of the Tokugawa 
period.30 

The painter Toriyama Sekien was a member of the Kanō school of 
Japanese painting,31 and later teacher of many other great artists of yōkai-ga.32 If 
the favour bestowed upon figurative arts by the Ashikaga family allowed to 
broaden the scope of aesthetic research so as to call into question the heritage 
from previous periods by applying new models, during the Edo period the path 
thus undertaken leads to a rich production which sees its peaks in the publication 
of encyclopedic volumes that flourish thanks to the hakubutsugaku ( ), 
the “science of cataloguing”.33 The Gazu hyakki yagyō is a milestone of zukan. 
However, at the same time, the formal choices of the author satirize the 
palimpsest in which it is possible to observe immediate superimpositions in the 
choice of the title and the partial equivalence of the portrayed creatures. The 
series is composed of four sections each of which is divided into three volumes: 

                                                 
29 See Rubinger 2007. 
30 See Gluck 1997, p. 234. 
31 The Kanō school has been one of the most important schools of Japanese painting 
throughout four centuries, from the 15th to the 19th century. For further details see Watson 
1981. 
32 Among the many pupils, he also taught Tsukioka Yoshitoshi ( , 1839-1892) and 
Kawanabe Kyōsai, both famous for their representations of yōkai. See Ibid. 
33 It is a scientific school of thought that developed in Japan in the wake of the honzōgaku 
( ), herbal medicine flourished in China during the period of the Six Dynasties (220-
589): once introduced in Japan, this current begins to resemble western “natural sciences” 
(shizenshi ), thus producing an important number of catalogues in which every form of 
animal and vegetable life known to men is recorded. Pillars in this sector during the Edo 
period are the Tashikihen (General Encyclopedia , 1612) by Hayashi Razan ( , 
1583-1657) and the Yamato Honzō (Japanese Compendium of Medical Sciences , 
1709) by Kaibara Ekiken ( , 1630-1714), which also begins to underline the first 
formal differences between the Chinese supernatural creatures and the local ones. See 
Unschuld 1986 and Higashi Ajia Kaiigaku Kai, eds., 2003. 
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even though the number of illustrations often varies, as a whole, the series 
includes 196 sashi-e (illustrations ), for a total of 207 yōkai portraits. The 
author separates the individual creatures from the legends they belong to and 
offers a cataloguing system that allows him to simply add the name of the 
supernatural creature represented in the graphic interpretation. Out of all the 
sashi-e, 47 of them lack a text aimed at giving details concerning the portrayed 
yōkai, while in the remaining cases we find some brief notes, often made up of 
just four or five characters which inform us about the important details of the 
different superstitions. This organization is the direct result of the influence of 
pre-Ming Chinese encyclopedic texts – one of the most famous of which is the 
Shanhaijing (The Classic of Mountains and Seas ) composed between 
the 4th and the 1st century34 -, thus making Sekien's work a hybrid product 
between continental science and the indigenous art connected to the culture of 
the hyakki yagyō.  

Even prior to the publication of Gazu hyakki yagyō, new emakimono on 
the topic of the parade of demons were produced – such as the Hyakkai zukan 
(The Illustrated Volume of a Hundred Demons , 1737) by Sawaki 
Sūshi ( , 1707-1772) and the Bakemonozukushi (Monsters scroll 

, early 18th century)35 which was published a few years earlier36 -, 
milestones that have surely contributed to its success. However, a typical aspect 
of Sekien's organization, which differentiates him from his predecessors, is the 
technique of isolating the single creatures, meaning that he does not portray 
them as a single flow but frames them in a dedicated segment, thus giving each 
one of them total independence. In line with fukuro toji publications 
(bookbinding style ) typical of the Edo period, each page includes a 
sashi-e which portrays a creature and its background. There are in fact only a 
few cases in which the individual illustration describes a higher number of 
figures: one of the rare exceptions in this sense is represented by the graphic 
representation of inugami (“dog-god” ), a dog portrayed adopting man-like 
behaviours of which we find many examples in the popular traditions of the 
south of Japan.37 This creature - which is also portrayed in the Hyakkai zukan 
and the Bakemonozukushi38 – is represented by Toriyama Sekien as a dog 
dressed as a noble man that gives orders to a shirachigo ( ), a sort of child 

                                                 
34 It is a compendium that describes customs and strange traditions in various regional areas.  
35 It is an illustrated roll containing 30 yōkai, the author of which is uncertain. See Tada and 
Kyōgoku 2009, pp. 130-139. 
36 See Foster 2009, pp. 55-56. 
37 Superstitions regarding the inugami are particularly strong in the Kyushu area, where it is 
believed to be a creature as able to practice possession as the fox (kitsune ) and other 
supernatural animals. According to tradition, it would seem possible to evoke a inugami 
performing a particular ritual which would consist of severing the head of a dog after having 
buried it up to its neck. See Mizuki and Murakami 2006, pp. 36-37.  
38 See Anonymous 2009 and Sawaki Sūshi 2009. 
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yōkai whose origins and abilities have not been properly identified. Compared to 
Sawaki Sūshi's work, the silohuette in Sekien's inugami is thinner, the lean snout 
stands out between the big dress and the headgear placed on top of its head. An 
aura of nobility, that was unknown to its predecessor, surrounds Sekien's 
inugami. This is enriched by a panel decorated with a water based theme and 
placed behind him as well as by the deferential position of the shirachigo next to 
him. The latter does not appear in the two previous works and in the Gazu 
hyakki yagyō is busy writing with a brush on a piece of paper what the owner is 
dictating, the inugami [Fig. 1]. 

 

 
Fig. 1 Toriyama Sekien's inugami and shirachigo 

 
In most cases, the illustrations derive from the oral local tradition concerning 
kappa, oni and fantastic creatures. However, we can also find elements of the 
continental culture: in the case of the creature called ubume (“ghostly parturient” 

)39 for example, Sekien reiterates the fact that this descends from the 
Chinese bird-woman - the kokakuchō ( )40 - and therefore carves her hair 

                                                 
39 According to local tradition, the ubume is a woman who has died without having been able 
to give birth to her child and has then been buried while still carrying her baby in her womb: 
post-mortem her spirit becomes a yōkai portrayed with her body covered in blood while 
holding her infant tightly in her arms. According to superstition, she usually manifests herself 
to male passers-by near some crossroads or a bridge, at sunset or sunrise, and asks them to 
save, or more commonly, to hold her child. The latter seems to possess particular powers: 
according to the situation, he can make huge fortunes appear or disproportionately increase 
his weight so as to become an unsustainable burden for the unlucky man who has happened to 
accept the ubume's request. In other cases, he may even end up killing him. See Tada and 
Kyōgoku 2009, pp. 151-152. 
40 It is a woman who uses the powers of a feathered rope to kidnap children and bring them up 
as if they were her own. Presented in the iconography as a hybrid creature, half woman half 
bird, her name is composed of three characters: the first (ko  defines a higher class woman 
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in such a way so as to call to mind the feathered wings of the continental 
counterpart. It is however possible to ascribe some of the portrayed creatures 
directly to Sekien's creativity. Through the use of some kotoba asobi (“play on 
words” ) or funny onomatopoeias, he has been able to properly 
balance text, illustration and, of course, imagination. In the case of buru buru 
(buru buru , a ghost whose sashi-e is found in the second element of the 
series, the idea of “thrill” expressed by the sound and the Chinese characters 
used to transliterate the term, perfectly mirrors the wavy outline that defines the 
quivering shape of the portrayed ghost [Fig. 2].41 As the scholar Katsumi Tada 
points out in his commentary to the Gazu hyakki yagyō, thanks to numerous 
cultural exchanges with poets of his age, Sekien mastered a sense for tanka – the 
Japanese short poem – which reflected in the texts on the side of the sashi-e. 
One of the best examples of his art can be found in the lines about buru buru, in 
which the kaigyaku ( ), the “poetical humor”, is well expressed by the 
combination of onomatopoeias and pathos: “The buru buru is know also as 
zozogami or “ghost of depression”. When a human being is given heebie-jeebies, 
the buru buru shows up with his brrr brrr.”42 
 

 
Fig. 2 Toriyama Sekien's buru buru 

                                                                                                                   
or an older lady, depending on the situation, it may be interpreted as “mother in law” 
(shūtome). The second (kaku  represents the idea of “predator”, while the third (chō ) is 
a “bird”, with reference to its features that are partly similar to a bird. The same creature 
appears also as “celestial girl” (tentei shōjo ) and “night girl” (yakōūjo ). Cf. 
Komatsu (2009) e (2010). 
41 See Toriyama Sekien 2010, p. 120. 
42 Ivi. The English translation is by the author. 
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The result is a sort of rhetoric that includes more than one dimension and is 
characterized by a refined sense of humor: in short, through the zukan, the yōkai 
begins to take on a comical aspect that stands side by side with their more 
terrifying image. In this sense, they are in total disagreement with the Confucian 
scholars' kishinron ( ) “essays on demons and gods”.43  

 In the first element of the series – almost entirely made up of creatures 
found in previous emakimono, and therefore already largely known -, and except 
for the two -page illustration that opens the short volume and a few other sashi-
e,44 the number of captions is rather small. However, from the second – Konjaku 
gazu zoku hyakki (Illustrated One Hundred Demons from the Present and the 
Past , 1779) – this trend seems to change and texts increase a 
great deal. We therefore gradually reach a new format within the series itself in 
which a caption accompanies most of the illustrations of the short volume, and 
in some cases this text appears quite long. Captions are enriched with toponyms 
and personal names, which often make specific reference to places of worship . 
The most striking element, however, is the scarcity of references to previous 
works. It looks almost as if the author wants to convey the idea that his work is 
mostly linked to superstitions of the oral tradition rather than those traditions 
that have been passed on through writing. It is in any case possible to trace some 
exceptions from which it is possible to infer how Sekien is addressing both the 
local literature and the Chinese sources in the same way. We find, for instance, 
the creature sansei (“mountain spirit” ) - a one -legged demon with human 
features from the ancient prefecture of Ankoku ( ),45 who Sekien portrays in 
the clumsy attempt of leaning against the wall of a house – in the caption we 
find an old Chinese chronicle of the 4th century, the Eikaki (Notes of Yongjia 

).46 In addition, in the text that accompanies the sashi-e of the itsumade 
(itsumade ), a monstrous predatory bird, that according to Sekien takes 
its name from the sound it makes [Fig. 3],47 reference is made to the Taiheiki 
(Chronicle of the Great Peace , 1372), a war tale (gunki monogatari) 
narrating historical events from 1318 to 1367.48 “It is big. Its voice makes a 
noisy itsumade itsumade. Sometimes, it hunts monstrous birds. It is also 
mentioned in the Taiheiki.”49 

                                                 
43 For details about kishinron see Foster 2009 and Cucinelli 2013. 
44 This sashi-e deals with the kodama ( ) - or “spirit that lives in a tree” - which, 
according to Sekien's text, is the expression of the god (kami) that lives in a centenary tree . 
See Toriyama Sekien 2010, pp. 10-11.  
45 It is the Anguo region in China. It has long been famous for the production of medicaments.  
46 This work includes historical and traditional events under the reign of Emperor Jongjia 
(  307-313) of the Western Jin dinasty (265-316). 
47 See Toriyama Sekien 2010, p. 111. 
48 See Keene (1999), pp. 868-920. 
49 Toriyama Sekien 2010, p. 111. The English translation is by the author. 
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Fig. 3 Toriyama Sekien's itsumade 
 
 
Takehara Shunsen's Ehon Hyaku Monogatari 
 
Most of the illustrations portraying supernatural creatures available today date 
back to the Edo period. During this period, in fact, there was a profound interest 
for such topics both in literary and artistic fields. A strong preference was at the 
time expressed for narrations and representations that had as their main 
characters ogres, demons and ghosts. A very common practice during this period 
was the hyaku monogatari kaidankai (“a gathering of one hundred supernatural 
tales” ), a sort of séance held in semidarkness by a group of 
people gathered in a room. The setting included one hundred andon ( )50 
placed in a circle and within which every participant would take a seat and tell a 
story about their hometown or a macabre personal experience. After finishing 
the story, the narrator had to put out a lantern: this custom was considered as a 

                                                 
50 The andon is a traditional Japanese lantern.  
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ritual in which stories and lights were able to channel the spiritual energy 
towards the circle, thus turning the room into a “lighthouse” for the dead 
people's souls. According to tradition, in fact, after even the last light was 
muffled, it would have been possible to witness a supernatural display that may 
have had tragical consequences for some of the participants.51 Even though it is 
still not possible to know its exact origins, the hyaku monogatari kaidankai 
tradition seems to have been developed by samurai like kimodameshi ( ) - 
to “prove one's courage” - in order to assess the soul's strength and resistance. 
Despite being rooted in the world of samurai, the “Gathering of One Hundred 
Stories” were very soon adopted by other social classes, thus including also 
farmers, merchants and wandering monks. This led to the production of a 
multitude of ghost stories that embrace different worlds. An example of a work 
that has kept much of the original spirit of the tradition is the collection 
Tonoigusa (Nursery Tales  1678), otherwise known as Otogi 
monogatari (Tales for comfort ): compiled by Ogita Ansei ( , 
?-1669). The work's main characters are young samurai who are taking part in a 
session of hyaku monogatari which must nominate the strongest in the group. 
One after the other, the young men tell their stories, and after the last lantern has 
been put out, an inexplicable phenomenon takes place and shocks the young 
warriors: a huge hand that has appeared from nowhere breaks into the circle. In 
the midst of a widespread sense of panic, only one of them proves he has the 
nerve to face the situation and with a quick stroke of his sword, he breaks what 
ends up being a mere distortion of perception, the shadow of a spider that the 
moonlight has made look gigantic.52  

At the same time, the hyaku monogatari stories show affinities with 
other collections of “tales of the weird” written in China in the same period, as 
for the Yuan Mei's ( , 1716-1798) Zibuyu (What the Master Would Not 
Discuss , 18th century), a collection of 746 short stories about demons, 
ghosts and other supernatural creatures.53 As for Yuan Mei's work, also in the 
hyaku monogatari stories «the borders between the world of the living and the 
dead seem impassable but in fact can be crossed from both sides» (Santangelo, 
2013, 2). Moreover, as for the Zibuyu, even though many described figures are 
connected with Buddhism, the hyaku monogatari stories do not have a religious 
attitude or a didactic intent, as its main target is the amusement of readers. The 
collections composed under this name, together with Ueda Akinari's (1734-
1809) Ugetsu Monogatari (Tales of Rain and the Moon , 1776) and 

                                                 
51 A further aspect of the superstition connected to this practice is the fact that supernatural 
rituals may cause the death of one of the participants. The contemporary novelist Kyōgoku 
Natsuhiko ( , b. 1963), for instance, in his series of tales mystery hyaku monogatari 
uses this aspect of the ritual to stage apparently mysterious deaths. See Kyōgoku Natsuhiko 
1998.  
52 See Takada 2007, pp. 220-223.  
53 For the complete English translation of this work see Santangelo 2013. 
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Harusame Monogatari (Tales of Spring Rain , late 18th century), 
constitute the best examples of the “tales of the weird” genre in the late 
Tokugawa period, the word that becomes an inspiration also for 19th century 
ukiyo-e painters, such as Katsushika Hokusai ( , 1760-1849).  

The list of works compiled in the wake of this tradition is very long. So 
much so that it has been possible to identify a specific literary genre born out of 
the impressive activity of intellectuals and writers who took part in the meetings. 
A market connected to hyaku monogatari develops, in which wealthy clients 
commission scholars collections of ghost stories that they intend to tell during 
such meetings of a gothic nature. The first book in which the term hyaku 
monogatari is used is the Shokoku hyaku monogatari (One Hundred Tales of 
Many Countries , 1677), a collection of ghost tales published in 
1677 by an author who is still unknown to this day:54 as the title suggests, the 
work is a collection of ghost stories from different regions of the country. Very 
often, in the course of the narration, the author underlines how the content of the 
texts is the result of direct experiences, thus making the reader believe that the 
phenomena described in the book are based on reality. However, the work can 
only partially be considered original as a big number of stories are a copy of 
tales narrated in previous works, such as the Sorori Monogatari (Sorori's tales 

, about 1668) by Sorori Shinzaemon ( , ?-?) - a 
storyteller under Toyotomi Hideyoshi55 – and the Otogibōko (Hand puppets 

, 1666) by the famous Asai Ryōi ( , 1612-1691).56 The 
particular characteristic of One Hundred Tales of Many Countries is rather 
represented by the fact that it has contributed to the crystallization of the term 
hyaku monogatari which, since the collection was published, has been chosen to 
describe a particular narrative style that has greatly developed both in the field 
of romance and in the field of storytelling of kōdan ( ) and rakugo ( ).57 
The works that have been compiled after the Shokoku hyaku monogatari have 
mostly shown to be compliant with the more characteristic and consolidated 
forms : the circle of people who, one by one, share further ghostly events they 
have witnessed or that they have learnt from direct sources, usually entitle every 
single story after the name of the supernatural phenomenon described and have a 
tendency to mix “tradition”, meaning tales that have already been told in other 
collections, with “innovation” represented by a number of inedited narrations 
and re-interpreted sashi-e. Among the works most worthy of mention it is 
possible to include the Kokon hyaku monogatari hyōban (One Hundred Tales 
from Past and Present , 1686) by Yamaoka Genrin ( , 
1631-1672), a collection of forty-two tales in which the narrators, who are 
                                                 
54 See Takada, ed. 2007. 
55 See Sorori Shinzaemon 2007 and Ichiko 1978. 
56 It is a collection of 68 ghost stories, some of which are old tales inspired by Chinese works. 
See Asai Ryōi 2007. 
57 See Morioka and Sakaki 1981. 
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mainly scholars and intellectuals of the time, propose “scientific” explanations 
to the phenomena described above.58 Examples of this are the Otogi hyaku 
monogatari (One hundred stories for comfort , 1706) by Aoki Rosui 
( , 1658-1733), a work that presents a miscellaneous of stories drawn 
from the Chinese literature and the local heritage,59 and the Kindai hyaku 
monogatari (One Hundred Recent Tales , 1770) by Torigai Suiga 

, 1721-1793) which often adds to the narrations a comment on the 
moral they contain and can be distinguished for the use of the color gold that 
decorates the first two lines of the text.60  

Despite the substantial number of collections of “One Hundred Tales”, 
the one that critics agree to describe as the most representative of the genre is 
the collection E-hon hyaku monogatari (The One Hundred Illustrated Tales 

, 1841) - otherwise known as Tōsanjin yawa (Tōsanjin's Night Tales 
) -, which is the fruit of a cooperation between the painter Takehara 

Shunsen ( , 1774?-1850?) and the mysterious Tōkasanjin (“the man 
from the peach flower mountain” ). While we have always known the 
biography of the first, the author of the illustrations, we do not have as much 
information regarding the author of the texts, and have only recently discovered 
that he might be Tōkazono Michimaro ( , ?-?), a gesaku and 
kyōgen writer of the Edo period and a contemporary of Shunsen.61 As a matter 
of fact, as the critic Tada points out, it might have been Michimaro himself who 
supplied the material on which to develop the work. This interpretation is based 
on the subtitle to the work: from this perspective, the Ehon hyaku monogatari 
could even be considered as Tōkasanjin 's (Tōkazono's pen name) repertoire of 
ghost stories.62 As far as Shunsen is concerned, instead, we can rely on more 
detailed information: he was probably a pupil in the atelier of Matsumoto of 
Nobushige ( , ?-?), also known as Takehara Shunchōsai ( ). 
In addition to his production on supernatural topics, he also proved to possess an 
important talent for landscapes, as demonstrated in his famous Tōkaidō Meisho 
Zue (Pictorial Guide to the Famous Places on the Tōkaidō , 
1797) where his marked taste for a realistic rendering of the portrayed subjects 
is clearly evident.63 

                                                 
58 See Yamaoka Genrin 1993 and Takada 2002. 
59 See Aoki Rosui 1991. 
60 See Torigai Suiga 2007 and Takada 2007. 
61 In a study published in the volume yōkai no hon, Higashi Masao shows us that the pen 
name “Tōkasanjin”, written on a copy of the original work and accompanied by the writing 
haijin (haiku poet ), corresponds to the scholar of the second half of the Edo Tōkazono 
Michimaro period. The soundness of such study is then confirmed by Tada Katsumi in the 
afterword of Night Tales of Tōsanjin that he edited. See Higashi Masao 1999 and Tada 
Kazumi 2010, pp. 184-191.  
62 See Tada 2010, p. 185. 
63 For further details on Takehara Shunsen paintings please see Watson 1981. 
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The combined talents of these two artists create an articulated and lively 
product which – even centuries later – clearly communicates the dynamism and 
the range of shades expressed through the portrayed yōkai which, differently 
from Sekien's works, use colour to convey an even stronger expressive force. 
The E-hon hyaku monogatari is composed of five maki, each one of which 
contains nine tales, each dedicated to a different yōkai.64 In this work the 
narration is a constant feature and an integral part of the structure of the work: in 
fact, every illustration is accompanied by a complete tale in which we can 
distinctively observe toponyms, personal names, social positions and literary 
references, from Chinese chronicles to local texts. Moreover, we also find 
captions written directly on the sashi-e which sum up in a few words the essence 
of the nature portrayed or, in some cases, the dangers it may cause. For example, 
the lines which accompany the sashi-e of the yanagi onna ( ) - the “willow 
woman” - tell the tragic story concealed behind the fascinating silhouette of the 
girl in the picture [Fig. 4]. “In a windy day, passing beside a willow with her 
baby in her arms, a young woman was pierced by a brach and died. Her spirit 
though became part of the willow and at night, possessed by resentment, she 
cries next to the willow.”65 

 

 
Fig. 4 Takehara Shunsen's yanagi onna 

 
 

                                                 
64 The only exception is the third maki that contains only 8. 
65 See Takehara Shunsen 2007, p. 71. The English translation is by the author. 
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None of the creatures presented in Sekien's catalogue appear in Shunsen's 
illustrated anthology. Many of those figures seem instead taken from those who 
animate the collections of hyaku monogatari from the end of the 18th century, 
thus proving that the work originates from this current and not from the hyakki 
yagyō trend. 
 The E-hon hyaku monogatari's yōkai range from the hienma ( ) - 
a female demon who hunts men- to the yama otoko ( ), an anthropomorphic 
giant who inhabits the mountains, and the funa yūrei ( ), the “boat 
spirits”. At the same time, however, we also find in this work heterogeneous 
beings such as the kaze no kami ( ) - the “kami of the wind” -, the noteppō 
( ) - blood sucking bats that have come out of the body of a tanuki – and 
the tenka ( ) - the “celestial fire” -, thus showing how wide the corpus of 
creatures mentioned in the hyaku monogatari was even at the time when the 
work was first compiled. 
 A particular feature is the scarce number of tsukumogami, that were 
instead so popular in previous works: the only representative of this category, in 
fact, is the narration entitled Yoru no gakuya ( ), the “Night Make-up 
Room”, in which at the “Third hour of the ox” (ushi mitsuji )66 the dolls 
of the jōruri ( ),67 representing two warriors, would start a fierce fight 
[Fig. 5].68 As told in the lines which accompany the sashi-e by Takehara 
Shunsen, “Even though they are only dolls, when the master infuses his soul in 
them, it will not leave the dolls but will become their spirit instead. […] One 
night, in the make-up room, the dolls of Kō no Moramao and En'ya Hangan 
continued their fight until the dawn.”69 
 

                                                 
66 It corresponds to the time frame between 2 and 3 am. In many kaidan of the Edo period we 
find the phrase kusaki mo nemuru ushimitsudoki ( ), meaning “the third 
hour of the ox, when plants and trees are also sleeping”. See Yamamoto 2010, pp. 10-15. 
67 It is a traditional form of theatre in which actors are replaced by puppets.  
68 See Takehara Shunsen 2007, p. 51 and p. 181. 
69 Kō no Moronao ( ) and En'ya Hangan ( ) are two dolls of the famous jōruri 
work Kanadehon chūshingura ( ) by Takeda Izumo ( , ?-1747), 
presented for the first time in 1748 at the Takemoto-za in Osaka. Here is narrated the vendetta 
carried out by the forty-seven rōnin, formerly samurai of Lord Asano of Akō. See Keene, pp. 
287-291. The English translation is by the author. 
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Fig. 5 Takehara Shunsen's yoru no gakuya 

 
Among the many narrations, the one that stands out for its originality is the one 
linked to the creature named shio no chōji ( ) - the “king of salt” -, 
characterized by a curious cultural detail in the storyline, namely the 
consumption of horse meat (baniku ) by the main character (a human 
being). In buddhist Japan from the Nara to the Meiji period, in fact, a 
widespread superstition held that killing a farm animal and eating its flesh meant 
breaking one of the five vows of the non religious people (gokai ),70 thus 
risking to fall in the tōkatsu jigoku ( ), the “hell of (repeating) 
resurrections”.71 Shunsen's narration recreates this situation through the myth of 
the shio no chōji: located in the area of Oshio no Ura ( ), the current 
prefecture of Ishikawa, the story describes a famous horse breeder (umagai 

) named Chōjirō ( ), whose farm can boast a great number of 
species. A great meat eater, as soon as one of his animals dies, he marinates its 
flesh in miso (misozuke ) or salt (shiozuke ) and then eats it. 
One day, however, he runs out of his marinated meat supply and decides to kill 
one of the oldest horses in order to make some more. It is exactly this 
thoughtless act that transforms him from a ningen (“human being”) into a yōkai. 

                                                 
70 The five vows of nonreligious people - in sanskrit upāsakasaṃvara – are “do not kill”, “do 
not steal”, “do not commit adultery”, “do not lie” and “do not swallow intoxicating 
substances”. See Cornu, p. 708.  
71 The “Hell of (constant) Resurrections” - in sanskrit saṃjiva – is one of the eight hot hells in 
which the damn souls suffer continuous torment by cutting each other into pieces on a 
scorching floor. Ibid., p. 551. 
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As Chōjirō deprived animals of their lives and fed on their flesh, he finds 
himself walking on a path that is different from “the way of Buddha”: his 
behaviour arouses in animals a deep feeling of resentment that materializes in 
the shape of a “horse-like spirit” (uma no rei , able to take possession of 
a human being by entering their mouth. This spirit has the ability to come in and 
out of his host as he pleases, the revengeful animal spirit uses it to the point of 
even causing the person to die from inside.72 This macabre scene is vividly 
depicted also in the lines that accompany the sashi-e: “It is said that after eating 
the horse he had nurtured for long time, the spirit of the horse started coming in 
and out from Chōjirō's body. This story has been handed down for centuries.”73  

Shunsen's graphic representation, which accompanies the narration, 
well conveys the ambiguity of the shio no chōji [Fig. 6]:74 if on the one hand it 
may give the impression that it is the man who is swallowing the horse, of 
whom we only see the back, on the other hand it describes the animal busy 
penetrating the host in order to take possession of its body by using a practice 
known as uma tsuki ( ), “equine possession”.75 The words that accompany 
the illustration clearly sum up the main features of the shio no chōji, the close 
correlation between a human being and a horse, which goes beyond the 
limitations of the body, and the ending with an “inversion of roles” which sees 
the initial tyrant become the victim. 

 

 
Fig. 6 Takehara Shunsen's shio no chōji 

                                                 
72 Takehara Shunsen 2010, pp. 128-129.  
73 Ibid., p. 10. The English translation is by the author. 
74 Ibid., p. 23. 
75 Ibid., pp. 125-126.  
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Final remarks  
 
During the Muromachi period, the Hyakki yagyō emaki represents a peculiar 
attempt to approach horror topics from a humorous point of view. The following 
yōkai-ga developed in the second half of the Edo period claims to have 
developed from such a path. In an era characterized by the repressive morals of 
a shogunate based on Neo-Confucian ethics, representations of the supernatural 
are fully widespread at the moment the Tokugawa government enters recession, 
during the bakumatsu years (1853-1869): this conveys the anxiety felt by a 
population that does not feel properly led and represented by their 
administration as they felt in the past, and therefore chooses to express their 
psychological state through supernatural representations. In fact, the works of 
Toriyama Sekien and Takehara Shunsen prove how the grotesque creatures of 
Muromachi are replaced by a new typology of images characterized by a 
profound poetic sense and a romantic and sensual feel. What was originally 
considered a “mystery” coming from outside is now interiorized and able to 
transform into image the emotional dimension of the artist and the observer who 
both belong to the world of chōnin – the “citizens”.76  

Moreover, a further function can be ascribed to the movement to which 
the two works here analyzed belong. This is the ability of exorcising the fear of 
superstitions by using humor as a filter. As stated by the philosopher Henri 
Bergson,77 irony can be the means through which self-realization is achieved, a 
sort of therapeutic intervention when confronting one's fears during a period of 
emotional turmoil, suffering and death. In this context, Sekien e Shunsen 
develop a type of artistic representation through which the mind gradually 
becomes familiar with the supernatural. The humorous approach in portraying 
the images certainly helps in this sense. With its static square framing, the Gazu 
hyakki yagyō allows for the first time to observe the yōkai in detail, thus 
contributing to unveil the mystery that has wrapped them for centuries. In fact, 
compared to the complex and indefinite mass of works proposed by the Hyakki 
yagyō emaki and the other emakimono which did not allow for a clear 
observation, Sekien places them within a certain and definite frame: this 
operation enables the artist to have control over the “supernatural”, thus 
depriving it of the movement that, as observed by Zilia Papp,78 represents the 
true essence of bakemono (“transforming/transformed creature” ) in 
emakimono as in the case of contemporary anime.79 Shunsen's work adds colour 

                                                 
76 For details about Edo-period chōnin culture see Jansen 1986. 
77 See Bergson 2012. 
78 See Papp 2010a. 
79 The term bakemono was the most popular term among the people of the Edo period to refer 
to yōkai, much more informal than the scholarly kishin used by the Confucian intellectual 
elite. See Komatsu Kazuhiko 2007, pp. 9-98. 
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to all this, an element of fundamental importance which allows for a more 
complete framing of the creatures: these undergo a natural thickening due to the 
mass of pigmentation that covers them.  
Moreover, the two works are the main products of two different trends in the art 
of the yōkai, the one connected to the hyakki yagyō culture, which originates in 
the late Heian period, and the hyaku monogatari, which can be dated back to the 
17th century. The first is the expression of an aristocracy on the brink of decay. 
The second represents a population who share fears and are charmed by the 
shadows of the Supernatural.  

From this point of view, the Ehon hyaku monogatari appears as a 
connection among the various dimensions, or, in any case, the work that best 
conveys the concept of layering of past experience: from the point of view of the 
setting it mirrors Sekien's work, which in turn originates from China. From the 
point of view of contents, instead, it draws from the repertoire of ghost stories 
typical of the tradition of hyaku monogatari. In the end, the rediscovered 
dimension of colour in one of the catalogues of yōkai reminds of the lively 
nuances that characterize the provocative emakimono of the Muromachi period, 
a dimension Toriyama Sekien and the editors of collections like the hyaku 
monogatari have not dared enter. It is exactly through these, from the oni's red 
and blue bodies of the Hell Scrolls to the light blue of the Mizuki Shigeru's 
Gegege no Kitarō's will-o'-the wisp that the yōkai-ga of all times conveys its 
terrifying and charming nature.  
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Introduction 
 
The ‘Christian century of Japan’ ended in 1639 in Nagasaki. That very year, all 
the Catholics were definitively expelled. Aiming at the firmest, strictest military 
control over the country and its intellectual life, in about 1620 the politico-
administrative authorities enacted the ‘Prohibition of the Seas’ (Kaikin ), 
severe measures to impede both foreign immigration on the Japanese soil and 
Japanese emigration towards the surrounding Asian countries.1 Nonetheless, as 
Japan needed to maintain contact with the outside world, the Chinese and the 
Dutch had permission to settle in Nagasaki.  

Through the Dutch commercial settlement of Dejima , the tiny 
artificial island in the Nagasaki Bay, European perspective prints, illustrated 
books, classical texts, manuals of botany and zoology were introduced into 
Japan. Captivated by the realism and naturalism of western art, many Japanese 
artists soon became fervent ‘scholars of natural sciences’ (kyūri gakusha 

) and ‘scholars of western studies’ (yōgakusha ), thus laying the 
foundations for the modernization of Japan almost one hundred years later, in 
the third quarter of the 19th century. Notwithstanding tight political control, 
tough censorship and hard punishment against the adepts of Dutch studies 
(rangaku ) and western painting (yōga ), crucial elements of the 
classical, naturalistic, scientific and visual culture of the West inexorably filtered 
into Japan. Brought to Japan by the Dutch, European prints were secretly 
circulated, owned and studied not only in Nagasaki, but also in the shogunal 
capital Edo  (now Tōkyō ) within the bourgeois artistic circles of 
Ukiyoe as well as elsewhere in the provinces.  

                                                 
1 The policy of seclusion is commonly termed sakoku , ‘the closed country’, a definition 
first coined in the yōgakusha intellectual milieu of Nagasaki at the beginning of the 19th 
century. 
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Promptly analysed, copied, used and re-contextualised by Japanese 
painters and scholars, western novelties and figurative methods spread 
throughout the country, triggering awareness that Japan’s backwardness was in 
urgent need of amendment and update. Albeit repressively surveyed and 
constantly monitored, the realism and naturalism of the European artistic and 
scientific vision took deep root in the Japanese intellectual milieu and further 
fuelled propensity to cultural and scientific innovation. The Japanese actively 
undertook experimenting western art by producing copies of European oil 
paintings, copperplate engravings (dōbanga ) and megane-e or 
‘lens-and-mirror pictures’, that is, perspective landscapes that would appear 
three-dimensional when seen through a special optical device.2 Realistic views 
of foreign landscapes endowed with outlandish atmospheres, often inhabited by 
exotic animals and birds, became the idealised expression of the Japanese quest 
for the general innovation of culture and the arts.3 

Among the Japanese yōgakusha, Shiba Kōkan  (1747?-1818) 
is regarded as the pioneer of modernization. A complex, eclectic artist endowed 
with a discriminating, inquisitive mind, Kōkan used to define himself as ‘a 
scholar of natural sciences’. Initially trained at a Kanō studio in Edo from 1759, 
after three years he joined Sō Shiseki  (1712-1786), the famous Nagasaki 
School painter of kachōga , and subsequently entered Suzuki Harunobu’s 

 (1725?-1770) atelier in Edo around 1764. 4  Kōkan’s full-colour 
woodblock prints (nishiki-e ), signed Harushige , show his ability as a 
faithful follower and imitator of his master. Having become a pupil of Hiraga 
Gennai  (1728-1780), the founder of gesaku and a scholar of 
western botany, perspective and painting techniques, Kōkan passionately studied 
European culture and sciences, including astronomy, cartography, geography, 
and practiced chiaroscuro and linear perspective under Odano Naotake 

 (1749-1780),5 another disciple of Gennai.  
We should not forget that the cultural and political background of the 

period was the ‘Prohibition of the Seas’, the strict policy of isolation which not 
                                                 
2 The device was called Oranda megane , and in vernacular parlance nozoki-
megane , that is, ‘peeping-glasses’: see Screech 1996 p. 99. On perspective prints, 
megane-e and etchings by Shiba Kōkan, see Screech 2012, Chapter Ten, pp. 327-331 in 
particular. 
3 Through the Dutch, many African, Asian and Australasian commodities were imported into 
Japan – among which, worthy of mention are unheard-of animals and birds. For a general 
overview with several novelties and very good reproductions, see Kyūshū National Museum 
and Kōbe City Museum 2013; Suntory Bijutsukan 2014. 
4 For Shiba Kōkan’s life and works, see Naruse Fujio 1995. 
5 A painter belonging to the Akita School, Odano Naotake was born in a warrior family of 
Kakunodate, in today’s Akita Prefecture. Initially he studied Kanō painting, but in 1773 
became a pupil of Hiraga Gennai, who taught him the principles and techniques of western 
naturalism. After a decade of brilliant results and successes, Naotake fell into disfavour and 
died soon after his mentor, charged with homicide, was put in jail. 
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only prevented foreigners to land on Japanese soil – with the exception of the 
Dutch and the Chinese in Nagasaki – but also imposed on Japanese subjects 
prohibition of going abroad. 6  Japanese fishermen were in fact the only subjects 
who were permitted to leave Japan and sail the seas, but the Shogunate obliged 
them to restrict their activity to the coastal waters in order to avoid risk of their 
boats drifting away and falling into the hands of foreigners eager to obtain 
information on Japan.  

As an artist who studied the western techniques of painting, Kōkan 
produced his earliest works in European style shortly after 1780, including oil 
paintings, copies of western prints and copperplate engravings.7 In search of a 
competent instructor in the methods of western painting, Kōkan travelled to 
Nagasaki in 1788 and even managed to obtain admittance to the Dutch 
commercial quarter of Dejima, by disguising himself as a merchant and 
declaring business assistance from some government officials. He then 
published the Saiyū ryodan  [Report of a Western Journey, 1788], an 
illustrated travelogue of his visit8 and in 1799 wrote the Seiyō gadan 
[Dissertation on Western Painting], an explanation of the realism of Western 
painting and its fundamental principles. In his late years, Kōkan gave up his 
interest for western painting and science and devoted himself to the study of 
traditional Chinese thought.  

For over one hundred years, until the mature Meiji period (1868-1912), 
Japanese artists continued to make exact copies and reproductions of western 
perspective views and architectural settings, while at the same time they 
progressively adapted and integrated foreign elements within their paintings and 
prints. 9  By so doing, they created a new, eclectic – and at times even 
cryptographic and disguised – figurative language, one that could covertly 
express their quest for the general innovation of Japanese culture and art.  

By analysing a painting by Shiba Kōkan belonging to the Chiossone 
Museum, View of Mimeguri as a Parody of a Western Landscape [Seiyō Mitate 
Mimeguri Fūkei Zu Figs. 18, 21, 23-25],10 the present 
                                                 
6 On the visual culture in the years of the Prohibition of the Seas, see Screech 2014. 
7 About the pioneering work of Shiba Kōkan in the field of copperplate engraving, see Naruse 
Fujio 1984. 
8 French 1974, pp. 64-65. The Saiyū ryodan has been translated in French by Linhartová 1996, 
pp. 391-397. 
9 See Asano Tōru, Ozaki Masaaki and Tanaka Atsushi 1985. 
10 This title was probably attributed for the first time to Kōkan’s painting by Kobayashi Tadashi 
and Kondō Eiko 1990, cat. No. 230. The painting was exhibited and published several times, 
both in Europe and Japan. Here follows the bibliographical list in chronological order: 
Kumamoto Kenjirō 1964, pp. 153-171; Bernabò Brea and Kondō Eiko 1980, pl. XVIII, cat. No. 
178, p. 168; Narazaki Muneshige 1987, vol.10, pl. 25, pp. 220-221 (catalogue entry by Asano 
Shūgō); Kobayashi Tadashi and Kondō Eiko 1990, cat. No. 230; Accademia Italiana delle Arti 
e delle Arti Applicate, Londra 1991, cat. No. 16; Croissant and Ledderose, 1993, cat. No. 5/6, 
pp. 292-293 (catalogue entry by Doris Croissant); Failla 1996, cat. No. VI/5, pp. 90, 106; 
Failla 2014, cat. No. 68.  
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writer intends to analyse a case in point, in the hope of contributing to the 
interpretation of the early Japanese interest in western art. The overlapping 
stages of this richly eclectic phenomenon are outlined as follows: 

 
(1) appraisal, assimilation, evaluation and manipulation of exotic 
contents, elements and methods on the part of Japanese artists;  
(2) conflation of the foreign artistic visions into the traditional Japanese 
system of expression, with special reference to the sophisticated 
interplay of image and text; and  
(3) creation, within such transformed context, of cryptographies 
comprising western elements and traditional Japanese rhetorical figures, 
as for example visual allegory, metaphor, parody (mitate ) and 
their variations.  
 
The shaping of this novel, composite, trans-national art language attests 

to the flexible skills of Japanese artists in adapting foreign art tools and exotic 
imagery to their own discourse and ideology. 

 
 
 
1. Mimeguri, a famous place of Edo Shitamachi: history, 

landscape configuration and peculiar features in Ukiyoe 
prints and paintings 

 
The shogunal capital Edo was subdivided into two main zones: the hilly area 
called Yamanote , beautified by grassy hillocks and tiny valleys, streams 
and ponds, and the ‘Low City’ or Shitamachi  comprising the north-eastern 
districts of Ueno , Asakusa  Ryōgoku the commercial quarters 
along the Sumidagawa  and the waterfront.  
 

    
 

Figs. 1-2. The grey stone torii (south gate) and the main pavilion of Mimeguri Jinja. 
Photos by Donatella Failla, December 20, 2014. 
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Located in Shitamachi, on the left bank of the Sumida River between 
Kototoibashi and Sakurabashi , Mimeguri is the seat of Mimeguri 
Jinja ,11 a Shintō shrine dedicated to Daikokuten and Ebisu 

, two members of the Seven Deities of Fortune or Shichifukujin : 
the former protects fields, crops, food, kitchen and wealth, the latter guards 
fishing, commerce, trade and maritime transport. Nowadays Mimeguri is part of 
the Sumidagawa Park area.  

In the remote past the shrine had been part of Mukōjima , an 
isolated, solitary area of rice fields. It is not known when and by whom it was 
established, but an undocumented oral tradition asserts that its founder was 
Kōbō Daishi  (774-835).  

During the Heian period (794-1185) the shrine was located further north, 
just in the middle of the expanse of paddy fields of Mukōjima , a 
circumstance that explains both its earliest name, Tanaka Inari  and its 
dedication to the divinity of rice Inari.  

In the Bunwa period (1352-1356), Genkei , the priest who rebuilt 
the Miidera , 12  moved the shrine away from its first location and 
renamed it Mimeguri Inari . This new name, literally meaning ‘three 
times around’, is based on a wondrous event: the statue of a man riding a white 
fox –Inari himself, the god of rice – emerged from the earth and, soon after this 
find a white fox appeared, spun all around the place three times (mimeguri 

) and vanished.13  
Destroyed by a great fire in the Genki period (1570-1573), Mimeguri 

Inari was transferred during the Keichō period (1596-1615) to its present 
location on low land, close to the embankment of the Sumida River: therefore, 
the site was easily prone to floods.  

Another wondrous event occurred on June 28, 1693, the sixth year of 
Genroku  (1688-1704), when an exceedingly abundant rainfall is said to 
have been provoked by the 17-syllable haiku poem composed for the 
purpose by Takarai Kikaku  (1661-1707).14  

The name Mitsui Inari  was attributed to the shrine in about 
1673, when the Mitsui  expanded their commercial business from Kyōto 

                                                 
11 Although in use from the early 19th century, the title ‘Jinja’ was formally bestowed on the 
shrine in the sixth year of Meiji (1873). 
12 The Miidera is close to the Biwa Lake in Shiga Prefecture, at the foot of Hieizan. 
13 Kokushi Daijiten , ad vocem ‘Mimeguri Jinja’, vol. 13, p. 475. 
14 The haiku poem is engraved on a big stone kept within the precincts of the shrine: Yūdachi 
ya / ta wo mimeguri no / Kami naraba //  “A sudden 
cloudburst! / If indeed you are the God / who encircled Mimeguri thrice //”. Also known as 
Enomoto Kikaku , the poet was one of Matsuo Bashō's  (1644-1694) 
leading disciples.  
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to Edo and started a special veneration of their family protector, Uka no Mitama 
no Mikoto , who was enshrined in Mimeguri by them.15 

  

 
 

Fig. 3. This bronze statue of a lion, cast in the UK in 1914, was donated to 
Mimeguri Jinja by the Mitsui family in 2009, after its removal from the Mitsukoshi 
Department Store in Ikebukuro. Photo by Donatella Failla, December 20, 2014. 

 
The shrine was, and still is, situated on low land, with its grey stone gate 

(torii ) standing lower than the embankment. Therefore, when looked at 
from the Sumidagawa, the torii of Mimeguri Jinja appeared almost completely 
‘sunken’ below the embankment, with only its top architrave visible – an 
unusual feature that came to be regarded as the landmark of the site. In the late 
and final Edo period, Mimeguri became a favourite, frequent destination for 
outings and pilgrimages: not far from the Sensōji , also known as the 
Asakusa Kannon temple , and from Yoshiwara , the pleasure 
quarter of Edo, the site could be reached either by boat from Yanagibashi 
or by the Takeya ferry from Imadobashi . During the Bunka-Bunsei 
years (1804-1830), new popular attractions were established in the area: cherry 
trees were planted on the riverbanks (Fig. 14); the famous Hyakkaen  
flower garden was created as a place for leisure; the delicious sakuramochi  
or ‘cherry dumplings’, a local gastronomic specialty, were sold at the nearby 
Chōmyōji temple.16 A popular, recurring event, the ‘complete viewing tour of 
the Shrines of the Seven Deities of Fortune’ (Shichifukujin meguri ) 
was also introduced during the time of the New Year. 

Many Ukiyoe prints of the late and final Edo period document the 
landscape configuration, the peculiar features and transformations of Mimeguri. 

                                                 
15 Not only the Mitsui enlarged the shrine in 1716, but they also rebuilt it completely after the 
violent earthquake of 1855, the second year of Ansei (1854-1860), had reduced it to ruins. 
During the past three centuries, the Mitsui have always shown a deep, unusual devotion for 
their family deity installed in Mimeguri, whose spirit is enshrined also in the main venue and 
the branches of Mitsukoshi Department Store. 
16  Still available on the spot, the sakuramochi have a filling of sweet beans marmalade 
wrapped in thin rice pastry and pickled cherry leaves. 
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During the 1770s, Utagawa Toyoharu  (1735-1814) 17 was the first 
Ukiyoe artist to design a Perspective view of Mimeguri [Ukie Mimeguri no Zu 

, Figs. 4-5]. Setting his point of view above and behind the shrine 
and looking towards the north, the artist constructed the landscape by combining 
the traditional bird’s eye perspective with a biased, linear perspective. He closed 
the line of the horizon with the minuscule, realistic two-peaked profile of Mount 
Tsukuba  (top left) and the mid-distance view of the old location of 
Tanaka Inari, that is, the expanse of rice fields of Mukōjima (top right). In other 
words, Toyoharu deliberately built this perspective view of Mimeguri by 
implying in the site not only a spatial depth, but also a symbolical dimension. 
The internal part is ‘sunken’ below the embankment, with cherry trees in bloom 
and seasonal ploughing going on in the paddy fields encircling the shrine. The 
external part – including the opposite river bank, where two big, flaming puffs 
of smoke come out of the brick factory chimneys of Imado – is the river surface 
itself, busy with an intense traffic of chokibune , ferries and pleasure 
boats heading to and from Yoshiwara.  

 

 
 

Fig. 4. Utagawa Toyoharu, Perspective View of Mimeguri, 1770s. Ōban yoko-e, nishiki-e. 
Publisher: Eijudō (Nishimuraya Yohachi). Victoria and Albert Museum (E.651-1901). 

 

                                                 
17 Toyoharu, the prominent founder of the Utagawa School, introduced in Ukiyoe landscaping 
both linear perspective and chiaroscuro in advanced forms. He is also said to have owned a 
secret collection of European prints, several of which he copied exactly and transposed in the 
Japanese nishiki-e technique of colour woodblock printing. For instance, Toyoharu 
painstakingly reproduced from western engravings a Pastiche view of the Roman monuments, 
as well as a View of the Grand Canal in Venice: see Kyūshū National Museum and Kōbe City 
Museum 2013, pp. 62-64, cat. Nos. 34, 35. 
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Fig. 5. Detail of the ‘sunken’ torii, from Toyoharu’s print Perspective View of Mimeguri. 
 

Quite clearly, Toyoharu intended to represent the contrasting, yet 
complementary, activities and aspects of the site: the sacred world of paddy 
fields guarded by Daikokuten, hidden and ‘sunken’ below and beyond the 
embankment; and the mundane, profane, intense traffic over and along the river, 
protected by Ebisu. We may say that Toyoharu’s print constitutes the visual 
interpretation of a landscape context implying and suggesting the historical 
depth and religious meanings of Mimeguri, as well as its dynamic, mundane, 
recent transformations.  
After Toyoharu, this kind of perspective sight, with the viewpoint set high above 
the embankment at various angles and looking towards the north, remained a 
‘classic’ form for representing Mimeguri, as shown, amongst others, 18  in a 
painting by Yasuda Denki (1784-1827, Fig. 6).  

Thanks to the many people travelling by boat on the Sumidagawa the 
‘sunken torii’ made of grey stone became a famous, popular view of Edo, 
especially in the milieu of Ukiyoe artists and kyōka poetry circles: so much so, 
that from the late 18th century it often appeared in landscape prints and 
anthologies of humorous verses (kyōkabon ). A perspective print by 
Utagawa Toyokuni  (1769-1825), Toyoharu’s most talented pupil, 
shows the ‘sunken torii’ of Mimeguri from the hilly terrace of Matsuchiyama 
Shōden temple , on the opposite river bank (Figs. 7-8).  

                                                 
18 Utagawa Toyokuni  (1769-1825), Shinpan ukie Mimeguri no zu 

[View of Mimeguri, from the print series Newly Published Perspective Pictures], Boston 
Museum of Fine Arts (49.575). Kitao Masayoshi  (1764-1824), Ukie Mimeguri 
Inari no Keishoku [Landscape of Mimeguri Inari, from the print series 
Perspective Pictures, 1790 ca.], Madison, Chazen Museum of Art, Bequest of John H. Van 
Vleck (1980.2701). 
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Fig. 6. Yasuda Denki, Snow-Covered Landscape at Mimeguri. 
Framed painting, ink and colour on silk, 34.6 x 51.1 cm. Kōbe City Museum 

(from Asano Tōru, Ozaki Masaaki and Tanaka Atsushi 1985, cat. No. 91, p. 135). 
 

 
 

Fig. 7. Utagawa Toyokuni, Perspective View of Matsuchiyama Shōden, 1780s. 
Ōban yoko-e, nishiki-e. Genoa, Museo Chiossone (S-2580/12). 
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Fig. 8. The ‘sunken torii’ of Mimeguri Jinja seen from the terrace of Matsuchiyama Shōden  
on the opposite bank of the Sumida river. Detail of Toyokuni’s perspective print in Fig. 7. 

 

 
 

Fig. 9. Kitagawa Utamaro, The snow-clad ‘sunken torii’ of Mimeguri Jinja, 1790.  
Double page illustration from the kyōka anthology Ehon Ginsekai, 25.1 x 37.8 cm.  

New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
 

In the kyōka anthology Ehon Ginsekai [Illustrated Book 
of a World in Silver, 1790], designed and illustrated by Kitagawa Utamaro 

 (1753-1806), a double page depicts a boat on the Sumidagawa with the 
snow-clad, ‘sunken torii’ in the background (Fig. 9).  

An interesting colour print by Eishōsai Chōki  (active late 
18th - early 19th century) entitled Bosetsu (Mimeguri)  [Snow-clad 
Mimeguri, Fig. 10], from the series Edo Meisho Hakkei [Eight 
Views of Famous Places in Edo], shows the snow-clad ‘sunken torii’ enclosed 
within the black-framed, round lens of a telescope, thereby suggesting that such 
instrument must have been installed at one of the leisure houses on the opposite 
river bank. 
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In a bijinga of about 1854-1858, Utagawa Hiroshige  
(1797-1858) depicted a geisha  standing in the light of the full moon on a 
terrace overlooking the silvered surface of the Sumidagawa and the opposite 
bank, where the famous ‘sunken torii’ surrounded by dark, thick greenery, is 
faintly visible (Fig. 11).19  

 

            
 

Fig. 10. Eishōsai Chōki, Snow-clad 
Mimeguri, seen through a 

telescope.  
From Edo Meisho Hakkei. Tōkyō, 

National Diet Library. 
http://dl.ndl.go.jp/info:ndljp/pid/13

05515.  

Fig. 11. Utagawa Hiroshige, Detail of the 
painting Geisha in the full moon on a terrace 

overlooking the Sumida River and the ‘sunken 
torii’ of Mimeguri, 1854-1858. Kakejiku, ink 

and colour on silk, 83.4 x 29.7 cm.  
Genoa, Museo Chiossone (P-337). 

 
Around the beginning of the 19th century, some artists depicted only the 

internal space of the shrine surrounded by paddy fields, with the entire ‘sunken 
torii’ in front of the embankment. In the Ehon Tōto Asobi 
[Illustrated Book of Amusements in the Eastern Capital, 1802 ca.] Katsushika 
Hokusai  (1760-1849) conveyed a quiet, serene image of Mimeguri 
Jinja by representing its internal space as a sacred, separate world (Fig. 12). 

Approximately around the same time, or shortly after, in a double page 
of the Ehon Waka Murasaki [Illustrated Book of Waka Poems in 

                                                 
19 Hiroshige’s views of the site are numerous, as the artist included Mimeguri in many of his 
print series depicting the famous places of the Edo. A colour print of ōban yoko-e format in 
the Azuma Meisho series [Famous Places of the Eastern Capital, 1843-47] is entitled 
Mimeguri Tsutsumi Matsuchiyama Enbo [Distant view of Matsuchiyama 
from Mimeguri Embankment, 1842 ca.]: it represents the ‘sunken torii’ in full daylight, busy 
with people ascending and descending the stairs on the embankment. Around the mid-19th 
century, a night view depicts the internal grounds of the shrine under the snow: it shows not 
only the ‘sunken torii’ but also six votive lanterns set in a double row along the pathway 
leading from the gate to the shrine, which might have been donated by the Mitsui after the 
earthquake of 1855.  
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Purple Colour], Toyokuni proposed a view of Mimeguri Jinja similar to 
Hokusai’s. It should be noticed, though, that Toyokuni’s main interest consisted 
of showing in the foreground two beautiful women (bijin ) and their maid 
(Fig. 13).  
 

 
 
 

Fig. 12. Katsushika Hokusai, Mimeguri Jinja. Double page illustration 
from Ehon Azuma asobi, 1802 ca. 26.35 x 31.43 cm. 

Genoa, Museo Chiossone (LI-67, vol. 2). 
 

 
 

Fig. 13. Utagawa Toyokuni, Mimeguri Jinja. Double page illustration from Ehon  
Waka Murasaki, early 19th century. Genoa, Museo Chiossone (LI-125, vol. 1). 
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Fig. 14. Utagawa Hiroshige, Mimeguri Inari. Double page illustration from 
Ehon Edo Miyage, 1851-1858. Genoa, Museo Chiossone (LI-103, vol. 8). 

 
 
 

2. Kōkan’s landscape views of Mimeguri 
 
As we have just seen, depictions of Mimeguri vary with time and according to 
the individual interpretation and meanings that different artists selected and 
conveyed. Mimeguri, surely, was observed through telescopes installed in one or 
more of the leisure houses on the opposite river bank, an experience that may 
well have aroused the interest of an artist like Kōkan.  

Actually, Kōkan must have felt captivated by Mimeguri for several 
years if he kept researching different perspectives for rendering not only the 
spatial depth and width of the site, but also the ever-changing quality of its light. 
Such interest on the part of Kōkan is evidenced not only by the already 
mentioned painting belonging to Chiossone Museum (Figs. 18, 21, 23-25), but 
also by two perspective dōbanga of 1783 and 1787 made for the ‘peeping-
glasses’ (Figs. 15, 16; see above, footnote 2). One of the very few, still extant 
impressions of the dōbanga of 1783 shows exceptionally competent and delicate 
hand colouring, possibly done by Kōkan himself.  

Observing the two dōbanga we clearly perceive that both depict the 
same landscape, whose space, though, is constructed from two different points 
of view. Moreover, the two prints have the shape of horizontal rectangles, a 
format surely inspired by western prints. In the two dōbanga the line of the 
horizon looks faintly curved, whereas the Sumidagawa takes the lenticular 
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outline of a round lake or a mirror, flanked to the right by an embankment where 
people are strolling. 

 

 
 

Fig. 15. Shiba Kōkan, Perspective View of Mimeguri, 1783. 
Hand coloured copperplate engraving, 27.7 x 40.4 cm. (from Kyūshū 

National Museum and Kōbe City Museum 2013, cat. No. 43, p. 73). 
 

 
 

Fig. 16. Shiba Kōkan, Perspective View of Mimeguri, 1787. Hand coloured copperplate 
engraving, 28.3 x 40.7 cm. (from Suntory Bijutsukan 2014, cat. No. 63, p. 77). 

   
Because the two dōbanga were made for the ‘peeping-glasses’, right and left 

are reversed in the original prints. Here the two images have been 
horizontally overturned to show the real aspect of Mimeguri. 
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The paddy fields on low land surrounding the shrine are easily 
recognisable, whereas the ‘sunken torii’, standing lower than the embankment 
and almost completely hidden by prosperous trees and a square-shaped straw-
hut, is hardly visible (Fig. 15). Far on the horizon, appears the minuscule outline 
of Mount Tsukuba and, to the left, smoke puffs coming from the chimneys of 
Imado. 

The painting, on the contrary, is composed within a tall and narrow, 
vertical rectangle, a typical Japanese kakejiku  format (Fig. 18). 20 
Considering its compositional context, the work can be referred to an earlier 
phase of Kōkan’s perspective experimentations, as it recalls a painting by Odano 
Naotake, Landscape with Dead Trees Overlooking Rice Fields (compare Figs. 
17 and 18), necessarily datable before the artist’s death in 1780. 21  The 
substantial analogies that link the two paintings convince us that Kōkan was 
mindful of Naotake’s work while he painted this view of Mimeguri. For instance, 
let us compare the two points of view set quite low, the dead trees to the right in 
the foreground, with their barren branches extending in the sky, the watered 
paddy fields and the pond of Mimeguri, both bordered to the left by a few, dark 
green trees. Of course, Kōkan and Naotake knew each other quite well, as both 
of them had been pupils of Hiraga Gennai and fervent followers of his 
theoretical and practical teachings. Not only that, though, they had previously 
studied together in Nagasaki with Sō Shiseki.  

In the mid-foreground is a roundish stretch of water, most probably a 
pond formed by a flood of the Sumidagawa, 22  which overflowed the 
embankment and poured out over the paddy fields encircling the shrine. 
Waterfowl quietly swim on the pond, delimited to the left by the rather high, 
winding embankment bordered by a few, dark green trees. In a bed of reeds next 
to the water edge, two fishermen are handling a fishing-net – probably a 
reference to Ebisu, the god of fishing and maritime transport venerated in 
Mimeguri Jinja. Two figures stand on the embankment, one of them clad in a 
red robe. Well beyond the edge of the pond, far away on the horizon, the grey-
bluish profile of Mount Tsukuba is visible.  

Yet, the real protagonist and most striking feature of Kōkan’s painting 
is the unusual architectural object partially depicted to the right in the 
foreground,23  a partly-demolished,  monumental  ‘gate’  made of grey blocks of  

                                                 
20 Done in ink and colours on silk, the work has a mounting of light blue shikeginu  
fabric in minchō fashion , a variation of the Chinese literati style of mounting known as 
bunjin hyōgu . 
21 See note 5 above for a concise biography of Odano Naotake. 
22  I am indebted to Professor Timon Screech of the London SOAS for this suggestion. 
Because the Sumidagawa flooded several times during the 1780s, new river banks were built 
in 1790. 
23 In Narazaki 1987 vol. 10, p. 220, Asano Shūgō writes that “the stone pillar standing on the 
shore makes one think of Greek or Roman remains” [Kantō ni, Girisha Rōma no iseki wo 
omowaseru sekichō tachi 
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Fig. 17. Odano Naotake, Landscape with Dead Trees 
Overlooking Rice Fields, before 1780. Kakejiku, ink 

and colour on silk, 60 x 25.4 cm. 
(from Asano Tōru, Ozaki Masaaki and Tanaka 

Atsushi 1985, cat. No. 15, p. 72).  

 
Fig. 18. Shiba Kōkan, View of 

Mimeguri as a Parody of a Western 
Landscape, 1790 ca. Kakejiku, ink and 
colours on silk, 93.5 x 31 cm. Genoa, 

Museo Chiossone (P-194). 
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Fig. 19. Giuseppe Agostino Vasi, Parte di Campo Vaccino, 1747. 
Acquaforte, 21 x 32.5 cm. 

 

 
Fig. 20. Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Veduta di Campo Vaccino, 1772. 

Etching, 48.2 x 70.8 cm. From the series Vedute di Roma, 1729-1778, plate 82. 
 

stone forming a squared, tapered column on top of which rests a fragmentary 
architrave. 
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This ‘gate’ looks hybrid, vaguely reminiscent of some imposing archaeological 
Roman remains and, at the same time, appears as an ambiguous, parodic 
transposition in western style (seiyō mitate) of the lithic torii of Mimeguri 
Jinja.24 Behind this exotic ‘gate’, a dead tree with its black trunk profoundly 
broken by a stroke of lightning extends its barren branches diagonally towards 
the sky, in the direction of an ascending flock of birds – an image that may 
allude to the artist’s hope to take wing in the vast dimension of freedom. The 
exotic, monumental shape of the stony ‘gate’ of Mimeguri and the dead, broken 
tree close to it were, no doubt, arranged on purpose by Kōkan to establish and 
trigger a cogent, mutual comparison. In fact, the towering ‘gate’ can be 
understood as a symbol of the ancient, yet long-lived if not resilient, classical 
and scientific culture of the West, whereas the dead, broken tree next to it, 
whose desiccated branches still yearn for the free dimension of the sky, may be 
interpreted as a metaphor of the scientifically unfruitful culture of Japan.  

We must ask ourselves, now, what kind of sources might have inspired 
Kōkan’s design of the hybrid ‘gate’. Telling comparisons are two 18th-century 
Italian prints depicting Campo Vaccino in the Roman Forum, the earlier one by 
Giuseppe Agostino Vasi (Fig. 19), the later one by his pupil Giovanni Battista 
Piranesi (Fig. 20).25 In the two sheets, the viewpoint is set at different angles and 
heights, but both of them offer a similar sight of the Roman Forum: against the 
multiple rows of historical buildings in the background, the so-called Tempio 
dei Càstori stands out alone, formed by three tall columns supporting a 
fragmentary architrave.  

If Kōkan saw one of these two prints, it must have been Piranesi’s. It is 
impossible to know whether he had time to observe and sketch, or was in haste. 
For sure, Kōkan also saw western landscape prints that are not found nowadays 
in Japan: in fact, in the Saiyū ryodan, the diary of his visit in Nagasaki of 1788, 
he complained that many European sheet prints, having remained unsold or 
unwanted, were dispatched back.26 Whatever the circumstances, Kōkan could 
grasp the impressive shape and key-position of the ancient, ruined, but still 
standing Roman monument, and was able to seize enough of its look and stature 
to abstract and translate it in the hybrid ‘gate’ of Mimeguri Jinja. Yet, this is not 
all. The line defining the contours of the pond in Kōkan’s painting has almost 
exactly the shape of Campo Vaccino in Piranesi’s landscape. And finally, Kōkan 
may have also synthesised from Piranesi’s print the outline of a cloud to the left 

                                                 
24 The grey stone gates of Mimeguri Jinja correspond to the traditional torii shape; they are 
formed by two round, tapered columns and two slightly inflected architraves of square section. 
25  As an architect, Giuseppe Agostino Vasi (Corleone 1710 - Rome 1782), was mainly 
interested in representing Rome as it appeared during his own time and in the years 1746-
1761; he published 10 large volumes (32 x 42 cm) containing 240 engravings. Vasi’s pupil 
Giovanni Battista Piranesi (Mogliano Veneto 1720 - Rome 1778), had a special interest in the 
monumental architectures and archeological remains of ancient Rome. 
26 See the French translation of the Saiyū ryodan: Linhartová 1996, p. 396. 
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on the horizon, if only to transform it into the shape of Mount Tsukuba 
(compare Figs. 18 and 20).  

Now, if we wish to explore the metaphorical and playful implications of 
Kōkan’s work and its significance as a parody of a western landscape, we should 
start with analysing the artist’s signature and seals (Fig. 23) and the humorous 
poem written on the top left of the painting (Fig. 24). 

Kōkan’s signature appears on the top right in European style, name first 
and surname second, Kōkan Shiba Shun sha , ‘Copied from 
nature by Kōkan Shiba Shun’, followed by the two seals Shiba Shun in 

 and Kungaku  (Fig. 23). The signature in European style evidences 
Kōkan’s adoption of a western persona artistica, while also representing his 
explicit, open acceptance of the western cultural principles that he warmly 
admired and fervently studied. According to Professor Asano Shūgō, the 
painting is datable to the Kansei years (1789-1801), when Kōkan frequently 
used the same seals in his western style works.27 By the way, the cerulean sky 
with tattered, whitish clouds in the Mimeguri painting (Fig. 21) finds a suitable 
comparison in another work by Kōkan dated exactly to 1790, the second year of 
Kansei (Fig. 22).28 

On the top left appears a kyōka by Ōta Nanpo  (1749-1823) 29 
signed Shokusanjin (Fig. 24), the pen name that Nanpo started using in 
the first year of Kyōwa (1801-1804).30  An important author of gesaku and 
historiography, Nanpo was a talented literary critic as well as a poet of both 
kyōshi and kyōka, Chinese and Japanese humorous verses. Besides having 
often contributed his compositions to the works of many Ukiyoe painters, Nanpo 
founded the Yomo-ren kyōka club and was the first compiler of the 
Ukiyoe ruikō , a most important source for the history of Ukiyoe. 
For political reasons Nanpo had to interrupt his brilliant and fortunate career as a 
kyōkashi  in 1787: obliged to leave the shogunal capital, he settled in 
Nagasaki,31 but was able to reappear in Edo as an author of humorous verses 
only at the beginning of the 19th century.  

Such circumstances lead one to speculate that the complex, 
sophisticated research of expression carried out by the painter and the poet on 
the double front of image and verses might have taken place in two different 
moments. Kōkan made the painting in the early years of Kansei, whereas Nanpo  

                                                 
27 See Narazaki Muneshige 1987, vol. 10, p. 221 (catalogue entry by Asano Shūgō). 
28 I refer to the painting Fishermen on shore, belonging to the Yamato Bunkakan  
and published by Fuchū-shi Bijutsukan 2001, p. 133, cat. No. 62. 
29 See Ōta Nanpo’s biography in Kodansha Encyclopedia of Japan 1983, vol. 6, p. 129a. 
30 Information given personally by Professor Asano Shūgō, December 2013. 
31 See Tamabayashi 1996, Chapter 14, § 5: in Nagasaki Nanpo enjoyed the protection of 
Nakamura Sakugorō , a wealthy merchant and official supplier (goyōtashi 

) for Inspector Iwahara  who was better known by the kyōkagō Kisono . 
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Fig. 21. Detail of tattered clouds  
in Kōkan’s painting of Mimeguri. 

Fig. 22. Detail of tattered clouds in 
Kōkan’s painting Fishermen on shore. 

Yamato Bunkakan  
(from Naruse Fujio 2001, p. 133). 

 

        
 

Fig. 23. Detail of Shiba Kōkan’s 
signature and seals on the top 

right of the Mimeguri painting. 

Fig. 24. Kyōka poem by Ōta Nanpo 
inscribed on the top left of Shiba 
Kōkan’s painting of Mimeguri. 
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composed the poem and wrote it on the picture not earlier than the Bunka period 
(1804-1818). 32  As remarked by Kondō Eiko thirty-six years ago,33  Nanpo’s 
kyōka (Fig. 24) hinges upon the word mimekuri , ‘go around to see’, 
which sounds playfully homophonous with the place-name Mimeguri. Here are 
the verses:  
 

  

Amerika no  
me no ji ni nitaru 
kawa no he ni 
kita to higashi no 
sumi wo mimekuri. 

Similar to the character 
me of ‘America’  
are the banks of the [Sumida] river:  
from the northern to the eastern corner  
one can have a complete view and tour. 34 

 
 The word sumi  ( ) ‘corner’, too, constitutes a playful reference to both 
the Sumida River  and the second kanji used for rendering the second 
syllable of the name America, which means ‘ink’ and also reads sumi.  

Leaving aside, however, such facetious word play, the present writer 
would like to propose here the mutually integrated interpretation of the painting 
and the kyōka. To start with, the meaning of the three lines saying that the banks 
of the Sumida River are similar to the syllable me  of the name ‘America’ 
requires to be comprehended. Kōkan and Nanpo had both been pupils of Hiraga 
Gennai, whose miserable death in jail 35  probably made them grow secretly 
intolerant of moving around, over and over again, within the same, never-
changing, circular thinking path of the Japanese cultural system. We may 
imagine that Nanpo’s exile may have added to such feelings.  

As can be guessed from the following verses, the two artists would have 
liked ‘to go around to see’, travel from the northern to the eastern corner of the 
world – and even be fishermen, to drift away and reach America. But they could 
not leave the country, alas, and at the same time were strongly aware that their 
yearnings could be fished out of the only waters available to them. This is why 
the two fishermen handling an empty net near the water edge can be understood 
as the intellectual, symbolic self-portraits of Kōkan and Nanpo daring to explore 
nothing but the coastal waters of the utopian, ‘prohibited seas’ (Fig. 25).  

Thus, by employing to the best effect the refined means of their 
tradition – allegory, allusion, metaphor, parody, transposition – the two artists 
staged their imaginary, metaphorical way-out and conjured up their virtual 
escape from the ‘closed country’. Remarkably enough, Kōkan and Nanpo fully 
expressed themselves without revealing their secret aspiration apertis verbis and, 

                                                 
32 Narazaki Muneshige 1987, vol. 10, pp. 220-221 (catalogue entry by Asano Shūgō). 
33 See Bernabò Brea and Kondō 1980, p. 168 cat. No. 178. 
34 Transcription by Asano Shūgō in Narazaki Muneshige 1987, vol. 10, p. 221. Transliteration 
and translation by the present writer. 
35 Gennai died of tetanus at the age of fifty-two while in prison. The reason for his arrest 
remain unclear.  
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what is more, all they did was just by conjuring up a cryptography made of two 
harmless weapons: painting and humorous verses.  

 
 

 
 
 

Fig. 25. Detail of Shiba Kōkan’s painting of Mimeguri.
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Introduction 
 
The year 1583 marks a special event in the history of Sino-Western relations: 
two members of the Society of Jesus, Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) and Michele 
Ruggeri (1543-1607) managed for the first time1 to enter Mainland China and to 
establish a mission in Zhaoqing , Guangdong province.2 They not only 
fulfilled their confrère Francisco Xavier’s (1506-1552) dying wish, but also set 
in motion a revolutionary process designed to change the way Chinese people 
saw themselves and the world forever. The means Jesuit missionaries used to 
carry out this revolution was the written word. Matteo Ricci used to say: “In 
China more things get done by using books than by using words”,3 and 
following this intuition, he stripped off his vestments as a Buddhist monk and 
gradually approached the Confucian literati elite. They would prove to be not 
only an essential asset for the mission, but also valuable collaborators in the 
diffusion of so-called Western learning (xixue ) into late-Ming China.  

The introduction of technological innovations and philosophical 
concepts from the West didn’t just promote modernity in a mere scientific sense, 
but also had a radical impact on the Sinocentric perspective that people had 
maintained for centuries, providing them with a new global awareness and new 
conceptions of space and time.4 Consequently, the idea of ‘West (Xi )’ in the 
                                                           
1 Before this date foreigners were mostly confined to the city of Macau or some areas of 
Canton, but only when the local trade fair took place. For a complete history of Sino-Western 
encounters, with a focus on the role of Italy, see Bertuccioli & Masini 2014. 
2 According to D’Elia, between 1552, the death of Francisco Xavier, and 1583, when the first 
residence was established, the number of missionaries (Jesuits, Franciscans and Dominicans) 
trying to enter Mainland China was about fifty. See D’Elia 1950, pp. 58-76. 
3 “[…] più si fa in Cina coi libri che con le parole”. De Amicitia, p. 11. 
4 One of Ricci’s most popular works in Chinese was the Wanguo Yudi Quantu (

 The Complete Map of All Countries), reprinted six times between 1584 and 1609 and then 
further developed by Jesuit Giulio Aleni (1582-1648). Bertuccioli & Masini 2014, p. 75. Also, 
among the innovations introduced by the missionaries, was the Western-like calculation of the 
time system based on hours, minutes and seconds. See Huang Xingtao 2013. 
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Chinese people’s mind also changed. If, during the Tang Dynasty (618-907 
A.D), the term Xifang  was used to refer to India and xixue  to 
indicate Buddhism, the concept expanded after Zhang He’s (1371-1433) 
voyages during the early-Ming Dynasty, and came to include the North African 
countries along the Red Sea. The encounter with Jesuit missionaries from 
Europe at the end of the 16th century added a new continent to the Chinese 
image of Xifang  In order to stress the difference between Europe and 
India, the Jesuits used to call their place of origin “Tai Xi  ( )” or “Da 
Xi  (Great West)”, as opposed to “Xiao Xiyang ” or “Xiaoxi  
(little West)”.5 

As for the first appearance of the notion of xixue  in its modern 
acceptation,6 Giulio Aleni’s (1582-1649) “Xixue Fan  (Summary of 
Western Learning, 1623)” is traditionally believed to be the first humanistic 
work that introduced Western learning and explained the European education 
system to 17th century China. The book was published in Hangzhou in 1623 and 
was shortly after introduced in Japan, thus developing international significance. 
It became the subject of many Western pedagogy-related studies, and its 
contribution to the development of the modern Chinese lexicon has also been 
widely discussed.7  

However recent researches8 proved that one of the chapters included in 
Alfonso Vagnone (1566-1640)’s “Tongyou Jiaoyu  (Child Education, 
published in 1632)”, titled “Xixue ”, was written 17 years before the 
publication of this treatise,9 around 1615, and was therefore probably used by 
Aleni as a reference for his more recent book.  

This paper intends to show how the aforementioned works — 
Vagnone’s “Xixue ” and Aleni’s “Xixue Fan ” — were a product of 
                                                           
5 Huang Xingtao 2013, p. 2. 
6 According to Huang Xingtao, some Chinese scholars considered Western learning, known 
as “knowledge and culture from the West (Xifang Shuxue Wenhua )”—a 
phenomenon of the late-Qing period, to be associated with the Self-Strengthening Movement. 
Ibid. p. 1. 
7 An exhaustive overview of recent Sino-Japanese studies on Aleni’s work is given by Wang 
2011, pp. 327-342. For a complete analysis on Aleni’s contribution to Chinese lexicology, see 
Masini 1997, pp. 539-554 and Wang 2011. 
8 Vagnone’s pedagogic treatise was long neglected by academic circles, but it started to gain 
attention in 2005. Among the scholars dealing with this book, a few relevant names are: 
Meynard 2014, pp. 119-130; Xiao Lang 2005, pp.87-90; Huang Wenshu 2009, pp. 87-110; 
Zou Zhenhuan 2011. 
9 Under the title of Chapter n. 5 of the second volume, Vagnone writes: 

(This draft was concluded 17 years ago, and it has not been modified, my 
confrère considered it good and adjusted it to have it published. Now that this entire book 
came out, I could not leave this chapter behind, therefore it was published according to the 
original draft)”. See Tongyou Jiaoyu, 2: 370. 
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the two different historical stages of the diffusion of Western learning into 
late-Ming China. In addition to this, it will shed a light on the contribution of 
Alfonso Vagnone’s unpublished essay, “Xixue ”, relating to the 
introduction of Western learning in terms of language and content, with a focus 
on the lexical innovations borrowed by Giulio Aleni in his “Xixue Fan ”.  

 
 
1. Knocking on China’s great door: the first stage of the 
introduction of science and knowledge from the West (c. 1610 
-1616)  
 
Matteo Ricci died in Beijing in 1610, nine years after fulfilling his dream to 
settle down in the Imperial Capital. He had promoted the cultural 
accommodation strategy which proved to be successful, earned the Emperor’s 
trust which granted him the honour of a burial in the city and left a 
well-established entourage of missionaries and highly-educated Chinese 
collaborators working on translations of scientific books in Chinese. His great 
expertise in fields like mathematics, astronomy, geography and many other 
subjects, along with his deep competence in the Chinese language, had attracted 
the interest of high-ranking literati. Their consolidated friendship would 
eventually prove to be the key to the mission’s success. Standaert (2001) gives 
an interesting description of how the collaboration between missionaries and 
literati worked, proving the fundamental role the latter played not only in the 
translation of Western works, but also in the introduction of Western knowledge 
into China: 
 

The Pattern of production did not vary: whether translating or adapting a 
European source, the work was explained (kouyi , construed orally) by a 
missionary or a Chinese collaborator, who wrote it down in literary Chinese 
(bishou , received with a brush). Both of them co-signed the translation. 
Since most, if not all, books included notions and information new to potential 
readers, an appropriate terminology had to be created. This was the first step of 
the reception of Western learning: the Jesuits would have been unable to make 
it available to Chinese scholars without the active collaboration of some of 
them.10 
   

Among the people who provided the greatest support and contribution to the 
Jesuits’ cause, jinshi 11 like Xu Guangqi  (1562-1633), Li Zhizao 

 (1565-1630) and Yang Tingyun  (1557-1627) played a 
fundamental role: but why were these educated gentlemen so attracted by 
foreign scientific knowledge and a new set of values? 
                                                           
10 Standaert 2001, p. 693. 
11 The highest scholar-official title in imperial China.  
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The answer can probably be found in the socio-economic crisis the 
country was experiencing at the end of the Ming Dynasty, especially after the 
Grand Secretary and reformer Zhang Juzheng ’s death (1525-1582). 
Corruption among officials and frequent fights for power within government 
factions were echoed by an increase in the number of famines, rebellions and 
‘barbarian’ threats coming from outside the borders. These ‘enlightened’ literati 
reacted to a sense of uncertainty and the decadence of social costumes by 
opening up to the Tianxue  ‘heavenly studies’, 12  and believed that 
Western knowledge was the only answer to the time of crisis.13 The two years 
after Matteo Ricci’s death saw an increasing involvement of the Jesuits and their 
Chinese collaborators in projects mostly connected to the Ministry of 
Astronomy, a science in which the missionaries had proved greatly competent. 
Li Zhizao even tried to push for the institution of an office for the translation of 
Western books, as a support to reforming the calendar,14 but this request was 
not granted by the Court. However, the project for the creation of a corpus of 
translated works introducing the Western learning was finally in motion. 

It was for this reason that Jesuit Nicolas Trigault (1577-1628), at the 
end of 1612, was appointed by Superior Niccolò Longobardo (1565-1655) to sail 
back to Europe. The mission had two goals: to report back to the Pope about the 
state of the China mission, and also to gather books on the subject of 
mathematics, science, philosophy and theology, along with a few eminent 
scientists. He would fully accomplish this mission in 1619, when he brought 
back to Macau some 3000 volumes, representing the excellence of classical and 
contemporary European culture, and thus marking the beginning of the Xixue 
Dongjian , the ‘dissemination of Western learning’ in the East. 
Unfortunately, this process hit a sudden halt in 1616. Right before the 
establishment of a translation office at Court, the conservative faction won over 
and managed to cancel out the political influence of the Donglin officials that 
sympathised with the missionaries15. The echo of this event extended beyond 
Beijing and reached Nanjing, where the vice minister of Rites, Shen Que  
(1565-1624) had just launched an anti-Christian persecution,16 which had an 

                                                           
12 Standaert defines this term as the “characteristic combination of the religious message and 
European science […] conceived as an integrated whole and called ‘Heavenly Studies 
(Tianxue )’, science and theology supporting each other and both being presented in 
rational terms”. Standaert 2001, p. 636. 
13 Dong 2013, p. 166.  
14 Dong 2013, p. 168. 
15 Dong 2013, p. 171. 
16 The so-called Nanjing Incident (1616-1617), which brought a number of neophytes to jail 
and resulted in the expulsion of Vagnone and Alvaro Samedo (1585-1658) to Macau. The 
reasons behind this persecution, started by Shen Que’s memorial to the Emperor in 1616, 
were deeply analysed by various scholars, but the opinions are not always concurring. For a 
general overview on the subject, see Menegon, 1994; Dehergne 1973; Goodrich & Fang 1976; 
Standaert 2001. 
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enormous impact on the missionaries’ life and work, and especially on Alfonso 
Vagnone.  
 
 
2. Alfonso Vagnone’s literary contribution to the introduction 
of the Western learning: the unpublished essay “Xixue ” 
(c. 1615)    
 
Alfonso Vagnone set foot in Nanjing in 1605, one year after his arrival in Macau. 
In the Southern Capital he undertook the study of Chinese language and 
Confucian Classics, under the supervision of Superior Joao da Rocha 
(1566-1623). Vagnone’s linguistic excellence and study results were even 
praised by Matteo Ricci.17 In 1609 he took over the leadership of the Nanjing 
residence, replacing da Rocha as Superior of the mission. An energetic and 
devoted Christian, during the few years he was in charge, Vagnone worked hard 
for the benefit of his neophytes, whose pure and charitable spirit reminded him 
of the first Christian communities.18 Under his guidance, the Nanjing mission 
became “the most flourishing in the empire”19 or, as Vagnone himself wrote, 
“the garden of Chinese Christianity”.20 Unfortunately, the sudden outbreak of 
the Nanjing Incident,21 his consequent imprisonment and following exile to 
Macau nullified Vagnone’s efforts.  

From a literary perspective, he was undoubtedly an excellent sinologist 
and a tireless writer. He considered the written word the most effective means to 
convey messages to a broader audience. Carlo Sforza wrote in Vagnone’s 
biography that “he knew no other rest than the act of writing books”.22 These 
works were his way to indirectly promote Christianity and “to satisfy the natural 
curiosity of the Chinese people, who were always eager to learn. He adapted 
Western knowledge to their way of thinking”.23 

The adaptation of concepts and notions coming from the West was a 
key method for the diffusion of Western learning. Matteo Ricci was the first to 
understand that, in order to have their messages understood and accepted by 
Chinese readers, a selection of words and topics had to be made: 

 

                                                           
17 Goodrich & Fang 1976, p. 1332. 
18 Goodrich & Fang 1976, p. 1333. 
19 Goodrich & Fang 1976, p. 1332. 
20 Quoted by Menegon 1994, p. 46. 
21 See footnote n. 16. 
22 Sforza 1906, p. 349. 
23 Sforza 1906, pp. 349-358 (translated by the author).  



142   MING QING STUDIES 2015 

The books we compose are not new productions, but loans from our (European) 
works, from which we extract the information that seem to us appropriate to 
China: all we have to do is to make intelligent choices.24 
  

Diverting from his confrères’ main focus, Vagnone chose to devote himself not 
to the diffusion of the study of nature and principles xingli zhixue ,25

but to the introduction of ethical topics yili zhizue . As he stated in the 
preface of his famous ethical work “Xiushen Xixue  (Self-cultivation 
in the West, c. 1631)”: 
 

Two or three of my confrères talk about the study of nature and principles –  
here probably intended as natural philosophy –26 I will therefore furtherly 
describe the study of morals.27 

 
The educational background in classical philosophy, rhetoric, ethics and 
theology he obtained at the Jesuit Colleges of Turin and Brera28 provided him 

                                                           
24 Quoted by Bernard 1945, p. 311. 
25 The concepts of Li  (principle) and Xing  (human nature) were crucial to the 
neo-Confucian tradition of the Song Dynasty. Eminent neo-Confucian philosopher Zhu Xi 
(1130-1200), defined Li  as “the principle that makes all things what they are, with their 
being and goodness, as well as the principle that makes the universe what it is, with its being 
and goodness”. He defined Xing  as a concept that “refers primarily to human nature, - 
which we receive with life, but it also refers to the natures of other creatures. And while such 
natures are regarded as inherently good, they cannot be separated from the physical form, 
which bears matter-energy (Qi ), and is, depending on its quality, prone to both good and 
evil”. See Ching 2000, pp. 260-261. 
26 The Grand Ricci, Dictionnaire de la Langue Chinoise describes “Xingli Xue ” as 
“Philosophy of human nature and principles. (Confucian philosophy appeared during the Song 
Dynasty based on the relationship between human nature and that of the Sky and Earth)”, p. 
1187. However, Vagnone’s use of the concept “Xingli zhi Xue ” requires a different 
interpretation. I believe that in this passage he is making a comparison between the two 
mainstream topics of the Jesuit writings and the two branches by which the knowledge in early 
modern Europe was divided. He translates the Aristotelian concept of natural philosophy as 
Xingli zhi Xue  and moral philosophy as Yili zhi Xue . As Standaert 
suggests: “Most of the Jesuits’ late Ming writings relevant to science pertained to natural 
philosophy (or physica) and mathematics: both topics were part of philosophy”. Standaert 2011, 
p. 690. Therefore, the concept of “Xingli zhi Xue ” in this passage transcends, in my 
opinion, Zhu Xi’s notion of “human nature” to embrace a more universal connotation. Such a 
translation choice aims to find a connection between the neo-Confucian and Aristotelian 
definition of knowledge. 
27 Quoted by Xiao Lang 2005, p. 88. 
28 In particular, Vagnone’s philosophical studies included: Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 
Plutarch’s moral works, Cicero, Seneca and Horace’s main works. See Dehergne 1973, p. 
278. 
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with the theoretic foundations for his literary production and had an undeniable 
influence on this choice. 

In 1615, 29  while an entourage of Chinese literati and Western 
missionaries in Beijing were working hard on the diffusion of Western 
knowledge, Vagnone also decided to make his personal contribution to the 
project and composed an essay to describe the Western higher education system: 
“Xixue ”. This brief piece, just over 10 pages, was included in a later work, 
his pedagogic treatise, “Tongyou Jiaoyu  (Child Education, published 
in 1632)”,30  that was unfortunately long neglected. It started to gain the 
deserved interest of academic circles only in the last 10 years. Consequently the 
chapter “Xixue ” became the subject of different levels of analysis because 
of its content and lexical innovations.  

The title itself is probably the earliest appearance of the term “Xixue 
” in its current acceptation, referring for the first time to Western (i.e. 

European) learning.31 The author states his purpose at the very beginning of the 
essay:  

 

I shall explain the structure of the Western learning, maybe there are [some 
aspects] which will improve or help the Chinese learning [system].32 

                                                           
29 This date is calculated taking into account 1632 as the year of publication of Tongyou 
Jiaoyu , as well as the writing which appears under chapter 5 of the second volume 
(see footnote n. 9). However scholars’ opinions on this matter are not concurring: Li Shixue

 (2005) dates chapter 5 back to 1611, while Wang (2011) states that “Xixue ” 
was composed in 1607, taking as reference the date of publication of Vagnone’s Qijia Xixue 

 (1624), an ethical work which also contains the two volumes of Tongyou Jiaoyu 
. As we could not verify Wang’s source of this assumption, we’re not able to back 

up her conclusion and will stick to 1632 as year of publication of Tongyou Jiaoyu , 
and 1633 as that of Qijia Xixue  (see also Standaert 2001, p. 663). 
30 See footnote n. 8. The date of publication of this work is still the object of an ongoing 
debate among the scholars: Pfister (1932) indicates the year as 1620, but this conclusion has 
already been proved wrong. Other contemporary scholars, such as Meynard (2014), take into 
account the date of death of one of the censors of the book, Johann Schreck (1576-1630) and a 
sentence in Han Lin ’s preface (“ the Scholar of the West 
Gao Zesheng has lived in the East for eight years” [since 1624, when he re-entered China 
after the exile in Macau]) and therefore suggest that Tongyou Jiaoyu  was 
concluded before 1630, and published in Jiangzhou in 1632. An interesting article by Bernard 
(1945), which contains lists of the books printed in China in 17th century, indicates that the 
manuscript was in fact concluded in 1628, but not published yet. See Pfister 1976, pp. 85-95; 
Bernard 1945, pp. 309-388. 
31 According to Huang Xingtao (2013) before that, terms such as Xishu , Xiyang zhi Xue 

 were a common way to indicate the knowledge coming from Europe, while, as we 
have already pointed out, Xixue was used to refer to Buddhism, pp. 2-3. 
32 Tongyou Jiaoyu, 2: 370. The translation of this and the following passages are given 
by the author. 
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In Vagnone’s opinion, the basis of Western education is literary study “which 
marks the difference between men and animals and puts (them) in touch with 
living things”.33 He later moves on describing how the education continues: 
 

After completing the literary studies, the scholars divide into three disciplines, 
everybody in accordance with their own will. Some follow the study of Law, 
some follow Medicine, some follow Philosophy. These three disciplines are the 
branches of the Western learning.34 

 
For each branch the author provides a detailed explanation, touching upon 
various aspects of these subjects: their essence, their purpose, the duration of the 
study and the final exam. When talking about Philosophy (which he first calls 
Gewuqiongli Zhixue 35  and later translates directly with a 
phonemic loan, Feiluosuofeiya ), Vagnone makes another 
classification: 

  

This doctrine is also divided into five schools: one is Logics, one is Physics, 
one is Mathematics, one is Metaphysics and one is Ethics.36 
 

After examining each of these subjects, which he gathers under the 
denomination Renxue , ‘human studies’, Vagnone finally deals with the 
“highest of these doctrines” and introduces for the first time37 the term Tianxue 

                                                           
33 Tongyou Jiaoyu, 2: 371. 
34 Tongyou Jiaoyu, 2: 373. 
35 The concepts Gewu  (investigation of things) and Qiongli  (exhaustively 
mastering principles), belonged to the neo-Confucian tradition of the school of ethics of the 
Song and Ming dynasties. These were generally used to “accommodate both Chinese and 
Western views of practical studies, which included natural studies” and aimed to explore the 
nature of God for the Jesuits and “to fathom principles of the Dao  for the Chinese”, see 
Elvin, Dux & Vogel 2010, pp. 368-370. In this passage Vagnone chooses the term Gewu 
Qiongli zhi Xue to convey the concept of European Philosophy. See Wang, 
2011, p. 11. 
36 Tongyou Jiaoyu, 2: 377. This classification actually follows the new order of Aristotelian 
learning set during the Renaissance: 1) logic; 2) mathematics; 3) natural science; 4) moral 
philosophy; and 5) metaphysics. See Elvin, Dux & Vogel 2010, pp. 368-369.    
37 The loan translation “Renxue ” and semantic loan “Tianxue ” were just two of 
the terms traditionally believed to be created by Aleni’s. Masini’s in-depth study on Aleni’s 
contribution to the modern Chinese lexicon (1997) reveals that these were used for a long 
time and that at the end of the 19th century they came to refer respectively to ‘human sciences’ 
and ‘sciences of the heavens’, though indicating different subjects than those described by 
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 ‘heavenly study’ or Theology, “  (the so-called 
Theologia in the West).38 

The words for the aforementioned terms are all creations of the author, 
an aspect that makes his essay a precious document for Chinese lexicology. 
When translating or adapting Western books into Chinese, the first problem the 
Jesuits had to face was how to convey new ideas or scientific discoveries. 
Phonemic loans were usually the most common choice among first translators, 
but semantic loans and loan translations also came into play39. This paper will 
provide a more in-depth lexical analysis later on, also comparing a few passages 
of Vagnone’s chapter with Aleni’s “Xixue Fan ”.    

To conclude his overview on the Western learning system, Vagnone 
also makes reference to the Chinese classics, specifically the Great Learning 
(Daxue ), which he came across during his language and cultural studies in 
Nanjing:  

 

The heavenly studies are all-embracing, human studies instead are not complete 
and need the contribution of principles such as self-cultivation, regulation of the 
family, order of the state and pacification of the world.40 
 

One of Vagnone’s great abilities was to perfectly merge concepts from the 
European and the Chinese Classical traditions, to create a unique set of values, 
which could be better understood and accepted by the readers. Through the 
introduction of Western knowledge, the Jesuits were not trying to replace a 
traditional cultural establishment, but rather to complete it. At the end of chapter 
“Xixue ”, Vagnone makes a direct reference to his involvement in the 
activities of promotion of the Western learning his confrères were carrying out 
at that time: 

 

This is a summary of the general studies of the West. If you (are interested) in 
its details, then we, members of the Society of Jesus, can talk about that. If 
there are specific questions, we don’t dare fearing trouble, we are even 
translating a series of books to be published. We shall witness the diffusion the 
‘heavenly studies’ and the ‘human studies’ in China.41  

                                                                                                                                        
Vagnone and Aleni (pp. 551-552). However, given the different historical and literary context 
of Vagnone’s essay, I believe that the literal translations “human studies” or “the studies 
concerning human beings” for “Renxue ” and “heavenly studies”, (used as a synonym 
for Duluoriya  “Theologia”) for “Tianxue ” are closer to the author’s intent. 
38 Tongyou Jiaoyu, 2: 378. 
39 Masini 1997, pp. 539-540. 
40 Tongyou Jiaoyu, 2: 382. 
41 Tongyou Jiaoyu, 2: 383. 
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Unfortunately, Shen Que had Vagnone arrested on September 1st 1616, along 
with Alvaro Samedo (1585-1658) and a number of Chinese neophytes, and later 
banned the missionaries to Canton and Macau, where the Jesuit was confined 
from 1618 to 1624.    

Although the actions of Shen Que’s anti-Christian persecution were 
mainly limited to the Nanjing area, its consequences ended up affecting the 
activities of missionaries all over the country. Some scholars suggest that, 
behind the political (and maybe personal) reasons which led Shen Que to fire the 
Nanjing Incident, was the fear of the influence that Western knowledge was 
gaining at Court: the persecution was therefore the quickest way to stop it.42  
 
 
3. Vagnone’s literary legacy: “Xixue Fan ” and the 
second stage of the diffusion of the Western learning (after 
1619) 
 
The years 1616-1619 were a particularly tough time for the missionaries, both in 
Macau and in Mainland China, as they had to interrupt their translation project.43 
Only Shen Que’s death in 1624, put a definitive end to the persecution, but a 
few Jesuit fathers had already been re-admitted to Beijing in 1619, on the pretext 
of serving as scientific and military advisors for the war against the Tartars.44 

In his annual letter from Macau in 1618, Manuel Diaz jr. (1574-1659) 
was already positive that the fathers would have regained their ancient freedom, 
for three main reasons: firstly, there were ‘gifts’ for the Emperor on their way 
from Europe (perhaps a reference to Trigault’s mission); secondly the Jesuits 
were in possession of scientific books and tools that could be used for the 
ongoing reform of the calendar; finally, missionaries in every province were 
working on a corpus of books in Chinese, which were the most efficient way to 
spread the ‘la Santa Ley (Holy Law)’. He also indicated that some of these 
volumes were used in preparation for the war against the Tartars.45  

In 1624 Alfonso Vagnone was also finally able to re-enter Mainland 
China.46 However, following Xu Guangqi’s advice he did not return to Nanjing, 
he was instead sent to Jiangzhou  (Shanxi), where he spent the rest of his 
life devoted to religious and literary activities and supported by two families of 
the local gentry, the Han and Duan. The essay he wrote in Nanjing, “Xixue 
                                                           
42 Dong 2013, p. 187. 
43 Dong 2013, p. 183.
44 Dong 2013, p. 184. 
45 Carta Annua da Missao da China do Anno, f. 232v.. 
46 To mark the beginning of a new life in the country, and to avoid any association with the 
person involved in the Nanjing Incident, he changed his name from Wang Fengsu  to 
Gao Yizhi . 
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”, remained unpublished until the early 1630s, when it became a part of the 
pedagogic treatise “Tongyou Jiaoyu ”.   

Meanwhile, a new stage in the diffusion of Western learning had begun, 
encouraged by the missionaries’ involvement at Court and the arrival of the 
3000 volumes brought by Trigault along with a new team of scientists from 
Europe.47 These new literary resources gave new drive to the missionaries’ 
translation project. This enthusiasm is reported on in the prefaces of different 
Jesuit publications in Chinese of the time.48  

Aleni’s “Xixue Fan ”49 is probably the earliest product of this 
new wave of interest towards Western learning: the work’s main purpose was to 
present the European volumes that had just arrived in China. However, as the 
title suggests, the book also intended to provide an overview of the education 
system in the West, with a focus on the Jesuit academic institutions (colleges 
and universities), which had recently undergone the so-called ratio studiorum 
reform.50  

A comparative analysis of Aleni’s “Xixue Fan ” and Vagnone’s 
“Xixue ” reveals consistent similarities in terms of structure, content and 
linguistic choices. Vagnone’s statement in chapter 5 of the second volume (

 My confrère considered it good and adjusted 
it to have it published),51 seems to confirm the supposition that Aleni borrowed 
his confrère’s idea while he was still in exile in Macau, and published a book 
about Western learning without making any reference to “Xixue ” as a 
source. However, related studies52 prove that the two works also show a number 
of differences. These are summarized below:  
 
                                                           
47 After a six-year mission in Europe, Trigault returned to Macau on July 15th 1619, with an 
impressive collection of books he gathered in different countries (Spain, Italy, France, 
Germany etc.), concerning different topics: Theology, Philosophy and Science. They were 
meant to become material for the future Beijing (Beitang) Library, but also a source for many 
Jesuits for their works in Chinese. See D’Elia 1950, p. 58, and Zou Zhenhuan 2011, pp. 
225-226. 
48 D’Elia 1950, p. 63. 
49 This book was first published in Hangzhou in 1623, and later reprinted in the catholic 
church of Fuzhou (Qinyi Tang ) in 1626. In 1628, it became a part of the “Tianxue 
Chuhan ” (1626) by Li Zhizao, a collection of writings concerning the Heavenly 
Studies and divided into two sections: principles (Li ) and objects (Qi ). See Wang 2011, 
p. 329. 
50 Since their establishment in 1546, Jesuit colleges in Europe followed Ignazio da Loyola’s 
(1491-1556) Constitutions, which ruled the pedagogic organisation. This code underwent 
different modifications, until the official reform by Claudio Acquaviva (1543-1615) took 
place in 1599. The Ratio atque institution studiorum societatis Iesu, was adopted until the 
Society’s suppression in 1773. See Zou Zhenhuan 2011, p. 227. 
51 See footnote n. 9. 
52 In particular, this paper was inspired and owes a lot to the following authors’ researches: 
Huang Xingtao 2013, Zou Zhenhuan 2011, Wang 2011, Masini 1997.  
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1) Stages of the education process:  
Zou (2011) and Huang (2013) both agree that the authors divide the 

education process into three stages. However, while Vagnone classifies the 
knowledge in “Five Studies Wu Xue ”,53 Aleni speaks instead of “Six 
Disciplines Liu Ke ”,54 adding a subject, Canon (Jiao Ke ), to this 
classification. Interestingly, where Vagnone makes use of the suffix –xue , 
which was typical of the Chinese Classical tradition,55 Aleni used instead –ke 

, which, according to Zou Zhenhuan (2011) intends to mark a fracture within 
the Chinese traditional education system.56   

The following table shows a comparison of the order of the study and 
the different nomenclature contained in Tongyou Jiaoyu’s Xixue 

” and “Xixue Fan ”: 
 

 

                                                           
53 These are: Literary studies, (Wenxue ), Law (Falü zhixue ), Mecine (Yixue

), Philosophy ( Feiluosuofeiya ), and Theology (Douluoriya ).   
54 Aleni’s “Six Disciplines” include: Rhetoric (Wenke ), Philosophy (Like ), 
Medicine (Yike ), Law (Fake ), Canon law (Jiaoke ), Theology (Daoke ). 
However, they also appear with the suffix –xue . 
55 According to Zou Zhenhuan 2011, suffix “- xue ” was one of the classification names 
which could be found in the Yijing or in Zhuangzi. See p. 233, footnote n. 1.  
56 Zou Zhenhuan 2011, p. 233. 

“Xixue ” “Xixue Fan ” ORDER OF THE 
EDUCATION 

PROCESS 
Literary studies ( Wenxue 

) 
Rhetoric (Wenke  or 
Leiduolijia ) 

FIRST STAGE (with final 
exam) 

Law (Falü zhi Xue 
) or 

Medicine (Yixue ) or 
Philosophy 
(Feiluosuofeiya

or Gewu Qiongli zhi 
Xue ) 

Philosophy (Like  or 
Feilusuofeiya

) 

SECOND STAGE (with 
final exam) 

Theology (Douluoriya
 or Tianxue ) 

Medicine (Yike  or 
Modiqina ) 
Law (Fake  or Leiyisi

) 
Canon Law (Jiaoke  
or Jianuonuosi ) 
Theology Daoke  or 
Douluriya ) 

THIRD STAGE (with 
final exam) 
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In addition, when talking about the “five disciplines” into which Philosophy is 
divided,57 Vagnone only mentions their names and gives a brief description, as 
seen in the excerpt on page 7, while Aleni places them in a progressive order, 
based on the stage these were encountered at school: 
 

 […]  
 […]  

[…]
 […] ” […] 

In Philosophy there are five disciplines, divided into categories, the first year 
(we) study Logic […] .The second year (we) specialise in Physics, which is the 
second discipline of Philosophy[…] The third year (we) approach the third 
discipline of Philosophy, the so-called Metaphysics[…] The fourth year (we) 
consolidate these three years of study and add the detailed study of geometry, 
along with the study of self-cultivation and family management. The study of 
geometry is called Mathematics[…] Ethics is the study of self-cultivation, 
family management, ordering the state and bringing peace to the world, which 
peaks with the observation of principles of virtue.58  

 
2) Translation choices: 

According to Huang Xingtao (2013), the number of neologisms created 
by Western missionaries in collaboration with Chinese literati during the 
Ming-Qing period is estimated to be around 1000 words.59 Among these, 
anthroponyms and toponyms were usually translated with phonemic loans, 
mostly resulting in polysyllabic compounds, while religious and philosophical 
terms (including education subjects) were usually indicated by semantic loans 
and loan translations,60 mostly creating disyllabic compounds, which were 
transmitted more easily in Chinese language.  

When introducing the main subjects of the Western learning system, 
Aleni mostly61 makes use of the phonemic loans Vagnone created in his “Xixue 

”, but he occasionally replaces some characters with others carrying the 
same, or a similar sound. Alongside the phonemic transliteration, he also uses 
some semantic loans (Jiaoxue , Daoxue , Lixue ) which 
belonged to the Chinese Classical tradition, and used to carry a different 

                                                           
57 Specifically Logic, Physics, Mathematics, Metaphysics and Ethics. 
58 Xixue Fan, f. 14. 
59 Huang Xingtao 2013, p. 9. 
60 For an in-depth analysis of lexical categories see Masini 1993, pp. 128-134. 
61 There are a few transliterations from Latin which he did not borrow from Vagnone, such as 
Modiqina  (Medicine), Leiduolijia  (Rhetoric), Leiyisi  (Law), 
Jianuonuosi  (Canon Law), see Masini 1997, pp. 539-554. 
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meaning.62 The table below shows a comparison between the phonemic (and 
semantic) loans used by the two authors to translate some Western disciplines: 
 

 
The table shows specific differences between Vagnone and Aleni’s adaptation of 
some phonemes: Fei / , Luo / Lu , Re / Ri , to name only the 
most relevant.  

To uncover the criteria for his choices, Wang (2011) suggests that they 
might have been influenced by the dialectal inflexions of the area the Jesuits 
were staying (Vagnone in Nanjing, and Aleni in Hangzhou) and also by the 
source material they accessed, such as Ricci’s Romanization system of Chinese 
characters,65 in which they appear as homophones.66 

Interestingly in his later book “Feilu Huida  (Philosophical 
Questions 1636)”, Vagnone will eventually give up his own translation of the 
word ‘Philosophy’, to adopt Aleni’s version.  

                                                           
62 Wang 2011, p. 334. 
63 Maybe the very first translation of the word Luojixue , Logics, in its Western 
acceptation. See Zou Zhenhuan 2011, p. 236 n. 4. 
64 Vagnone also refers to this discipline as Yili zhi Xue  and considers it composed 
by the principles of Xiuqi Zhiping  (borrowed from the Great Learning, Daxue 

), see Tongyou Jiaoyu, 2: 380. Aleni instead uses the denomination Xiuqi Zhiping zhi Xue 
, as a synonym of the term ‘ethic’. See Masini 1997, p. 547.  

65 This work will be developed and published in 1626 by Trigault, and it is known as “Xiru 
Ermu Zi  (Aid to the eyes and ears of Western literati)”. 
66 Wang 2011, p. 332. 

VAGNONE 
 

ALENI LATIN and 
ENGLISH 
TRANSLATION 

Feiluosuofeiya  
(Gewu Qiongli zhi Xue 

) 

Feilusuofeiya   
(Lixue/Like /  

Philosophia 
(Philosophy) 

Luorejia  Luoriya  Logica (Logic)63 

Feixijia  Feixijia  Physica (Physics) 

Mademadijia  Mademadijia  Mathematica 
(Mathematics) 

Modafeixijia  Modafeixijia  Metaphysica 
(Metapysics) 

Edijia  Edijia  Ethica (Ethics)64 

Douluoriya  
(Tianxue ) 

Douluriya   
(Daoxue/ Daoke / ) 

Theologia 
(Theology) 
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As for the neologisms, we have already looked at the loan translation 
Renxue  (human studies) and semantic loan Tianxue  (heavenly 
studies), which were used by Aleni, but appeared for the first time in Vagnone’s 
essay. Wang’s research (2011) indicates two more semantic loans, which are 
still in use today: Yixue  (the study of medicine) and Wenxue 
(literature, literary studies). These were also first used by Vagnone in his “Xixue 

” and were therefore not introduced by Aleni, as reported in the “Jin 
Xiandai Hanyu Xinci Ciyuan Cidian  (Dictionary of 
the Origin of Neologisms in Modern Chinese, 2001)”.67  

However, Wang’s study mainly focuses on the names of education 
subjects, but after extending the field of the two works’ lexical analysis, it is 
possible to identify a few more terms which were traditionally believed to be 
Aleni’s creations.  

Let us compare the two following passages, both describing the 
discipline of Mathematics: 
 

If it [Mathematics] is divided or limited by numbers, then it shows the quantity 
of all things. If it is made up by measures, then it indicates the size of all things. 
When numbers and measures lack in substance and are the object of empty 
talks, then numbers are used by accountants, measures are used by surveyors; 
when they [numbers and measures] possess substance and are the object of 
common talks, then numbers are used by musicians to create harmony in 
melody chords, [while] measures are used by astronomers to calculate the 
movement of the heavenly stars that create seasons.68 

 

It [Mathematics] is made up by many numbers, and it is divided into many 
quantities. When numbers and measures lack in substance and are the object of 
empty talks, then numbers are used by accountants, measures are used by 
surveyors; when they [numbers and measures] possess substance and are the 
object of common discussion, then numbers are used by musicians to create 

                                                           
67 Specifically in Aleni’s “Zhifang Waiji  (Areas Outside the Concern of the 
Chinese Imperial Geographer 1623)”, but the two terms actually appear also in “Xixue Fan 

”. See Wang 2011, p. 334. The same definitions can also be found in the “Jin Xiandai 
Ciyuan  (Modern and Contemporary Etymology)”, Shanghai Cishu Chubanshe, 
2007, p. 845, 876. Masini (1997) indicates that the two terms might have been re-introduced 
from Japanese language in 19th century as return loans (p. 553).  
68 Tongyou Jiaoyu, 2: 379. 
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harmony in music chords, measures are used by astronomers to calculate the 
movement and rotation of the heavenly stars that create seasons.69 

 
The excerpts above reveal consistent linguistic similarities and analogous 
translations choices: in particular they both contain some new creations, 
traditionally believed to be Aleni’s inventions: three loan translations, 
‘Liangfajia  (land surveyor)’, ‘Lifajia  (astronomer)’, 
‘Suanfajia  (accountant)’ and a hybrid ‘Lülüjia  (musician)’.70 
These are all trisyllabic compounds, carrying suffix –jia , which is consistent 
with the modern accepted meaning of “expert in a certain field”.71 Masini (1997) 
indicates that these were all in use for a certain period: they all appear in the 
“Qingchao Wenxian Tongkao  (Encyclopedia of the Historical 
Records of the Qing Dynasty), but while ‘Liangfajia ’ is not listed in the 
“Hanyu Da Cidian  (Great Dictionary of Chinese Language)”, the 
other compounds can instead be found without the suffix –jia .72 Today, the 
terms still in use are ‘Lifa  (a system of calculation based on years, days 
and months)’, ‘Lülü  (an ancient pipe-based system to measure the height 
of music)’73 and ‘Suanfajia  (algorithm)’.74 

Another new word created by Vagnone and later used by Aleni is the 
loan translation ‘gongxue  (public schools)’. In “Xixue ” it refers to 
European schools of Medicine ( . It is an old habit of 
the West, to open public schools for the study of Medicine),75 while according 
to Masini (1997) Aleni uses it for the first time in his “Zhifang Waiji  
(Areas Outside the Concern of the Chinese Imperial Geographer 1623)” to 
indicate public schools in Bologna.76 
 

 Content additions, Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas: 
Aleni concludes the passage about Philosophy and the disciplines by 

which it is divided with a question: where does Philosophy come from? In order 
to discuss its origin, he introduces for the first time Aristotle’s name Yalishiduo 

, “a wise man” from the West. After describing the main principles of 
his Philosophy, which he extensively studied at the Jesuit College in Italy, Aleni 
                                                           
69 Xixue Fan, f. 19. 
70 I refer to Masini’s English translation (1997, pp. 549-552), which I crosschecked with 
D’Elia 1950, p. 66. 
71 See Hanyu Da Cidian  (Great Dictionary of Chinese Language), Commercial 
Press, 1993, p. 1458. 
72 Masini 1997, pp. 549-552. 
73 See Xiandai Hanyu Cidian  (Dictionary of Modern Chinese Language), 
Commercial Press, 2012, pp. 797, 849. 
74 Hanyu Da Cidian, Vol. 8, p. 1198. 
75 Tongyou Jiaoyu, 2: 376. 
76 Masini 1997, p. 548. 
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indicates that “Theology considers him (Aristotle) a pioneer. […] Everybody 
respects his teaching. […] His Philosophy and Theology support each other”.77 
Unlike Vagnone, who considered Theology superior to all the other disciplines, 
Aleni stresses the idea of Philosophy as a support for Theology. At first glance 
these two opinions might seem discordant, however they both refer to Thomas 
Aquinas’ (1225-1274) thinking. He used to consider Philosophy as both “ancilla 
Theologiae (Theology’s aid, literally ‘maidservant’)” and “regina scentiarum 
(superior, literally ‘queen’ of all sciences)”, definitions which prove his 
influence on both the Jesuits’ viewpoints.   

Thomas Aquinas’ (Duomasi ) figure and his famous work 
“Summa Teologica”78 (Douluriya Lüe )79, are further described by 
Aleni at the end of his introduction of the main characteristics of Theology. He 
provides an exhaustive summary of the structure and main topics the “Summa” 
contains. D’Elia remarks that Aristotle and Aquinas are the only two thinkers 
directly mentioned by Aleni, whose aim was probably to stimulate the readers’ 
curiosity. A few years later, Aleni’s idea would be perfected by Ludovico 
Buglio (1606-1682), who translated the first and the third part of the “Summa”, 
between 1654 and 167880. It is worth noting that Vagnone, who extensively 
quoted Aristotle throughout his pedagogic treatise, does not mention his name or 
that of any other philosopher in this chapter, even if there are many indirect 
references to their thinking, as previously indicated in the case of Aquinas. 

In conclusion, Vagnone’s unpublished essay “Xixue ” had an 
undeniable influence on Aleni’s “Xixue Fan ”: the latter tailored his 
treatise on the structure of his confrères’ work, as shown by the selection of the 
topics, but he also provides a more thoughtful organisation of the content. This 
probably depended on their different writing purposes and on the events which 
influenced the making of the two works (Vagnone was arrested in 1616, while 
Aleni had managed to flee from Nanjing and to stay in Mainland China). This 
geographical factor was also at the root of the different translations of some 
terms, even if Aleni did make use of some new words created by his confrère. 
Aleni’s treatise does not only appear to be an enriched version of Vagnone’s 
“Xixue ”, but is a specific product of a different political and cultural stage 
of the China mission. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
77 Xixue Fan, f. 9r. 
78 The work was written between 1265-1274, and it is composed of three parts and a 
supplement.  
79 Xixue Fan, f. 13r. 
80 D’Elia 1950, pp. 74-75. 
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Conclusions 
 
Alfonso Vagnone and Giulio Aleni are two of the most representative 
humanistic writers of late-Ming China. They worked together for three years 
(1613-1616) in Nanjing, where Vagnone had been appointed Superior of the 
mission since 1609 and perhaps also exchanged some ideas about the creation of 
a work dealing with Western learning. In the very same period in Beijing, 
Western Jesuits and Chinese literati were involved in a number of official 
projects related to science and astronomy, giving hope for a gradual diffusion of 
knowledge coming from the West. Unfortunately, this process reached a sudden 
halt because of the launch of an anti-Christian persecution movement in 1616, 
which marked the beginning of a particularly delicate time for missionaries and 
their collaborators. Vagnone was exiled to Macau, where he stayed until 1624, 
while Aleni managed to remain in Mainland China, under Yang Tingyun’s 
protection.  

Vagnone’s essay “Xixue ” (written in 1615) and Aleni’s “Xixue Fan 
” (first published in 1623) are both representative works of the two stages 

of the diffusion of Western learning – before and after the Nanjing Incident. Each 
of the authors is innovative in many ways. Vagnone describes the European 
education system for the first time, attempts the first translation of Western 
subjects into Chinese and creates new words. Aleni takes his confrère’s work to 
the next stage, introduces a new order of the study, along with a new subject 
(Canon ). Aleni also mentions Aristotle for the first time and produces a 
summary of Thomas Aquinus’ “Summa Theologica”, which were both essential 
parts of the traditional curriculum studiorum for the Jesuits. Each of the authors’ 
intentions were different: Vagnone wanted to provide an outline of the Western 
education system in the hope that it would help improve the Chinese education 
system. 81  Aleni’s work mostly aimed to introduce and promote the 3000 
volumes Trigault had just brought back from Europe. The ultimate goal was to 
create a corpus of Western books that could be translated into Chinese with the 
help of devoted scholars. 

These two Jesuits’ fortunes were also different. The success of 
Vagnone’s pedagogic treatise, “Tongyou Jiaoyu ” (which contains 

Xixue ), was long limited to just the Shanxi area. This is probably the 
main reason why scholars attribute the creation of a number of new words to 
Aleni, who had instead borrowed them from Vagnone. However, this sort of 
exchange was quite common within the Jesuit order and Aleni himself had 
already made use of some geographical or scientific terms invented by Ricci, as 
remarked by Masini’s study.82  

                                                           
81 Tongyou Jiaoyu, 2: 370. 
82 Masini 1997, p. 54. 
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On the other hand, my ongoing analysis of Vagnone’s “Tongyou Jiaoyu 
”, revealed that Vagnone also embraced Ricci’s influence in some 

parts of his work: for instance in chapter 9 of the second volume, “Jiaoyou  
(Friendship)”, I uncovered at least five passages consistent with Ricci’s treatise 
“Jiaoyou Lun  (1595)”, along with a number of lexical similarities. In 
this case, the author does not mention the name of his source, just as we cannot 
find any reference to “Xixue ” in Aleni’s book.  

Interestingly, Vagnone makes two claims of responsibility for his work, 
on two different occasions: one is the already mentioned reference in the chapter 
“Xixue ”, in the second volume of “Tongyou Jiaoyu ”: 

 

This draft was concluded 17 years ago, and it has not been modified, my 
confrère considered it good and adjusted it to have it published. Now that the 
entire book has been revealed, this chapter could not be left out, so it was 
published according to the original draft.83 

 
The second one is a sentence contained in the third chapter of the first volume of 
“Xiushen Xixue ”: 
 

 
As for the disciplines of the Western learning, alongside the structure of each 
one of them, I already analysed them in details in the second volume of 
“Tongyou Jiaoyu ”.84 

 
These were probably Vagnone’s further attempts to show his commitment to the 
introduction of Western learning, and a way to claim his personal contribution to 
this cause. 
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NATIONALISM, ETHNICITY, AND COLONIAL 
MODERNITY IN LIANG QICHAO’S BAN DINGYUAN 

CONQUERING THE WESTERN REGION 

 
YUNWEN GAO 1 

(University of Southern California) 
 
 
1. Introduction: Late Qing Nationalist Discourse 
 
The intellectual debates over race, language, and nation-building since the late 
Qing period in China inform us of the critical ideological transition of China 
under the syncretic influences of Western, Japanese, as well as domestic ideas. 
In her postscript to A Translucent Mirror: History and Identity in Qing Imperial 
Ideology (1999), Pamela Crossley discusses how the discourses held by 
nationalists, such as Liang Qichao (1873-1929) and Zhang Binglin 

(1869-1936) were inspired by traditional ideologies, in particular, that of 
identity in the Qing Dynasty.2 While both Liang and Zhang borrowed new 
vocabulary from the translated works originated in the European and Japanese 
languages, it is worth noticing that their adaptation of traditional ideas of lineage, 
identity, etc., in their domestic historical contexts was equally significant in 
constructing their nationalist discourse and strategically mobilizing the Chinese 
people as a new nation.

Looking back, late Qing nationalists realized that in order to form a 
national identity, a unified system of written and spoken language was crucial. 
Advocates of language reformation modeled new national language (guoyu 

) after the European and Japanese models. They took the official language of 
the Qing government, mandarin (guanhua ) as the basis of written and 
spoken languages, privileging the pronunciation of Beijing dialect. As Kai-wing 
Chow points out, the creation of a national language in place of classic Chinese 
(wenyan ) in modern China “entail[s] the suppression and marginalization 
of local dialects such as Cantonese, Fujianese, and Shanghainese in the new 
national public arena.”3 While we can see the suppression of local voices in 

                                                 
1 Yunwen Gao, Department of East Asian Languages and Culture, University of Southern 
California, Los Angeles, CA 90007, USA. Email: yunwenga@usc.edu. 
2 Crossley 1999, pp. 338-339. 
3 Chow 2001, p. 74. 
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modern Chinese history, this national language was not in a definitive form at its 
inception. 

By observing nineteenth century Modern Chinese lexicon, we could see 
that vocabulary of dialectal origins was its fundamental component. Federico 
Masini regards “literary works written in various dialects, the Ming and Qing 
novels, the late Qing literature, the Japanese technical literature and [...] the 
XIXth century essays and translations of Western subjects” as essential parts of 
the formation of the new national language.4 For example, modern scholars 
such as Hu Shih  (1891-1962) used vocabulary from local dialects as a 
tool against classic Chinese in his literary reformation movement. Masini’s 
study reveals that national language and local dialects are not mutually exclusive 
entities. The new national language is firstly a product of the interaction 
between the official language, foreign influences, and regional dialects. 
Secondly, the formation of national language is an ongoing process in which the 
borrowing of local culture constantly reshapes what we now term as the 
“national” language. Beyond the lexical level, phonetic studies also show the 
interconnectedness between mandarin and various Chinese dialects. That is to 
say, just like the national language, dialects are also undergoing constant 
reshaping and seeking new forms of cultural presentation. Thus, studies on 
nineteenth century Chinese languages demonstrate a dynamic transformation 
that opened myriads of possibilities for future development. 

Moreover, many literary experiments of that period show that the 
diversity of Chinese local dialects may have contributed to the establishment of 
a national language. In the late Qing context, there were different ideas of how 
to write Chinese literature in a modern language. Literary experiments written in 
vernacular Chinese (baihua ) drew inspiration from the corpus of dialectal 
literature. Meanwhile, local dialects and cultures were also undergoing 
fundamental reshaping. Oral traditions of local cultures and dialects such as 
opera were one of the major fields of reshaping. The cultural discourses of the 
late Qing Dynasty showed immense potential, which was later, repressed “in 
subordination to the master narrative of a singular, predictable evolutionary 
path.”5 Hence, by studying literary and cultural experiments of the late Qing 
period, we could find reconciliation between the seemingly binary opposition 
between nationalism and local cultural identities. 

In this essay, I will discuss Liang Qichao’s Cantonese opera Ban 
Dingyuan Conquering the Western Region (Ban Dingyuan Ping Xiyu 

)6 published in 1905 as an example of cultural experiment in the late Qing 
Dynasty. In conclusion, I argue that cultural experiments like “Ban” envision a 
type of nationalism by utilizing European, American, Japanese, as well as 

                                                 
4 Masini 1993, p. 120. 
5 Wang 1997, p. 9. 
6 Translation of the play scripts and Chinese scholarships are mine unless otherwise noted. 
Hereinafter referred to as “Ban”. 
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traditional Chinese intellectual resources without suppressing local diversity and 
imposing a unified vision of the nation. 
 
 
2. Nationalism, Ethnicity, and Colonial Modernity in Liang 

Qichao’s Ban Dingyuan Conquering the Western Region 
 
“Ban” was published in serial form under the pen name of “Master of Manshu 
Chamber”7 in New Fictions Magazine (Xin Xiaoshuo ) from Issue No. 7 
to Issue No. 9 in 1905, the earliest monthly periodical dedicated to Chinese 
fiction, of which Liang Qichao was the chief editor. Debates over the authorship 
of this piece of Cantonese opera were one of the major barriers to its circulation, 
leading to its relatively limited scholarship. 

Published in 1905, “Ban” was written during Liang’s exile in Japan 
after the Hundred Days’ Reform failed. During his exile in Japan, Yokohama 
Overseas Chinese School8 invited Liang to write a Cantonese play for their 
students. Encouraged by the success of a previous Cantonese opera performance 
in this school, Liang decided to write “Ban” in response to the invitation.9 As 
Liang recorded in his introduction to the play in New Fictions, members of the 
school later encouraged him to publish this work.10 Among Liang’s opera 
productions, “Ban” is representative of his artistic and literary aspirations as 
well as political ideologies. On the one hand, it is the only completed opera of 
Liang’s. On the other hand, it was performed under the direction of Liang 
himself, which means a realization of his political advocacy. The actual 
performance of this play added a layer of signification to his work in the 
performative arena, and spoke directly to the overseas Cantonese speaking 
Chinese communities different from its expected readership at home. Realistic 
concerns and limits of performing conditions shaped the production of “Ban”, 
generating a curious combination of traditional narrative with contemporary re-
signification. In the following part, I will explore how “Ban” reveals Liang’s 
idea of nationalism, ethnicity, and colonial modernity in both performative and 
literary forms, i.e., “Ban” as a performance of Cantonese opera, and “Ban” as a 
literary work published in New Fictions. 
                                                 
7 Master of Manshu Chamber : Manshu is a Buddhist term. According to Cai 
Xinxin’s summary of past research, there were five people from Guangdong province who 
used “Manshu” or “Master of Manshu Chamber” as their pen names, of which the famous 
Chinese poet Su Manshu  used it as his Buddhist name. See Cai Xinxin 2011, p. 65. 
8 Yokohama Overseas Chinese School  was an overseas Chinese school for 
students whose ancestors immigrated from Guangdong province in Yokohama. The courses in 
this school were offered in Cantonese language only. In 1966, Yokohama Overseas Chinese 
School changed name to Yokohama Yamate Chinese School. See Yokohama Yamate Chinese 
School Webpage, school history page. 
9 See Xia Xiaohong 2006, p. 120. 
10 See New Fictions, Issue No. 7, p. 135. 
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2.1 Rewriting the History of the “Han” People: The Reform of 
Cantonese Opera and Chinese Theatre in the Late Qing Dynasty 
 
The plot of “Ban” is roughly based on the biography of Ban Chao (32-
102 CE), famous general of the Eastern Han Dynasty. Originally serving a 
literary title in the Court, Ban was designated to a military mission in order to 
control the ‘western region’ where “barbarian tribes” were threatening the Han 
people. Liang’s work focuses on rewriting the process of this mission. In the 
play, Ban Chao was granted a glorious title Dingyuan Hou11 by the Han 
emperor because of this military mission to the western region. Upon his arrival 
in the western region, he deployed a series of strategies, first to assassinate the 
ambassador of the Xiongnu ( , tribe, then to dissolve the 
diplomatic alliance among various tribes, and finally to achieve regional control 
over the western tribes. After over thirty years of service, Ban and his family 
expressed their willingness to return to the Central Plain. The emperor approved 
his request and the opera ends with the soldiers singing in choir to celebrate 
Ban’s triumphant return. Alongside this seemingly coherent plotline, Liang’s 
characters in the opera always interact with the audience in a Brechtian way, 
constantly reminding the audience of their current political situations that the 
opera intentionally alludes to. The audience is thus clearly aware of Liang’s 
political agenda through his choice of the historical figure, the historical period, 
and the political situation that could serve as an allusion to their contemporary 
situation. 

 “Ban” belongs first and foremost to the performative tradition of 
Cantonese opera that could be traced back long before the Qing Dynasty. 
Secondly, because of the exilic condition of Liang, “Ban” should also be 
understood within the Chinese theatre reform through the medium of Japanese 
theatre at the end of Qing Dynasty. To analyze the nationalist discourse 
represented in this opera, discussions of historical contexts of Cantonese opera 
and Chinese theatre are necessary. 

In the late Qing period, Cantonese opera encapsulated polarized 
characteristics of the popular local culture. In terms of its content, traditional 
repertoire preserved classic stories such as The Injustice to Dou E (Liuyue Xue 

), The Persecution of Yue Fei (Shi’er Dao Jinpai ), etc.12 
Yet since the reign of Qing Emperor Guangxu (1875-1908), foreign influences 

                                                 
11 Marquis of Pacifying the Far (Dingyuan Hou ): Ban Chao was granted this title 
after thirty years’ service in the western region (xiyu ), i.e. the Tarim Basin. In Liang’s 
opera, however, he intentionally used this title anachronistically to invoke the militarist spirits 
of the audience. 
12 The repertoire of early Cantonese opera is called “Jianghu Shiba Ben” . 
However, there were three versions of what these eighteen plays were. See Meng Yao 1979, 
pp. 635-638. 
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reached Cantonese opera through maritime trade in Guangzhou, which led to 
“significant changes in its content and form.”13 Located at the frontier of cross-
cultural communication, Cantonese opera as a form of traditional popular 
culture actively participated in the commercial realm in this region. In her 
History of Chinese Opera, Meng Yao mourns over the commercialization and 
de-canonization of Cantonese opera, stating that the commercialization 
“inevitably did harm to the artistic aura of Cantonese opera.”14 Her essentialist 
criticism in a way demonstrates the vast influence of the dynamic Guangzhou 
economic activities on performance industry at the local level. Viewed as an 
inseparable part of local economy, local arts like Cantonese opera inevitably 
underwent a series of reformation. Language-wise, colloquial Cantonese dialect 
(also known as Bakwa ), the Cantonese language spoken in everyday 
conversation, as opposed to classic Chinese pronounced in Cantonese, gradually 
sought its way into the scripts of Cantonese opera, first into the lyrics of clowns 
(chou ), then martial roles (wusheng ) and female roles (huadan ), 
with imperial roles and courtiers as the only exception.15 The juxtaposition of 
classic Chinese and colloquial Cantonese became a prominent feature of the late 
Qing Cantonese opera. With this transformation, Cantonese opera could 
represent various identities and classes of the characters through different 
languages. The changes of form and content in Cantonese opera allow it to 
penetrate further at the local level, thus serving as a powerful tool of nationalist 
reform in Liang Qichao’s and his contemporary reformists’ eyes. 

Moreover, Cantonese opera, as part of Chinese theatre, is also heavily 
influenced by Euro-American and Japanese models of nationalist theatre.16 The 
model of shinpa (new school drama ), the Japanese Western-style spoken 
theatre thrived in the early twentieth century, providing overseas Chinese 
students a source of inspiration. They witnessed the power of theatre in terms of 
enlightening the mass, thus actively participated in reforming Chinese theatre. 
Liang Qichao’s contemporary Chinese students in Japan including Chen Duxiu 

, Liu Yazi , Wang Xiaonong , etc., were also influenced 
by Japanese theatrical reformation after Meiji Restoration and sought to promote 
nationalism through Chinese theatre. Liang’s unfinished plays created prior to 
“Ban” including The Legend of Gray Dream (Jiehui Meng ), The 
Legend of New Rome (Xin Luoma ), and The Legend of Chivalrous 
Feelings (Xiaqing Ji ) are also attempts to enlighten his fellow Chinese 
through integrating foreign narrative elements that are frequently seen in 
Japanese shinpa theatre.17 

                                                 
13 Ibid., p. 641. 
14 Ibid., p. 641. 
15 Ouyang Yuqian 1990, p. 72. 
16 See Liu Siyuan 2013, pp. 13-32. 
17 See Li Yi 2005, pp. 113-120. 
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Both at home and abroad, Cantonese opera as part of Chinese theatre 
underwent a series of reformation, pushing the traditional art towards a hybrid, 
modernized form. Against this background, Liang’s reform of Cantonese opera 
is firmly grounded on both traditional Chinese and foreign ideas. “Ban” displays 
reformist characteristics pertaining to the late Qing Cantonese opera, 
incorporating foreign elements into traditional Chinese narrative for the purpose 
of nationalist propaganda.  

In terms of traditional Chinese source, Liang claims that his opera 
follows “old tones and old formats” (jiudiao jiushi ),18 while at the 
same time “is ground-breaking to popular opera.”19 Well-trained in classics, 
Liang traces the educational function of music back to The Book of Songs. He 
regarded music as having the power of “making changes in customs and 
traditions” (yifeng yisu ) of a nation. In order to maneuver this 
powerful tool, one has to start from both “elite music” and “popular opera” 
(yayue suju buke pianfei ).20 Opera, to Liang, reaches a 
wide audience through its inspiring contents as well as its musicality. Local 
opera like Cantonese opera is more effective in reaching the local community, in 
particular, the uneducated, compared to other art forms such as literature. 
Therefore, as part of his ideological agenda, reforming Cantonese opera through 
his own works is central to his role as a reformist. As mentioned earlier, “Ban” 
is the only completed and performed opera of Liang’s. This is to say, unlike his 
experimental ideals in many other literary works, such as The Legend of New 
Rome (Xin Luoma ), The Story of the Future of New China (Xin 
Zhongguo Weilai Ji ), etc., restrictions of practical conditions in 
Yokohama Overseas Chinese School pulled Liang’s ideals down to earth. What 
we can see from “Ban” is therefore a compromise between the traditional 
operatic elements and Liang’s reformative ideas. In order to find a way to 
inspire and change the audience, Liang resorts to the institution of Cantonese 
opera. 

In addition, the Japanese model of reformation also serves as his 
theoretical base. As Siyuan Liu states, “Japan’s use of popular literature and 
entertainment for nation-building and mass education inspired Liang Qichao in 
1902 to identify four powers of popular literature (primarily vernacular novels 
and drama) as the ability to permeate, immerse, shock, and transcend (xun, jin, 
ci, ti ).”21 Following the Japanese model of rewriting old forms with 
new contents and new themes in kabuki, Liang’s Cantonese opera intends to 
engage the uneducated as well as the educated. 

Through observing the choice of historical figure, literary reference, and 
linguistic characteristics in this opera, we could have a clear view of how 
                                                 
18 New Fictions, Issue No. 7, p. 135. 
19 Xinmin Congbao 1906, No. 78. 
20 ZSBXF, p. 90. 
21 Liu Siyuan 2013, p. 30. 
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Liang’s opera both reconciles traditional and foreign influences, and delivers his 
reformist agenda to his contemporary Chinese people through employing 
cultural resources from home and abroad, ancient and modern. 

Liang’s political ideas are firstly reflected in the choice of the hero Ban 
Chao. Heroes at different historical periods were popularized through the oral 
tradition of story telling especially in Ming and Qing fictions. Stories about 
heroic military officials defending their countries were popular in the repertoire 
of Chinese opera in a wide range of geographical locations. The country or 
nation these heroes were believed to protect as a general concept often lacks a 
clear definition. As the boundaries of China were changing throughout history, 
some heroic figures that were once deemed as national heroes were no longer 
recognized as such since the enemy they defended was integrated into the 
country later. For instance, in the Qing Dynasty, the evaluation of General Yue 
Fei  (1103-1142) of the Southern Song Dynasty highlighted his loyalty to 
the emperor and his military talents while mitigated his anti-Jurchen discourse in 
his famous prose and poems collected in The Emperor’s Four Treasuries (Siku 
Quanshu )22 because of the ethnic relationship between the Jurchens 
and the Manchus. Taking the reconstruction of Yue Fei as an example, the 
selection and characterization of heroic figures in literary works as well as 
performative arts is significantly affected by the conception of national identity 
of the historical period in which the work was crafted. 

In “Ban”, Liang’s choice of the hero is associated with his idea of 
Chinese nationalism and ethnicity. Ban Chao was the son of Ban Biao and the 
younger brother of Ban Gu who wrote the famous History of the Former Han 
Dynasty (Hanshu ) together. Ban Chao started his official career from a 
civilian title and eventually turned into a lifelong military general. His strategy 
of “controlling foreigners by foreigners” (yi yi zhi yi ) helped him 
successfully control the western region for over thirty years. As Liang claims in 
the introduction, “the main objective of this opera is to advocate for militarism, 
especially international reputation of China, hence Ban Dingyuan [ ,

] as the hero.”23 By choosing this representative 
figure of the Eastern Han Dynasty, Liang consciously formulated this “Han” 
figure as an exemplary Chinese national hero. 

Ban Chao’s Han identity alludes to the lineage of Han people in China 
that speaks volumes of Liang’s contemporary ideas about the Han identity as a 
national identity. Moreover, by situating the hero in a foreign context, i.e. the 
western region in conflict with the Han, Liang stretched an explicit parallel 
between the western region (xiyu ) in the Han context and the West (xifang 

) in the late Qing context. The audience who were familiar with Ban Chao’s 
stories from The Book of the Later Han (Hou Hanshu ) would soon find 

                                                 
22 See Yue Wumu Yiwen, Ji Bu , Bie Ji , No. 3. 
23 New Fictions, Issue No. 7, p. 135. 
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out that Ban’s mission in Xiongnu becomes a metaphor of Liang’s 
contemporary situation. The Xiongnu people in the western region stand for the 
Europeans and the Americans, and by extension, the Japanese who were 
revolutionized through obtaining Western knowledge and technology. This shift 
of definition of the “western region” is made clear to the audience through 
dialogues between Xiongnu ambassadors and Chinese military officials, and the 
narrative solo of the Han soldiers in the opera. For instance, one soldier 
benchmarks the late Qing international relationship against that of the Han 
Dynasty: 

 
We Chinese were originally a strong power that dwarfed myriads of countries 
all over the world [...] Several foreign civilizations rise out of nowhere, whose 
military power developed faster than us in every aspect [...] One day this 
country claims concession in our country; another day another country 
threatens to occupy our land.24 

 
The contrast between Han China and late Qing China in terms of international 
status and reputation is invoked here in order to inspire national pride in the 
audience. Compared with the prestigious status of Han China, the semi-colonial 
condition of the Manchu-ruled Qing Dynasty brings shame on the average 
soldier in the opera as well as the audience. As the target audience of this opera, 
the overseas Chinese communities were keenly aware of the threats posed by 
foreign powers, especially of the Japanese, to China. Thus, Liang indicates that, 
to regain the former glory of Han China, it is the obligation of average Chinese 
people to revive the spirit of militarism and restore the Han ethnic identity. To a 
diasporic Chinese community in Japan, Liang’s strategy of retelling the classic 
story with contemporary implications effectively engages the audience in 
reflecting upon the current situation. 

Interestingly, Liang’s revival of the Han Chinese militarism is more of a 
strategic position than an essentialist call for returning to the glorious past of 
Han China. Besides the nationalist references, this opera also demonstrates his 
recognition and embracing of foreign influences in political, cultural, and 
linguistic aspects as a weapon for strengthening the Chinese national power. For 
instance, Liang’s idea of militarism as a solution to current problems in China 
was heavily indebted to the Japanese idea of “Bushido,” “loyalism and 
patriotism to the emperor and the country.”25 

In addition, we could also see traces of foreign influences through his 
explanation of the alteration of historical facts in the plot. Liang explains why he 
had to cut several female characters in the original story and provides an ideal 
version of the plot when actresses are available for performance.26 Regarding 

                                                 
24 New Fictions, Issue No. 9, pp. 140-141. 
25 Li Wanwei 2007, pp. 152-153. 
26 Since the female students from Yokohama Overseas Chinese School refused to perform in 
front of a large audience, and gender crossing was quite unusual to Cantonese opera, Liang 



   Nationalism, Ethnicity, and Colonial Modernity   167 

the story of Lady Shule, a concubine of Ban Chao that Liang wishes to add to 
the opera should actresses be available, Liang elaborates his ideas of how the 
story should be carried out. This design of the plot certainly contributes to his 
theme of nationalism, but more importantly, it reveals his predilection for 
Western fictions as a means to convey his ideas of nationalism. 

 
Ban Chao had a concubine in the western region, whom he later discarded due 
to Li Yi’s persuasion. One scene could be added with the title “Farewell to the 
Concubine” [...] explaining that romance should be spared from a noble 
gentleman’s political career. The lady should be played by a famous actress. 
She should act as a generous woman willing to sacrifice her love for her 
husband’s political career. The plot should be just like that of Marguerite and 
Armand in The Lady of Camellias.27 

 
Readers familiar with the late Qing literary atmosphere would immediately 
know from the last sentence that Liang is referring to Alexandre Dumas’ The 
Lady of the Camellias translated by the famous literati Lin Shu (  1852-
1924). Of course, in the introduction, Liang’s target audience was the readers 
who were exposed to Western novels introduced through Lin Shu’s translation 
in the late Qing period. Yet it is not difficult to find how literary influence 
bleeds into the genre of performative arts during that time. In the milieu of the 
late Qing intellectuals, Western influences in various aspects of life penetrated 
into each other, and entered the everyday life of Chinese people through popular 
art forms such as Cantonese opera. Merely two years after the performance of 
“Ban”, Spring Willow Society (Chunliu She ) founded by overseas 
Chinese students in Tokyo also chose The Lady of Camellias as their debut 
performance.28 It is clear that Western fiction serves as an important source of 
Chinese theatre during this period. 

Besides, the linguistic innovations in “Ban” also demonstrate distinct 
foreign influences. As mentioned above, late Qing Cantonese opera witnessed 
an integration of Cantonese bakwa and classic Chinese in non-imperial roles. In 
“Ban”, Liang pushes this innovation further by incorporating Cantonese, English, 
and Japanese into the opera. In addressing an audience of diasporic background, 
Liang used this curious combination of languages not only to capture the late 
Qing socio-cultural conditions, but also to relate it to the life of the overseas 
Chinese students in Yokohama.  

Since records of the actual performance and responses or comments 
from the audience are almost non-existent, we could only reimagine the 
linguistic diversity of this opera through the published text, not to mention the 

                                                                                                                   
revised the female characters in the original story, changing Ban’s younger sister Ban Zhao to 
a younger brother Ban Hui. He also curtailed the story about Ban’s concubine, a woman from 
the imperial family of the Kingdom of Shule, Lady Shule (Shule Furen ). 
27 New Fictions, Issue No. 7, p. 137. 
28 Li Yi 2005, p. 118. 
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musical elements of this play. Based on the theme and the form of the 
performance, we could conclude that “Ban” conforms to the reform of 
Cantonese opera and Chinese theatre at the end of the Qing Empire. Through 
rewriting the story of a Han hero, the play advocates for militarism as the means 
to achieve political independence and regain national power in the twentieth 
century. In the following section, further discussion of the significance of 
linguistic hybridization in “Ban” will be given in the context of literary analysis. 

 
 
2.2 Envisioning Nationalism through Linguistic Diversity: Literary 
Modernity in the Late Qing Dynasty 
 
Having discussed the ways in which Liang Qichao’s Cantonese opera conveys 
nationalist ideas through rewriting the history of the Han people, we now turn to 
the significance of “Ban” as a literary text. 

Since “Ban” was performed in Japan, performers and audience were 
restricted to the students and staff of Yokohama Overseas Chinese School. In 
the records of Cantonese opera, “Ban” was listed as an important work and an 
example of the reformist trend in late Qing opera.29 However, how audience 
responded to the opera we could not know. For Chinese people at home, the 
only information available to them is from its literary version published in New 
Fictions. 

Initiated in 1902 in Yokohama, New Fictions was a journal for 
experimental fictions that actively participated in social reformation through the 
literary apparatus. In the inaugural issue, Liang published an essay titled 
“Popular Literature in Relation to the Masses” (Lun Xiaoshuo yu Qunzhi zhi 
Guanxi ), explaining his literary ideals. He states at the 
beginning of this essay:  

 
To reform the people of a nation, one must start from the fiction of this nation; 
Thus, to reform morality, religion, politics, customs, knowledge and skills, and 
even the mind and personality, one must start from reforming the fictions. Why? 
Because fictions boast an unimaginable power of controlling the way of 
being.30 

 
Late Qing literati like Liang himself and Wu Jianren, etc., published 
experimental stories in serial form in this journal. Genres published there 
include historical fictions, political fictions, science-fictions, adventure fictions, 
detective fictions, and non-novelistic genres like opera, jokes, ballads, etc. 
Diversity of the literary works published in New Fictions indicates the reformist 
mission of Liang and his contemporaries on a grand scale, of which the political 

                                                 
29 Cai Xinxin 2011, pp. 66-67. 
30 Lun Xiaoshuo yu Qunzhi zhi Guanxi, p. 6.  



   Nationalism, Ethnicity, and Colonial Modernity   169 

mission of nation-building is just one dimension of the comprehensive social 
reform. 

Within such an ideological framework, the publication of the scripts of 
“Ban” could also be viewed as a literary reformation. Straddling the line 
between performative art and literature, Liang Qichao clearly differentiates the 
target audience/readership of these two genres and repackages the scripts to 
reach out for a broader community. His recognition of different target groups is 
made obvious through the introduction and glossary of the opera. In the 
introduction, he claims, 

 
This opera was performed in old tones and old formats of Cantonese opera. 
Therefore it could not be performed as it is in other provinces, but minor 
revisions will do [...] Written with vocabularies from Cantonese dialect, this 
script might be difficult to read for people from other provinces. Thus a 
glossary is attached at the end.31 

 
From these words, we could see that Liang is aware of the linguistic barrier of 
Cantonese opera and intended this published script to be adapted and performed 
in other provinces outside Guangdong province. It is not hard to imagine that 
Liang would welcome the idea that different provinces should adapt this opera 
using their own local “tones and formats” as local dialects intimately engage the 
local audience in the performance. For the nationwide readership, his suggestion 
is both instructive and practical. 

Besides, publishing in a journal in serial form also adds a level of 
literariness to this opera. The six scenes in the original opera were divided into 
three parts in New Fictions, each with a specific setting and theme. Part one 
features Ban’s pre-departure activities in an imperial setting, where classic 
Chinese is the common language, capturing readers’ attention with the common 
written language. Part two features the diplomatic and military situations in 
which Ban Chao conquers the western region by force and intimidation. 
Language in this part is a mixture of foreign (English and Japanese) and local 
dialect (Cantonese). In the third part, conversations between soldiers in Ban’s 
army predate Ban’s return to Han. Languages used here are classic Chinese and 
Cantonese bakwa. This tripartite structure creates a clear development of the 
plot, and maps out the shift of space in association with different languages in 
the original plot. 

In addition to these structural elements incorporated in the literary 
version, the printed form also generates a new linguistic register. For the 
audience of the opera, classic Chinese and bakwa, though varying in vocabulary, 
were both pronounced in Cantonese. For general readers unfamiliar with 
Cantonese, classic Chinese and bakwa are demarcated clearly through the 
written scripts. Including the usage of Japanese and English, language is a 
prominent identity marker in the opera. 
                                                 
31 New Fictions, Issue No. 7, p. 135. 
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First, language is used as a race marker. According to Kai-wing Chow, 
late Qing scholars introduced Social Darwinism and the concept of race into the 
Chinese context. “To render, or rather imagine, the Western concept of ‘race’ in 
the Chinese language, a host of classifiers like zhong, zu, renzhong and even the 
most general term ren were used.”32 This concept of race is used in “Ban” as 
well. In Scene Two, the choir of the Han army sing in unison in classic Chinese 
and address the Chinese as yellow people (huang ren ). In Shanshan (

), where Ban encounters the Xiongnu ambassadors, languages they foreigners 
use are formulated to match their identity. The following dialogue shows the 
linguistic diversity in relation to ethnic/national identity in the play. 

(Enter a proud whiskered Xiongnu imperial envoy and a whiskered 
attendant in suits) 

 
Xiongnu envoy: My race is Turkey; my country is Hungary; the Jade emperor is 
my Family, the infernal king is also my Baby. Today I come to this Country. 
(Finger pointing) As an envoy I’m so Proudly; How ridiculous that Old Ban 
acts so Clazy (sic); he wants above tiger’s head To play;33 (act angrily) which 
makes me so Angry. Pugh! You think I’m afraid of you Chinese? You think I’m 
afraid of you Chinese?  
Attendant: I am Xiongnu envoy’s attendant. (Pointing at the envoy). My 
position is just second to him. (Stomping his foot and raising his head) Haha, 
what a surprise that ridiculous China could speak decently! They sent that guy 
Old Ban to annoy us. He hasn’t heard of my great reputation. You are truly a 
big fool. Don’t think that you can feel. You should know I can feel much faster 
than you. Let me take care of your greed. (Pointing at his nose) Don’t you think 
my nose is high? Don’t you think my nose is high?34 
Xiongnu Envoy: I am Xiongnu envoy Wulidandu. 
Attendant: I am the attendant of Xiongnu envoy, Momotaro.  
Xiongnu Envoy: Mr. Momo, what on earth are you saying now? 
Attendant Mr. Momo: Mr. Wu, I’m speaking Jabanese language [sic]. Don’t 
you know, recently Japanese has become so popular all of a sudden. Gentlemen 
should be able to speak bits and pieces of it. Lucky I learnt it when I was an 
ambassador in Yokohama. I’m afraid in the future even the empress dowager 
will ask me to interpret for her.35  

 
Turkey Hungary

Family Baby Country

                                                 
32 Chow 2001, p. 54. 
33 Literary translation should be “He wants to play above the tiger’s head.” Here I inverted 
the order for the sake of mimicking the rhyming in the original text. 
34 Most of the words in Japanese end with the syllable “i” for the purpose of rhyming. They 
also appear at the end of each sentence. 
35 Italicized words are originally written in English in the script, and underlined words are 
originally in Japanese, while other words are translated from bakwa, with the exception of 
words in parenthesis which are in classic Chinese. 
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Proudly Clazy To play
Angry Chinese

Chinese  

 
I am

Mr.

Jabanese Language

36 
 
The displacement of the Xiongnu in the late Qing international relations is 
achieved through the mixture of Cantonese, English, and Japanese. The rhyming 
doggerel the envoy composes reminds the readers of Hong Kong Cantonese 
mixed with English nowadays, a product of the British colonial power in China. 
Speaking such a hybrid language, the envoy curiously claimed his race to be 
“Turkey” and his country to be “Hungary.” The mismatch of racial terms, 
country names, and spoken languages is already creating a farce, not to mention 
the grammatical mistakes in his speech. As for the attendant Mr. Momo, he 
speaks in a hybrid language mixing Cantonese bakwa and Japanese. The 
Japanese vocabularies, inserted generally at the beginning or end of each clause, 
were generally pronouns, but sometimes verbs and adjectives. Interestingly, 
these Japanese words are all transcribed in Katakana, an indicator that the 
Japanese is spoken by a foreigner. In addition, the pronouns the attendant uses 
are far from the honorific form widely used in diplomatic situations. Rather, it 
displays a sense of crudeness. So is the Cantonese bakwa he uses. The contrast 
between the elegant classic Chinese used by Chinese officials and the vulgar 
hybrid languages spoken by Xiongnu ambassadors sets the two “races” apart. 
Yet interestingly, this mixed language is also the most creative part of the whole 
opera, a point of departure from the “old tones and old formats” which will 
definitely catch the attention of the readers. Through this linguistic device, 
Liang creates an image of the Westerners in the eyes of the Chinese. 

Second, language is also used as a class marker. Cantonese bakwa is 
used among the soldiers in the Han army, who compose military songs in local 
tones to call for patriotic warriors to fight for China. In one of their casual 
conversations, a soldier says: 
                                                 
36 New Fictions, Issue No. 8, pp. 136-137. 
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I see that recently some literati advocate militarism through traditional Shi  
and Ci . The problem is they don’t have tones so as to be chanted. Some 
applied Western musical scores to these poems, which is good in a way. 
However, the Western tones are difficult to grasp. How can Chinese people 
have so much time to learn them? Your songs, however, are the only ones easy 
to memorize for everyone in this country, old or young.37 

 
Through the words of these soldiers, Liang once again delivers the message that 
local opera and local dialects were the most effective tool of mobilizing the 
nation aside from classic Chinese language. These local dialects and local 
cultures are the cultural heritage accessible to average Chinese people. They 
freely talk about their love for the country and willingness to contribute to the 
country for the sake of defending their parents and regaining a secure homeland. 
Their motivations for participating in the army are to some extent different from 
Ban Chao’s, which is associated more with “establishing name” (li ming ). 
Their version of nationalism is thus closely associated with the local dialect they 
speak, and the social network linked by this dialect. Hence, language in “Ban” 
also marks the difference between social classes. Through the use of bakwa, 
Liang successfully delivers nationalism at the local level. 

The literary rendition of “Ban” could not resort to visual and vocal 
devices such as stage prop, costume, musical instruments, and action designs. 
Therefore, readers rely heavily on words to configure the characters. Linguistic 
devices in “Ban” effectively defamiliarize the readers with the reading 
experience. It also delivers new knowledge about racial differences and social 
stratifications in the late Qing context. Thus in the realm of literature, “Ban” is 
also an experiment of Liang’s nationalist reformist mission. The world he shapes 
through literary devices was distinguished through the hybrid linguistic and 
cultural elements. 
 
 
3. Conclusions 
 
The late Qing intellectuals provided a variety of possible directions of nation-
building through cultural experiments. Liang Qichao, for instance, employed a 
large spectrum of cultural resources in reforming the Chinese nation from home 
and abroad. The case of “Ban” captures these cultural elements in performative 
and literary forms.  

The performance of “Ban” reflects the late Qing intellectual discourse 
of nationalism and ethnicity. The socio-economic background of Southern China 
nurtured reformation of popular art forms like Cantonese opera while contact 
with Japan brought changes to the Chinese theatre. Scholars and social 

                                                 
37 New Fictions, Issue No. 9, p. 146. 
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reformers like Liang Qichao also make contributions to the reformations of 
Cantonese opera and Chinese theatre through their experiments in various forms. 
The release of “Ban” in New Fictions further elevates Liang’s nationalist 
propaganda through reaching the literati population beyond the Cantonese 
speaking community. The play attests to the colonial modernity of Chinese 
literature through linguistic hybridization of Cantonese bakwa, classic Chinese, 
English, and Japanese. Jointly, the dual forms of “Ban” delivers Liang Qichao’s 
ideas of nationalism, ethnicity, and colonial modernity to the educated as well as 
the uneducated Chinese both at home and abroad. 

In this moment near the end of the empire, unification of national 
identity through linguistic unification and racial discourses was a strategic step 
not necessarily associated with the suppression and marginalization of local 
cultures and dialects. At a time when local, traditional and foreign cultural 
capitals were floating in the intellectual arena and popular cultural market, 
reformist discourse took on a hybrid touch, with intentions of tailoring local, 
traditional, and foreign ideas for the contemporary situation. These cultural 
capitals were not presented in a hierarchical way that prevailed one over the 
others. Rather, in Liang’s experimental Cantonese opera, we observe a type of 
nationalism that utilizes European, American, Japanese, as well as traditional 
Chinese intellectual resources without suppressing local diversity and imposing 
a unified vision of the nation. 
 
 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
Primary Sources 
 
Ban Dingyuan Ping Xiyu  [1905, Issue 7-9], by Liang Qichao , 

[repr. Xin Xiaoshuo New Fictions], repr. Shanghai: Shanghai Shudian, 
1980. 

Lun Xiaoshuo yu Qunzhi zhi Guanxi  [1902], by Liang Qichao
, [repr. Yinbing Shi Wenji ], Vol. 4, Taipei: Taiwan Zhonghua 

Shuju, 1960. 
Yue Wumu Yiwen , by Yue Fei , in Wenyuan Ge Siku Quanshu 

, Collectanea, Taipei: Taiwan Shangwu Yinshuguan, 1983. 
Xinmin Congbao  [1902-1907], [repr. Xinmin Congbao Quan Shisi Ce

( 14 ], Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 2008. 
Yuanshi Jun Yi Zhongguo Shiyue zhi Bianqian yu Xiqu Fazhan zhi Guanxi Ba (ZSBXF) 

[1906], by Liang Qichao
, [repr. Wanqing Wenxue Congchao: Xiaoshuo Xiqu Yanjiu Juan 

 ], Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1960. 
 



174   MING QING STUDIES 2015 

Secondary Sources 
 
A Ying  (1996) Wanqing Xiaoshuo Shi , Beijing: Dongfang 

Chubanshe. 
Cai Xinxin  (2011) “Liang Qichao Juzuo ji Qi Xijuguan zhi Yanjiu” 

, Ph.D. Dissertation, Taipei: National Chengchi University. 
Chow Kai-wing (2001) “Narrating Nation, Race, and National Culture: Imagining the 

Hanzu Identity in Modern China”, in Kai-wing Chow, Kevin M. Doak, and Poshek 
Fu (eds.), in Constructing Nationhood in Modern East Asia, pp. 47-83, Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press. 

Crossley Pamela (1999) A Translucent Mirror: History and Identity in Qing Imperial 
Ideology, Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Li Wanwei  (2007) “Wanqing Yueju Gailiang Xiansheng: Lun Liang Qichao de 
‘Ban Dingyuan Ping Xiyu’” ,in Academic 
Research  (Dec.), pp. 148-153. 

Li Yi  (2005) The Japanese Experience and the Emergence of Modern Chinese 
Literature , Taipei: Showwe Information Co. 

. 
Liu Siyuan (2013) Performing Hybridity in Colonial-Modern China, Palgrave 

Macmillan. 
Masini Federico (1993) The Formation of Modern Chinese Lexicon and Its Evolution 

Toward a National Language: The Period from 1840 to 1898, Berkeley: Journal of 
Chinese Linguistics, Monograph Series No. 6. 

Meng Yao  (1979) Zhongguo Xiqu Shi , Vol. 3, Taipei: Biographic 
Literature Press. 

Ouyang Yuqian  (1990) Ouyang Yuqian Quanji , Shanghai: 
Shanghai Literature and Art Press. 

Wang David Der-wei (1997) Fin-de-Siecle Splendor: Repressed Modernities of Late 
Qing Fiction, 1849-1911, Stanford: Stanford University Press. 

Xia Xiaohong  (2006) Yuedu Liang Qichao , Beijing: Joint 
Publishing Co. . 

“Yokohama Yamate Chuka Gakkou Rekishi Enkaku” , 
accessed Aug. 23, 2015, available at the URL http://www.yokohamayamate-
chineseschool.ed.jp/jp/school/history.html. 



 

 

CHINESE PAINTERS IN NAGASAKI: 
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DURING THE TOKUGAWA PERIOD (1603-1868) 
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During the Tokugawa Period (also known as the Edo Period, 1603-1868), the 
Japanese government adopted a political strategy of a drastic isolation, known as 
sakoku  (“the chained country”). 1 By 1641, the port of Nagasaki  
(Kyūshū ) was the only port open to Chinese and Dutch ships, and the city 
was undergoing a great transformation – from a small fishermen shore to an 
important cultural and artistic centre. 2 At least until 1720, Dutch merchants, just 

                                                 
1 In 1614, some daimyō  (lit. “great name” – head of a military house, owner of a 
personal army and territories), converted to Catholicism, were involved in riots. Hence, all 
Japanese people were compelled to forswear Catholicism, and all Catholic missionaries were 
expulsed from the country. Then, the oppression of Shimabara Revolt (Shimabara no ran

, 1637) demarked the end of the Catholic infiltration in Japan. See Carioti 1997, p. 58. 
The sakoku was conceptualised only in 1801. Some modern scholars prefer using the term 
kaikin  (maritime commercial restriction). See Caroli & Gatti 2008, pp. 85-122. It was 
the result of many factors: the wish for a unified Japan; the diffidence towards Europeans; the 
need for protecting Japanese lands from the spread of a foreign religion that was going to 
constitute a threat even to the shōgun ; the need for controlling economic flows and the 
aim to end the inconvenient economic relation with China. See Tashiro 1982, pp. 283-306. 
2  The Chinese contingent was confined, with regulations and restrictions, to a walled 
compound, called Tōjin yashiki (Chinese residence), built in 1688, in order to gain 
more control of the trading system and to keep the spread of this trade under control. See 
Berger 2003, pp. 24-26. The residence compound for the Chinese merchants was originally 
built for three reasons: the first one was to eliminate smuggling. The second reason was to 
keep eye on the transactions of copper with the Chinese merchants. Finally, the third reason 
was to prevent Christianity from infiltrating Japan through the Chinese merchants. In 1859 
Yokohama port  was also opened. See Yamawaki Teijirō 1964, pp. 75-80. Estimates 
give an average of over two thousand Chinese living in the compound at any one time. See 
Liss 2009, p. 12. Timon Screech says that in 1783 in Nagasaki there were around 10000 
Chinese residents on a population of 51702. See Screech 2002, p. 256 (n. 41). The Tōjin 
yashiki was located in the mainland close to Dejima . This was an artificial island, built 
after the order of the shōgun Iemitsu  (1604-1651); since 1641, about twenty or thirty 
Dutch people had been living here and were obliged to work only on economical transactions 
and trade without any missionary purpose. Dejima, in old Western documents Latinised as 
‘Decima’, ‘Desjima’, ‘Dezima’, ‘Disma’, or ‘Disima’, was originally built in 1634 to house 
Portuguese traders and to prevent the propagation of their religion. It was used by the Dutch 
employees of the Dutch East India Company (Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie, VOC) as 
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like the Portuguese and Spanish missionaries (called nanbanjin , 
“southern barbarians”)3 in the 16th century, had largely contributed to the spread 
of the natural sciences and Western art in Japan.4 But while missionaries used 
art, science, and technology as tools to arouse the Japanese élites’ interest in 
Christian religion, Dutch merchants were mostly motivated by commercial 
interests.  

The prominent role of Nagasaki was a significant step in the 
reconstruction of Japanese painting tradition. On one hand, the commercial 
activity in the port of Nagasaki facilitated the spread of Western knowledge in 
Japan; on the other hand, Japanese people were particularly interested in the 
millenarian Chinese culture. The doctrine of Neo-Confucianism (Song-Ming 
lixue ), in fact, was adopted as an official ideology, becoming the 
philosophical base for the ethical code of the samurai, as well as a useful 
theoretical support to the political order upheld by the Tokugawa system. 5 Both 

                                                                                                                   
a trading post between 1641 and 1853 (during the two centuries of his settlement, 606 Dutch 
ships arrived at Dejima). This island was particularly known for its shape, fan-like, with a tot. 
12144,39 mq (3669 tsubo ). It was connected to land by a wooden bridge, which was under 
constant control and patrolled by Japanese sentinels. On the West side was located a little 
dock, kept open only when goods were to be unloaded. See Nagasaki Shiritsu Hakubutsukan - 
Edo Tōkyō Hakubutsukan 2000, pp. 206-220. 
3 The Portuguese arrived on the southern coast of Japan in 1542 or in 1543, introducing 
themselves as the messengers of knowledge from a ‘new civilisation’. Thus they took 
advantage of the particular openness of the locals attempting to spread Catholicism in Japan. 
For details, see Tsukahira 1966 and Zanier 1975. Giovanni Nicolao or Cola (1560-1626?), 
originally from Nola, arrived in Japan in 1583. He established a school of painting in Shiki 

, then moved to Arima , and finally to Nagasaki. For the first time, Western techniques 
like oil painting, linear perspective, chiaroscuro (light and shade), tempera, fresco and copper 
engraving were transmitted to Japanese artists. See Gutiérrez 2011, pp. 96-124.  
4 Dutch residents of the island annually had to pay 5500 tael − or 52 silver kanme – to send 
ships to Nagasaki. See Leemhuis 1971, pp. 64-66. At first several ships came each year, but 
the trade decreased as Japanese regulations made it less profitable for the Dutch (from 7 ships 
each year to 1 in 1790). Along with goods came knowledge. Upon arriving, a new Dutch 
director was required to tell his Japanese interpreters about world developments. This 
information increased the shōgun’s limited awareness of what went on outside Japan. The 
Dutch made annual visits to the capital of Edo, which increased Western knowledge of 
Japanese history, culture, and geography. 
5 During the Tokugawa period, Ieyasu (  1543-1616) employed Neo-Confucian concepts 
such as morality, loyalty and filial piety to educate samurai as administrators. About the role 
of Neo-Confucianism in China, see Santangelo 1991-1992. The 17th century Tokugawa 
shogunate (or bakufu ) adopted Neo-Confucianism principles to control the people and 
Confucian philosophy took hold. Ogyū Sorai  (1666-1728) defined painting and 
calligraphy –later adding poetry – ‘the three arts’, and Yamaga Sokō (1622-1685) 
composed the bushidō , an ethical code for samurai, inspired by Buddhist and 
Confucian doctrines. See Chang 1957. 
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Dutch and Chinese traders produced different cultural movements that finally 
reached the Nagasaki schools of painting (Nagasakiha kaiga ).6  

Nagasaki schools of painting were particularly active between the 17th 
and 19th century. Their main purpose was to reproduce and study the styles of 
painting that appeared in Nagasaki. Scholar Iwasaki Yoshikazu  
differentiates five main schools: Ōbakugaha (Ōbaku painting 
school), Kangaha  (Chinese painting school), Nanpinha  (Shen 
Nanping school), Bunjingaha  (Literati painting school) and Yōfūgaha 

 (Western-style painting school). Iwasaki then puts the five schools 
together in three main categories: the Ōbakugaha, the Karae mekikiha 

 (school of the bureau for the appraisal of painting, in this case it includes 
Kangaha, Bunjingaha, and Nanpinha), and the Yōfūgaha.7 Some scholars8 also 
listed other schools, such as the Nanban bijutsu  (Nanban art),9 the 
Nagasaki kei kaiga  (Nagasaki painting), Nagasaki hanga  
(Nagasaki prints) and Kōmō bunka  (“Dutch culture”, later called 
Orandagaku , or in short Rangaku , “Dutch Learning”).10 

                                                 
6 According to historical sources, the two definitions Nagasakiha and Nagasakikanga 

 (Nagasaki Chinese painting) were used as early as 1835, by Tanomura Chikuden 
 (1777-1835) in his Sanchūjin jōzetsu (Chatter of a Mountain Dweller). See 

Buckland 2008, p. 40 (n. 39). 
7 See Iwasaki Yoshikazu 1975, pp. 273-274; Sharf 2004, pp. 333-334. Iwasaki’s scheme is 
repeated in Asano Tōru, Ozaki Masaaki, Tanaka Atsushi 1985, p. 144.  
8 Etchū Tetsuya & Sugase Tadashi 1971 and Sharf 2004, p. 334 (n. 9). 
9 The nanban byōbu (southern barbarian screens), the famous screens, realised 
with traditional styles and techniques, are great examples of the Japanese appreciation for 
European art and way of living. as well as for their scientific innovations, such as navigation 
and detection tools, geographical and nautical maps, optic devices and also for great 
transoceanic carracks and fire weapons. Carracks were large ships, generally with three masts, 
that were normally used during 16th and 17th centuries for commercial and war purposes. The 
screens – used as moving walls for dividing spaces temporarily, became in Japan a true 
expression of art. Among all the publications, it is worth reading the attempt to classify them 
that has brought the result of 70 nanban byōbu screens, instead of the conventional 61 usually 
mentioned (of which only forty are certain). See Sadun & Amato 2010, pp. 507-528. 
10 Lit. the ‘culture of the red-haired people’. Kōmō (red hair) was the term used by the 
Japanese during the ‘Isolation’ for describing Dutchmen, from the belief that, like demons or 
even supernatural creatures, they all had red hair. After the Portuguese were expelled, the 
Dutch language gradually took over. Translators and interpreters became critically important. 
Japanese interpreters for the Dutch becoming known as Oranda tsūji . Rarely 
exceeding 150 in number, they were in charge of the administration of trade, diplomacy, and 
cultural exchange. The Oranda tsuji played an important role in the propagation of the 
Western sciences. As the competence of the interpreters improved, it became clear to the 
Japanese ruling class that the Westerners had exceptional − and valuable − knowledge in 
many fields. See Cullen 2003, p. 60. According to Iwasaki, the Nagasaki artists associated 
with Nanban painting (Nanban kaiga ) were only known of through written sources, 



178   MING QING STUDIES 2015 

 

I shall argue that the ‘Nagasaki school’ should be intended as a broad 
term including not only the schools’ production but also the multiple factors that 
are directly or indirectly linked to the city and that occurred in the development 
of a specific style of painting. Thanks to the development of a wide variety of 
drawing techniques, painting styles, and methodologies in applying ink and 
colours, Nagasaki artists developed in Japan an interesting artistic production 
that was inspired to cross-reference influences coming from Europe and China. 
The artistic experimentation and painting creativity of Nagasaki artists could 
‘refresh’ the tradition of Japanese painting, enriching the imagery and subject 
matters of traditional paintings, and developing a highly sophisticated 
decorativism. 

The role Chinese artists played in the transmission of Chinese and 
European styles to Nagasaki should not be underestimated, especially of those 
coming from regions such as Fujian  and Zhejiang . The purpose of 
this paper is to especially focus on the six main factors I have identified as 
directly responsible for the Chinese cultural transmission: 
 
 

I. the arrival of Huangbo  (J. Ōbaku) Chan monks in Japan; 
II. Chinese importations: printed texts, paintings, and manuals;  

III. the birth of literati painting in Japan; 
IV. Ming-Qing paintings imported to Japan and the role of the Karae 

mekiki; 
V. Chinese merchants travelling to Japan and the role of merchant-

painters; 
VI. Shen Nanping’s peculiar bird-and-flower painting that I call “flora 

and fauna decorative painting”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                   
having left no works extant, so he has preferred keeping them out of the Nagasaki school. See 
Sharf 2004, p. 333 (n. 9). Outlandish pictures of the foreigners and their wares, called 
Nagasakie , were sold to tourists, thus also called Nagasaki hanga and miyage hanga 

 (souvenir prints). They represented typical characteristics of the place; for example, 
Nagasakizu  (topographic shore prints) were used as guides for visitors or merchants. 
Nagasakie may be considered a typical art product of Japan, even if we can still find some 
elements and features taken from European art. 
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I. The arrival of Huangbo Chan monks in Japan 
 
During the Edo period, the Huangbo branch of the Chan school (J: Ōbaku) was 
threatened by Chinese insurrections, at what was the beginning of the Qing 
Dynasty in China (1644-1911). This school was positively welcomed by the 
bakufu , as it established itself in Japan between 1644 and 1654. During 
that time, Huangbo monks founded three monasteries in Nagasaki: the Kōfukuji 

, the Fukusaiji , and the Sōfukuji .
11  

Yiran Xingrong  (J: Itsunen Shōyū, 1601-1668)
12

 was the 
founder of the first Japanese settlement of the Ōbaku school. He arrived in Japan 
in 1634 as a merchant trading in herbs, and joined the sangha only ten years 
later.

13 During the Tokugawa period, he taught many artists in Nagasaki, which 
is the reason why he is considered the founder of modern Chinese-style painting 
in Japan.

14
 He specialised in monk portraits (chinsō ), stylistically 

influencing also professional artists from the Kanō  school, like Tan’yū 

                                                 
11  See Sharf 2004, p. 291; Addis 1978. During the Tokugawa period, there were three 
subgroups of Chinese immigrants in Nagasaki. Each of them instituted a Chinese temple. The 
Kōfukuji was built by Jiangsu , Jiangxi and Zhejiang people (part of the linguistic 
area speaking the Wu dialect –wuyu ). The Fukusaiji was made by people from southern 
Fujian, particularly from Quanzhou  and Zhangzhou  (linguistic area of the southern 
Min dialect–Min’yu ). The Sōfukuji was established by Northern Fujian immigrants, 
especially people originally coming from Fuzhou  (linguistic area of the northern Min 
dialect). See Berger 2003, p. 35. When Chinese monks arrived in Nagasaki, they asked for the 
help of interpreters to explain their Buddhist doctrine. Local authorities had asked for 
interpreters as well, in order to communicate with Chinese merchants. Many groups with no 
commercial aims became part of the Chinese community in Nagasaki, including monks, 
Confucian scholars, musicians, painters, physicians, etc. The highly educated and Japanese-
speaking Chinese immigrants became the best candidates to provide translations for both 
Japanese officials and Chinese merchants. The first Chinese interpreter was Feng Liu  in 
1604. He was required to solve quarrels between Chinese factions as well as between Chinese 
and Japanese people, and to deliver punishments to Chinese offenders according to the 
Nagasaki law. See Glaze 2011, pp. 51-52. Interpreters in Nagasaki created a prestigious group. 
See Berger 2003, p. 61. 
12 Dates for Itsunen are provided by Ōtsuki Mikio 1977, p. 141. Stephen Addis gives Itsunen 
dates as 1592-1688. See Addis 1978. 
13 See Wu Jiang 2004, p. 114. 
14 Yiran taught Watanabe Shuseki  (1639-1707, see pp.191-193), who developed a 
very personal painting style, and Kawamura Jakushi  (1629-1707), specialised in 
human figures and bird-and-flower. See Iseki Masaaki 2001, pp. 15, 26. Echoes of his style 
may be found in the paintings of Yanagisawa Kien  (1704-1758) and Ike no Taiga 

 (1723-1776). 
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 (1602-1674),
15  who produced many informal painted figures, Buddha 

triptychs, and portraits, all duplicates of Yiran models. 
The monk often invited master Yinyuan Longqi  (J. Ingen 

Ryōki, 1592-1673) to Japan, by writing letters to the temple of Wanfu Chansi (
, J: Manpuku Zenji), situated on the Huangbo mountain ( , J: 

Ōbakusan, in Fujian province). On the sixth month of 1654, master Yinyuan, 
with a fellow company of thirty followers and craftsmen, left China reaching 
Nagasaki, and after a two-weeks long travel, he finally settled in Kōfukuji. 
Before Yinyuan’s arrival, there had been no prominent Chinese Buddhist monks 
visiting Japan for four centuries.

16
 His name was famous among Japanese 

monks, and some of his works were known throughout Japan.  
 

 
Fig. 1  Portrait of Yinyuan Longqi (J: Ingen Ryūki) by Kita Genki, dated 1671, 

colour on paper, Manpukuji Collection, Uji, Kyōto. 
 
In 1661 Yinyuan began the construction of the Ōbakusan Manpukuji 

, in south-east Kyōto . This temple was built in the Ming Dynasty style 
of architecture, which was uncommon for Japanese temples at the time, 
                                                 
15 The Kanō school of painting was the dominant style of painting from the late 15th century 
until the Meiji period, which began in 1868. The school began by reflecting a renewed 
influence from Chinese painting, but developed a brightly coloured and firmly outlined style 
for large panels decorating the castles of the nobility, which distinctively reflected Japanese 
traditions, while continuing to produce monochrome brush paintings in Chinese style. It was 
supported by the Shogunate, thus representing an official style of art, which in the 18th 
century almost monopolised the teaching of painting. Kanō Masanobu  (1434-1530) 
was the school’s founder. See Mason 1993, pp. 205-207, 251-256. 
16 See Baroni 2000, p. 42. 
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especially with its snake belly-like cornice, the peculiar shape of the railings, the 
round shape of the windows, etc. The style of the Manpukuji temple was typical 
of Ming architecture for its pure symmetry: 17  later on, this style became a 
symbol of tradition.  

The Manpukuji temple soon became a hidden place for monks, 
calligraphers, and painters who were longing to learn Chinese culture.18 From 
the beginning the monks of Manpukuji temple called themselves the school of 
Rinzai shōshū Ōbakuha , in order to distinguish themselves 
from the Rinzai shū , although the Ōbakuha school cannot be considered 
an independent sect until 1874, under the Meiji government (1868-1912).19 

Kita Genki  (fl. ca. 1664-1709) was one of the artists of the 
Ōbaku painting school that had settled in Nagasaki. The style of his portraits 
(Fig. 1) was that of Chinese painters from Fujian such as Zeng Jing  (1568-
1650), that is bright colours, depth perspective, marked lines, and light-shaded 
background.

20
 

 The monks were portrayed frontally, brandishing a xiangban  (J: 
 kyōsaku or keisaku)

21 in their right hand, and a whip on the left, which 
symbolised their rank. They usually wore a blue under-cloth with the external 
cuff above the sleeves, and a brown-reddish coat. The figures were emphasised 
by depth perspective and there was a remarkable eye for detail. Scholars think 
that this style of painting was the result of the encounter between Chinese and 
Western painting, and that it even lead to the fall of symbolic rituals.22 

Among the painters that must be mentioned are also Duzhan Xingying 
 (Dokutan Shōei: 1682-1706) and Dapeng Zhengkun  (Taihō 

Shōkon: 1691-1774). Duzhan followed Yinyuan to Japan in 1654 and produced 
a variety of works, from formal and informal Buddhist portraits to calligraphies 
and iconographic images.23 Dapeng arrived in Japan in 1722 and his Chan style 
recalled the first Qing artists. Among the calligraphers, Yinyuan, Mu’an Xingtao 

                                                 
17 See Mesnil 2002, pp. 137-155. Many Chinese carpenters, artists, tailors, and shoes makers 
were invited to Japan to build the temple. The skilful Buddhist sculptor Fan Daosheng  
(1637-1670) was invited to carve and paint. The drum tower (gulou ) was the last 
structure to be built in 1679, and Manpukuji became a strong base for the Ōbaku sect to 
propagate and fortify its teachings. 
18 See Mason 1993, pp. 248-249 and Murase Miyeko 1992, p. 236. 
19 See Luo Huangchao 1994, p. 128. 
20  See Addis 1978, p. 2. On Kita Genki style see Stanley-Baker 1992, p. 43; Yoshiho 
Yonezawa & Chu Yoshizawa 1974, pp. 158-161; Addis 1989, pp. 75-109. 
21 The xiangban was an instrument used by Buddhist monks to aid followers in transcending 
their conscious minds. 
22 See Addis 1989, p. 79 and Faure 1994, p. 176. 
23 His style may have been known by the venerable master Hakuin Ekaku (1685?-
1768), who most thoroughly Japanised the teaching and practice of Chan. See Stanley-Baker 
1992, p. 42. 
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 (J. Mokuan Shōtō, 1611-1684), and Jifei Ruyi  (J. Sokuhi 
Nyoitsu, 1616-1671), who together were called Ōbaku sanpitsu  (The 
Three Brushes of Ōbaku).

24
 Mu’an reached Nagasaki in 1655, and his style 

inspired many Japanese literati.
25

 Jifei was invited by Yinyuan in 1657 and 
became the Sōfukuji abbot. He was a Chan master, an Ōbaku lineage holder, a 
Confucian moralist, and an amateur literati artist.

26
 

 
Four social conditions facilitated the migration of Ōbaku monks: 

  
1. the growing Chinese overseas communities created a demand for 
religious service; 
2. as part of the anti-Christian agenda, in 1640 the Tokugawa 
government required all Japanese subjects to be affiliated with a local 
Buddhist temple as a measure to prevent the further spread of 
Christianity in Japan; 
3. Chan Buddhists had successfully incorporated the popular Mazu into 
their pantheon and acted as caretakers of this local cult;  
4. the invitation extended to Yinyuan Longqi was related to the rise of a 
particular diaspora in Nagasaki, whose members originally came from 
Fuqing county, where Mount Huangbo is located.27 

 
In regards to the Ōbaku painting school, the fact that it was representative of the 
“Chinese identity movement” most likely determined its early success in Japan. 
The “Chinese identity movement” was, at the time, an alternative to the tradition 
of other mainstream Buddhism groups,

28
 and due to its isolation, Japanese 

                                                 
24  Japanese Ōbaku scholars say that Yinyuan’s calligraphy displayed maturity, Mu’an’s 
manifested a powerful and grandiose spirit, and Jifei’s portrayed strength and vigour. Their 
calligraphy styles were called karafu , or Chinese style, and Ōbakufu , or Ōbaku 
style by the Japanese and they were valued as treasures. See Hayashi Sekkō 1982, pp. 3-4 and 
Glaze 2011, p. 91 
25 “While Yinyuan was the one directly responsible for the establishment of Manpukuji in Uji, 
and hence the start of the Ōbaku school in Japan […] it was his disciple Mu’an who brought 
this work to fruition in terms of both the human and physical resources of the school.” 
Baskind 2008, p. 26. “Muan’s abilities also revealed the excellent level of artistic cultivation 
of the Ōbaku Chan masters. Through these valuable instruments, Muan was able to establish 
significant and meaningful relationships with the shōgun, officials and his disciples, to earn 
support and recognition from them.” Glaze 2011, p. 111. 
26 See Aihua Zheng 2012. 
27 Wu Jiang 2004, Part 2, pp. 111-112. Mazu  is the Chinese goddess of the sea who is 
said to protect fishermen and sailors. The worship of Mazu began in the Song Dynasty (960-
1279). See Ruitenbeek 1999, pp. 281-329. 
28 See Baroni 2000, p. 121. Helen Baroni focuses on the Ōbaku phenomenon in Japan during 
17th century from a socio-political perspective. 
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painters were very interested in “foreign things”. Thus, Master Yinyuan 
achieved success primarily thanks to his foreignness.

29
 

 
 
II. Chinese importations: printed texts, paintings, and manuals  

  
Ōbaku monks also imported many treatises on Chinese aesthetic, such as 
Chinese artist biographies and painting manuals. There is a bibliography of these 
books imported to Japan, written by Yanagisawa Kien  (1704-1758) 

and other Japanese painters,
30

 which comprises texts from the 5th to the 18th 
centuries. The bibliography included, for example, the famous Guhua Pinlu 

 (J. Koga hinroku, Classification of Ancient Painters)
31

 by Xie He 
(J: Sha Kaku, fl. late 5th -early 6th cent.); and the Lidai Minghua Ji  
(J: Rekidai Meigaki, Record of Famous Paintings throughout the Dynasties) by 
Zhang Yanyuan  (J: Chou Gen’en 815-870),

32
 but also the Huishi Weiyan 

(Modest Observations on Painting Matters) by Tang Zhiqi  
(1579-1651), a book of theoretical discussions on paintings of the 17th century,

33
 

and many huapu  (J: gafu, painting manual),
34

 which became the most 
important vademecum for Japanese artists. Actual paintings were imported only 
in small numbers and in their absence, these woodblock-printed manuals 
illustrated the canons of painting production and was acquired early by Japanese 
artists. 

                                                 
29 See Baskind 2006, p. 62. 
30 See Gao Meiqing 1974, p. 32. The Manpukuji contains a complete collection of Buddhist 
scriptures completed in 1678 and comprising approximately 60,000 printing blocks, which are 
still in use. See Baroni 2006, pp. 52-54. Kien received a Confucian education in Edo, and then 
began to study Chinese painting and calligraphy of the Ming period (1368-1644), which were 
available to him in the form of woodblock-printed books and imported originals. Kien also 
mastered the Sixteen Noble Accomplishments that were expected of a samurai, which 
included military arts, poetry, and the tea ceremony, but his amateur artistic pursuits seem to 
have interested him more than his political and military duties. See Cahill 1983, pp. 7-34. 
31 Xie He clearly describes his method for categorising painters. Those of the highest category 
are professed in all six rules (liu fa ). See Acker 1954, Vol. I, pp. XIV-XXXIII. 
32 Dating back to 847. See Bush & Hsio-yen Shih 1985, pp. 26-28; 50-88. 
33 For further essays on aesthetics see Bush 1971, pp. 56-108; Bush & Hsio-yen Shih 1985. 
34 Dating back to the Song Dynasty (960-1279). During the Song Dynasty, with the invention 
of the movable-type printing technique and the development of an urban economy, the 
printing industry also prospered. The earliest huapu is thought to be Song Boren ’s 
(Jp: Sou Hakujin) Meifua Xishenfu  (Album of the Joyful Spirit of Plum 
Blossoms), a manual on plum blossom painting, inscribed in 1238. For information about the 
printing industry during the Song Dynasty, see Lucille Chia 2002 and Yang Hu & Xiao Yang 
2010. 
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During the Tokugawa period one of the most important of these was the 
Bazhong Huapu  (J. Hasshū Gafu, Primer on Eight Varieties of 
Painting), the first great pictorial source on Chinese painting for Japanese 
artists, printed both in China (1621) and Japan (1672 and 1710).

35
 It also 

contained poems in a graceful, running script (  xingshu). All early Japanese 
literati painters learned Chinese painting techniques from this huapu.

36
 The 

most influential manual was the Jiezi Yuan Hua Zhuan  (J: Kaishien 
Gaden, The Painting Manual of the Mustard Seed Garden), published in China 
in 1679 (a second compilation in 1701) and introduced in Japan in the late 17th 
century (probably by Huangbo monks), then reprinted in 1748.

37
 Another 

manual was the Tuhui Zongyi  (J: Zukai sōi, The Principles of 
Painting), dated 1607 in its preface, reprinted in an annotated Kyōto edition in 
1702, and again in the 1720s. It was divided into seven sections: landscapes, 
plum blossoms, bird-and-flower, bamboo, orchids, animals, fish and insects, 
landscapes, and sources of traditional Chinese painting.

38
 

The Shizhuzhai Shu Huapu  (J: Jitchikusai shogafu, Ten 
Bamboos Studio’s Painting Manual) was printed in many editions, the first one 
was probably printed in China as early as 1619. The 1715 edition included a 
new preface complaining about its low-quality imitations. This was a coloured 
woodblock-printed manual, divided into six sections: bamboos, plums, orchids, 
stones, fruits, birds and animals. Each section contained approximately 20 
illustrations, each integrated with a poem. The Shizhuzhai Jianpu 
(J: Jitchikusai senpu, Ten Bamboos Studio’s Manual of Letter Paper Design) 
was a multicolour printing manual featuring human silhouettes. It was printed in 
China in 1644, and the human silhouettes were usually in shades of blue, green 
and light gray. They varied from saturated blues and greens to light grey, 
reproducing ink wash. It even surpassed the Jieziyuan Huazhuan in popularity.

39
 

The Taiping Shanshui Tuhua  (Paintings of Landscape of the 
Taiping Prefecture), printed in 1648, reproduced 43 landscape paintings of 
Anhui province scenarios, each painted in the style of a different painter with a 
different brush technique.

40 This publication was the most important series of 
woodblock prints of the late Ming and early Qing period.

41
 

                                                 
35 See Zheng Pengnian 1999, p. 208. 
36 When Ike no Taiga opened a fan shop in Kyōto, he copied many fan paintings from this 
volume. See Gao Meiqing 1974, p. 35. 
37 See Zheng Pengnian 1999, p. 235. 
38 See Park 2008, pp. 25-49. 
39 For a study on the Shizhuzhai Shu Huapu and Shizhuzhai Jianpu see Ma Meng-ching 1999, 
pp. 1-54. 
40 See Song Xiang et al. 1974.  
41 Gion Nankai was especially appreciative of it and once lent a copy to Ike no Taiga. See Gao 
Meiqing 1974, p. 39. 
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This was the cultural context in which Japanese paintings were brought to 
life. It is not a coincidence that the first books on the history of Japanese 
painting appeared in this period: Honchō Gashi  (The History of 
Painting in Our Realm), written by Kanō Sansetsu  (1590-
1651)’s son, Einō  (1631-1697) dates back to 1693. The first volume 
collected an overview of the early Japanese painting tradition, while volumes 
two to five contained the biographies of more than 400 painters from the 6th to 
17th centuries.

42
 

 
 

III. The birth of literati painting in Japan 
 
The woodblock manuals performed a crucial function in the transmission of new 
Chinese painting techniques to Japan, by including the newest literati theories 
into other ways of painting. During the Qing period, the canons of classical 
Chinese painting mainly derived from the criteria set out by Dong Qichang 

 (J: Tō Kishō, 1555-1636), Mo Shilong  (1537?-1587), and Chen Jiru 
(1558-1639). These literati identified two different schools: the 

“Northern School of Painting” (Beizonghua , or Beihua , J: 
Hokushūga), and the “Southern School of Painting” (Nanzonghua , or 
Nanhua , J: Nanshuga), also called “Literati Painting” (Wenrenhua , 
J: Bunjinga).

43
 

                                                 
42 See Phillips 1994, pp. 46-57. The first edition, consisting of five volumes, was published in 
woodblock print and titled Honchô gaden  in 1691. The second edition added 
another volume on seals, which was convenient for artists and collectors; it was published in 
1693 by the title of Honchô gashi. 
43 Dong Qichang, Mo Shilong and Chen Jiru were inspired by two schools formed by the 
schism of Chan Buddhism during the Tang Dynasty (618-907): the Northern Chan school 

 (beizongchan) of Shenxiu (J: Jinshū 606?-706) and the Southern Chan school (
nanzongchan) of Huineng (J: Enō 638-713). The first one practised gradual 

cultivation which required long periods of sutra chanting, strict abstinence, and observance of 
canon law. By contrast, the Southern school advocated sudden enlightenment and that 
realisation of the true self leads to Buddhahood. It emphasised the importance of introspection 
and self-cultivation. See Yang Weizhong 2002, pp. 115-126. See also Meccarelli, Foo and 
Flamminii 2013, particularly pp. 133-135. Dong Qichang’s ideas appear in his art itself as 
well as in many of his writings, including anthologies, such as Huayan  (The Eye of 
Painting), Huazhi  (The Meaning of Painting), and Huachanshi Suibi  
(Notes from the Painting-Meditation [Huachan] Studio [of Dong Qichang]). Cahill 1982; 
Bush 1971; Cahill 1960; Siren 1958. Wai-kam Ho points out that Dong’s theory first appeared 
in the Lunhua Suoyan , possibly dated between 1593-1598. See Ho Wai-kam 1976, 
p. 114. Mo Shilong, in his Huashuo  (J. Gasetsu, Talking of Painting), and Chen Jiru, in 
his collectaneum Baoyantang Miji  (The Secret Satchel of the Hall of Precious 
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According to their theories, the Northern school comprised professional 
court painters, who focused their paintings on exterior reality with a tendency 
towards a decorative art. Li Sixun  (651-716) “founded” the school in the 
Tang Dynasty (618-907), and it continued to the Southern Song (1127-1279) 
through the Zhe school (Zhepai , J: Seppa), and finally to the Ming 
period.

44
 Their style was a detail-oriented painting (gongbi  “meticulous 

brushwork”), obtained by using mineral pigment colours, especially blue azurite 
(qunqing ) and green malachite (lüqing ). Their subjects were of moral 
rather than popular relevance. Particular importance was given to shanshui  
(J: sansui, “landscapes”) and huaniao  (J: kachō, “bird-and-flower”).  

The Southern school included scholar-bureaucrat artists, who stood in 
opposition to professional painters. The poet-painter Wang Wei  (699-759) 
“founded” the school during the Tang Dynasty. It was then carried on by great 
masters, such as Dong Yuan  (934-962) and Juran  (fl. 10th century) of 
the Five dynasties period (907-960), Mi Fu  (1051-1107) of the Northern 
Song period (960-1107), the Four Masters of the Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368, 
Yuan sijia ), and the Wu school artists (Wumen huapai ) that 
came about in the second half of the 15th and first half of the 16th century.

45
  

                                                                                                                   
Colours), are known for having expressed similar ideas. Baoyantang (The Hall of 
Precious Colours) was the name of the study of Chen Jiru, Baoyantang Biji that comprised 
226 books. As Mo Shilong died young, Dong Qichang is commonly recognised for devising 
the two schools’ theory. See Li Xueqin & Lü Wenyu 1996, Vol. 2, p. 2072. 
44 Li Sixun was related to the Tang imperial family, led an active political life including exile 
and restoration, and was given the rank of general. His son, Li Zhaodao was also a 
famous painter. The Southern Song (1127-1279) Imperial Painting Academy continued the 
stylistic direction and high technical standards established by Emperor Huizong in the early 
12th century. These academic paintings were often executed in the intimate oval fan or album-
leaf format. The imperially inscribed poems that sometimes accompany them reveal an 
increasingly narrow, concentrated vision and a commitment to the exact rendering of an 
object. The Zhe school was a group of conservative, academic Chinese painters who worked 
primarily in the 15th century, during the Ming Dynasty. These painters specialised in large and 
decorative paintings that perpetuated the styles and interests of the Southern Song Academy 
of painting and represent a contrast to the work of scholar-painters of the contemporary Wu 
school. The name Zhe school derives from the first character of the name of the province in 
which the school flourished (Zhejiang) and in which the Southern Song capital, Hangzhou, 
had been located. The school was identified by the formal, academic and conservative outlook, 
being a revival in the early Ming Dynasty of the Southern Song landscape paintings. See 
Sickman & Soper 1969. 
45 Wang Wei’s typically lyrical landscapes, in ink and light colour, were popular because they 
were more naturalistic than the works of other artists of his time which were heavily coloured. 
He was credited with pioneering the trend of scholar painting. Dong Yuan was known for 
both figure and landscape paintings, and exemplified the elegant style which would become 
the standard for brush painting in China for the next nine centuries. Juran was adept at using 
long “hemp-fibre” strokes to model southern China’s mountain, which are loamy and covered 
with lush vegetation.  Mi Fu was a Chinese painter, poet, and calligrapher who gained fame 
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Being Chinese scholars, these artists also mastered other scholarly 
Chinese arts, such as calligraphy, poetry, and music, as advocated by 
Confucianism. Literati painters were supposed to be amateurs who used art as a 
means of self-expression, like it was the poetry they wrote. Their aim was to 
overcome purely decorative expressions, promoting inner reality (xieyi  
“writing ideas”) by the means of their calligraphic skill in application to 
painting. Calligraphy and painting were often combined in their work.  
 Generally, painters of the Southern school used monochrome ink, and 
focused on expressive brushstrokes. Their style was somewhat more 
expressionistic than the Northern school’s formal attention for details, colours 
and highly refined traditional ways and methods. Particular importance was 
given to shanshui subjects, which held the highest status in the hierarchy of 
Chinese paintings, and to mozhu  (ink-bamboo), which was a symbol of 
Confucian moral austerity, integrity, and flexibility. Bamboo was indeed the 
subject most used by literati gentlemen.  

Since literati artwork was an expression of the inner self, Dong Qichang 
believed it was superior to that of professional manufacture. In Dong’s opinion, 
professional artists were “slaves of nature”,

46
 because they only focused on 

technical or mechanical skills in representing the most perfect and meticulous 
aspects of nature. The Japanese painter Nakayama Kōyō  (1710-1780) 
was the founder of the Edo literati tradition, and also a prolific theorist. His 
manual entitled Gatan keiroku  (Superfluous Jottings on Paintings), 
published in 1775, was the most influential text for recasting Dong Qichang’s 
theory on the Southern and Northern schools of painting. For the first time in 
Japan, this book openly criticised the Kanō school (Kanōha ).

47
 

Sometime later, Kuwayama Gyokushū  (1746-1799), the acutest 
theorist on Japanese literati painting, in his three books – Gyokushū gashu 

 (Collected works of Gyokushū, 1790), Gaen higen  (A Modest 
Commentary on Painting, 1795) and Kaiji higen  (Humble Words on 
Matters of Painting, 1799) – invited all Japanese literati painters to apply 
Dong’s theories and literati ideals.

48
 Unlike the Chinese literati, Japanese 

                                                                                                                   
for his style of painting misty landscapes. Two of the Four Yuan Masters (Huang Gongwang 

and Wu Zhen ) consciously emulated the work of ancient painters. The other 
two younger Yuan masters (Ni Zan and Wang Meng ) had a more personal style 
that was less based upon the emulation of ancient artists. The Wu school was not an academy 
or educational institution, but rather a group united largely by the artistic theories of its 
members. Often classified as literati, scholars, or amateur painters (as opposed to 
professionals), members idealised the concepts of personalising works and integrating the 
artists into the art. See Sickman & Soper 1969, but also Wang Kewen 1997. 
46 See Gao Jianping 1996, p. 144. 
47 See Cahill 1967, p. 164. 
48 See Murase Miyeko 1975, p. 273. 



188   MING QING STUDIES 2015 

 

literati (J: bunjin) refused to restrict themselves to a distinct social group. 
Japanese literati painters had a huge variety of social backgrounds (feudal lords 
and their retainers, samurai, merchants, and even fishermen), although they 
emulated the Chinese literati lifestyle. Paintings played a decisive role in the 
evolution of their personality. Many painters even used Beihua techniques, 
proclaiming themselves followers of the Nanhua (J: Nanga). Others changed 
their names, or created Chinese-sounding nicknames (for example Yanagisawa 
Kien became Ryū Rikyō ). Others fully accepted Chinese theories of 
creative painting, thus exerted themselves in the study of poetry and the practice 
of calligraphy. Others also approved the core value of imitating the ancients, 
which was the method of study for novices, and also a form of paying due 
reverence to tradition. The Japanese painter finally accepted the importance of 
learning from nature, travelling all over the country as part of their artistic 
activities. Some painters, as Yanagisawa Kien, even followed Chinese precepts 
of isolation in order to maintain their independence and incorruptibility.

49
 In 

terms of subjects, renovation and elitarism were strains just as deeply embedded 
in their consciousness. They maintained Chinese symbolism, using epidendra, 
chrysanthemum, and bamboo as symbols of qualities and reclusive nobility. In 
the search for genuine simplicity, the Japanese literati produced different styles 
in order to disregard the canon of traditional Chinese painting. This is why their 
manner is a mixture of Chinese wenrenhua elements with elements from non-
literati Chinese schools, such as the Tosa (Tosaha ) and the Kanō 
schools.

50
 Japanese artists and theorists identified Chinese literati painting with 

ink-wash, abbreviation, freewheeling, rather than experimentation through 
heterodox techniques. 
IV. Ming-Qing paintings imported to Japan and the role of 
Karae mekiki 
 

                                                 
49 See Gao Meiqing 1974, p. 35. 
50 The origins of the Tosa school of painting can be traced back to Tosa Yukihiro (
fl. first half of the 15th century), who first used the professional name of Tosa, though 
unverified claims to earlier origins were made later by Tosa Mitsunobu (1434?-?1525) who 
formally founded the school. Mitsunobu served as official painter at the Imperial Court, 
specialising in courtly subjects painted in the Yamatoe (or “Japanese painting”, see n. 97) 
style. The Tosa school under Mitsunobu retained the position of edokoro azukari 
(head of the Imperial painting bureau) for three generations, until 1569, and regained the post 
1634 under Mitsunori  (1583-1638). Until the 17th century, the Tosa school painted for 
the Court and aristocratic patrons, which favoured such painting subjects as scenes from the 
classic Genji monogatari emaki (Tale of Genji), but in later years, the 
school’s range expanded to include bird-and-flower painting and other Chinese-inspired 
themes and styles. In general, the Tosa style is characterised by rather flat, decorative 
compositions, fine line-work, great attention to detail, and brilliant colour. See Akiyama 
Terukazu 1977, pp. 102, 120, 135, 144. 
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a) Paintings imported through Huangbo 
 
Huangbo monks and artists came mainly from the Chinese province of Fujian 
and Zhejiang, where several schools of paintings had flourished. These schools 
developed academic, literati, but also Northern and Southern Song traditions, as 
well as Yuan and Ming painters’ styles.

51
 Huangbo monks took a huge number 

of books and biographies with themselves, as well as many original Chinese 
paintings, especially of Fujian artists. These paintings soon became a basis for 
transmitting Chinese styles throughout Japan. 
 

   
Fig. 2  Zhang Ruitu, 

Landscape, ink on paper, 
Private Collection. 

Fig. 3  Wang Jianzhang, 
Searching for a Poem in the 
Mountain Shade, hanging 
scroll, ink on paper, Art 

Gallery of Greater Victoria. 

Fig. 4  Ike no Taiga, 
Fishing Boat in Autumn 

Stream, hanging scroll, ink 
on paper, Yabumoto 
Collection. Hyogo. 

Some scholars argued that, in the second half of the 17th century, some Chinese 
landscape painters of Fujian origins (well-known also in Nanjing  and 
Beijing ) created a peculiar style, merging European manners (imported to 

                                                 
51 For example, during the Ming Dynasty, the Zhe School consisted mostly of painters from 
the Zhejiang and Fujian areas, such as Dai Jin  (1388-1462) and Huang Ji  (active in 
the early 15th century, he served the Ming Court as a painter in the Renzhidian , or 
“Palace of Humane Wisdom”). Their compositions favour a fragmentary and additive quality 
over subtle unity, and their palette is often characterised by vivid plays of ink and colour. See 
Shan Guoqiang et al. 2007, pp. 29-33. 
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China by Jesuits) with Northern Song landscape painting.
52

 Their artwork 
cannot be included in the academic tradition, neither by the austere classification 
formulated by Dong Qichang. 

Among these artists, Zhang Ruitu  (J: Cho Zuito) (1570?-1641) 
was highly appreciated by Yinyuan. The former’s works could be imported to 
Japan thanks to his friend and monk Manpukuji, Yueshan Daozong  
(J: Etsuzan Dōshū, 1629-1709). Zhang Ruitu was known especially as 
calligrapher, although he was remembered more for his paintings of landscapes, 
collected in the 17th century by Konoe Iehiro  (1667-1736).

53
 His style 

(Fig. 2), however, recalls Yuan and Ming paintings, and his dense mountain 
landscapes evoke the ‘rude’ style of the last monochromatic ink works of the 
leading Ming Dynasty painter Wen Zhengming  (1470-1559).

54
 

Another highly appreciated artist in Japan was Wang Jianzhang  
(active between 1628 and 1644), but since he was not mentioned in any Chinese 
biography or catalogue, many of his works were faked as originals by Nagasaki 
traders who added his signature to their own paintings.

55
 His style was 

characterised by mountains brushed towards the top, deep distances, and 
chromatic contrast (Fig. 3). The style of Fujian painters influenced the work of 
Hattori Nankaku 1683-1759),

56
 a lawyer, poet, and follower of 

Ogyū Sorai, as well as the work of one of the founders of the Nanga movement, 
Gion Nankai  (1676-1751).

57
 

                                                 
52 See Cahill 1982, p. 166. 
53 See Stanley-Baker 1992, p. 52. About the painters see Goodrich & Fang 1976, Vol. II, pp. 
94-95 and Ho Wai-Kam 1992, Vol. II, p. 98. 
54 Wen Zhengming was a Ming Dynasty painter, calligrapher, and scholar. He often chose 
painting subjects of great simplicity, like a single tree or rock. His work often gives off a 
feeling of strength through isolation, which often reflected his discontent with official life. 
Many of his works also celebrate the contexts of élite social life for which they were created. 
See Clunas 2004. 
55 See Chang Kuang-Yuan 1981, p. 14 and Siren 1958, Vol. V, p. 50. 
56 See Nankaku’s Ink Landscape (Art Gallery of Great Victoria, British Columbia, Canada). 
Nankaku dedicated his career particularly to bamboo paintings and landscapes. Even adopting 
Chinese style, he claimed that: “The Eight Kinds of Painting Manual (Hasshu Gafu) 
comprises vulgar paintings and his beneath contempt. As for the Kaishien gaden by Li Weng, 
it would be considered in Japan no more than painting of the market place, as it falls quite 
short of good painting.” Stanley-Baker 1980, p. 15. 
57  See Nankai’s Autumn Landscape (1707, Yabumoto Collection, Hyōgō). He studied 
Confucianism following Kinoshita Jun’an  (1621-1698). He used the manual 
Hasshu Gafu for developing his style, until 1711, when visiting Edo, he studied also original 
Chinese paintings. See Yoshiho Yonezawa & Chu Yoshizawa 1973, pp. 19-21. 
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The works of Ike no Taiga 1723-1776)
58

 (Fig. 4), another 
great exponent of the Nanga school, could be associated with the style of Fujian 
painters for the passion for texture, monochromatism, and ‘sine wave’ 
movement, though he also incorporated other modern techniques into his 
otherwise very traditional paintings. The brushstrokes were well defined and 
balanced, and the texture very dynamic. In Taiga’s works, tradition and 
technical ability were strains as deeply embedded in consciousness as was the 
reverence for Ming painting. The attempt to simplify nature’s representation, 
keeping it within careful brushstrokes, recalls a well-known style of Muromachi 
period. The type of operation through which his brushstroke is exercised is an 
extreme gesture of simplification on the conventional nature of painting. The 
landscape is anchored to a specific style of Muromachi period, even if the lighter 
autumn colours by Taiga are far from the dark winter landscapes of Sesshū Tōyō 

 (1420-1506).
59

 
 

 
b) Commercially Imported Paintings and the Role of the Karae mekiki 
 
From the end of the 17th century a commission of painters was established with 
the aim to analyse and evaluate everything coming from abroad: paintings, 
calligraphy, medicines, birds or other animals, and essays. Transactions were 
performed through the Nagasaki kaisho  (Nagasaki Accounting 
House), and the Karae mekiki : the first one was a kind of 
association of merchants, established by the Tokugawa shogunate in 1698 to 
oversee and regulate commercial activity in Nagasaki; the second one was an 
office established to inspect and record all foreign paintings (especially Chinese 
ones) and prints.

60
 These original paintings were auctioned by the group of 

Japanese merchants or the kabu-nakama , who were entrusted by the 
shogunate to manage their respective trades.

61
 It happened that the inspectors of 

                                                 
58 Taiga perfected the literati painting. The majority of his works reflected his passion for 
classical Chinese culture and painting techniques, though he also incorporated revolutionary 
and modern techniques into his otherwise very traditional paintings. As a literatus man, Taiga 
was close to many of the prominent social and artistic circles in Kyōto, and in other parts of 
the country, throughout his lifetime. See Cahill 1983 and Melinda Takeuchi 1992. 
59 He was the most prominent Japanese master of ink and wash painting from the middle 
Muromachi period. In 1468-1469 he undertook a voyage to China, where too he was quickly 
recognised as an outstanding painter. Sesshū alters the Chinese model by introducing more 
pronounced contrast between light and shadow, thicker, heavier lines, and a flatter effect of 
space. See Covell 1941 and Musterberg 1957, pp. 112-115. 
60 About the Nagasaki kaisho see Yosaburō Takekoshi 2004, especially pp. 154-156, 167-171. 
For more info see Zanier 1975, p. 287, n. 7 and Guth 1996, pp. 363-377.  
61 They were allowed to enjoy monopoly in their given field, holding the right to participate in 
these auctions, with the profit beyond the starting price going to the Nagasaki kaishō. 
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the Karae mekiki, in charge from 1697 until 1870, were also court painters and 
daimyō. Their aim was to reproduce duplicate copies, developing techniques that 
could compare with the originals. Their own works, despite being part of a 
system intended to regulate the influx of foreign ideas, ended up contributing to 
the rise of the heavily foreign-influenced Nagasaki schools of painting. 
 Four families had been in charge of the Karae mekiki for many 
generations: Watanabe , Hirowatari , Ishizaki , and then Araki 

. Watanabe painters developed painting subjects such as portraits and the bird-
and-flower theme in various Chinese styles. The first inspector for Chinese arts 
was Watanabe Shuseki, who after meeting the Ōbaku monk Yiran, became the 
teacher of Yanagisawa Kien, one of the three major pioneering Nanga schools 
(along with Gion Nankai and Sakaki Yakusen). The first painters of Hirowatari 
were influenced by the Kanō school, and assimilated Western techniques, even 
if the Hirowatari family was engaged with the emergence of an official Nagasaki 
style. The Ishizaki and Araki families were more open to Western influences. 
 Ishizaki Yūshi  (1768-1846) was one of the main exponents of 
the Nagasaki’s versatile style. His portfolio contains scientific illustrations of 
Ukiyoe sketches  and landscapes in Bunjinga style. He painted Chinese-
style works and practiced an early form of oil painting. Kinoshita Itsuun 

 (1799-1866) was one of the “three great masters of Nagasaki” (together with 
Miura Gomon , 1808-1860, and Hidaka Tetsuō  1790-1871), 
as well as one of the severest teachers of the Nanga style of art.

62
 

Since it is very difficult to understand how many Chinese paintings 
were imported into Japan, during the first period of Karae mekiki activity 
scholars generally refer to copies realised by Japanese painters. The most 
complete record of Chinese copies has been completed between late 18th and 
first 19th century. It is important to consider that numerous Chinese paintings 
imported via Nagasaki for commercial purposes had been choosen by Chinese 
merchants, and that their first concern was profit. Thus, it is arguable that these 
paintings were the most “cheap, easily available, and reasonably attractive”63 
artwork in China. 

It is possible to divide this painting type into three categories: 1) 
professional artwork by scarcely known or unknown painters of the Zhe school 
(out of fashion in China at that time); 2) copies and forgeries by Ming literati 
Wu school masters, including Shen Zhou  (1427-1509), Wen Zhengming, 
Qiu Ying (1494-1552) and Tang Yin  (1470-1524);64 3) works by 

                                                 
62 Mitchel 1972, p. 74. 
63 Cahill 1985, pp. 71-72. 
64 All these painters are traditionally called Ming Sijia  (Four Masters of the Ming 
Dynasty). Shen Zhou lived at a pivotal point in the history of Chinese painting, and 
contributed greatly to the artistic tradition of China. Much of his work was done in 
collaboration with others, combining painting, poetry, and calligraphy at gatherings with his 
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the late Ming masters of Suzhou: Lan Ying  (1585-1664), Li Shida  
(1550-1660), and Sheng Maoye  (date unknown).  

From the end of 18th century to the first half of the 19th century, we have 
much more information about Chinese paintings in Japan. By that time, there 
were many kinds of imported artwork: 1) works painted by or ascribed to major 
and some minor 16th century masters, 2) works painted by academics, or by 
artists from Zhe school of Ming period; 3) works painted by scholar artists of the 
late Ming; 4) works painted by Suzhou and other professional masters of 
the late Ming; 5) works painted by landscapists from Fujian province; 6) works 
painted by orthodox school masters of early Qing; 7) works painted by the 
Anhui  school masters of early Qing; 8) works imported from Yangzhou 

 in the first half of the 18th century.65 
 
 
V. Chinese merchants travelling to Japan and the peculiar role 
of the merchant-painters 
 
A vigorous increment in trade between China and Japan was due to Chinese 
ships coming to Nagasaki. Their number increased from 85 in 1685 to 193 in 
1688.66 Considering that by that time Japan was isolated, the style of Qing 
period paintings were transmitted ad personam by those who Stanley-Baker 
defined ‘merchant-painters’. 67  These merchant-painters sought Japan for 
economic interests, but they also taught painting techniques and represented, for 
many Japanese artists, the main reference for learning Chinese styles. Merchant-
painters were called Raihaku gajin , which means sojourner-painters. 
In China, they were not considered artists (like most Nagasaki painters), or 
eventually they were considered second-rate artists (such as Wang Jianzhang), 
or as artists that were too creative for the mainstream (such as Zhang Ruitu).68 
  

                                                                                                                   
literati friends. It was upon these ideals that his Wu School was founded. For Wu painters, 
painting was a meditation, rather than an occupation. See Liscomb 1992, pp. 215-254. Qiu 
Ying was a Chinese painter who specialised in the gongbi brush technique. He painted with 
the support of wealthy patrons, creating images of flowers, gardens, religious subjects, and 
landscapes in the fashions of the Ming Dynasty. He incorporated different techniques into his 
paintings, and acquired a few wealthy patrons. See Laing 1997, pp. 39-66. Tang Yin was a 
Chinese scholar, painter, calligrapher, and poet whose life story has become a part of popular 
lore. Even though he was born during Ming Dynasty, many of his paintings (especially 
paintings of people) were illustrated with elements from pre-Tang to Song Dynasty. See 
Clapp 1991. 
65 See Cahill 1985. 
66 See Jansen 1992, pp. 25-41. 
67 Stanley-Baker 1980, p. 27; Stanley-Baker 1992, p. 1. 
68 See Lai Yu-chih 2013, p. 51. 
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 Painting was not their main activity, although the majority of them 
came from Zhejiang province, where there were many famous painting schools. 
We should argue that their artistic energy could have been transposed to 
Japanese painting, because they were the practical demonstration of Ōbaku 
theories on art.  
 According to Tsuruta Takeyoshi ’s records − Gen Min Shin 
shoga jinmeiroku  (A List of Calligraphers and Painters in 
the Yuan, Ming, and Qing Periods, 1777) and Zoku Nagasaki gajin den 

 (Biographies of Nagasaki Painters,1851) − at least 131 Chinese painters 
reached Japan in the Tokugawa period.69 
 
 
a) Yi Fujiu: seller of horses 
 
According to historical records, in 1720, Yi Fujiu (J: I Fukyū or Yi Hai 

, 1698-1740?), a Chinese seller of horses, arrived in Japan for the first 
time.70 In China he was not an official painter and the Japanese considered him 
an amateur-artist. He was the first of merchant-painters who transmitted the 
Songjiang school (Songjiang pai , also called Pure Southern school, 
founded by Dong Qichang)71 style of painting to Japanese artists. This school’s 
style had some distinguishing features, such as: 
 

1) the subject was usually a landscape; 
2) the human subjects were loosely defined (or barely drawn); 
3) the ink was monochromatic; 
4) the works were much more technical and expressionist than 

decorative.72 
 
Yi Fujiu was almost unknown in China, but in Japan he was far more 
appreciated since he imported a new style of painting. One of his main 
estimateurs was the Japanese literatus Kuwayama Gyokushū. 
 The works of Yi Fujiu used the tradition of the Pure Southern school 
and were a pale reflection of the contemporary orthodox style that had been 
dominated by Dong Qichang. 
 
 
                                                 
69 See Chen Jie 2013, p. 30 and Buckland 2008, p. 41. 
70 There is little biographical information on Chinese painter. He enter in Nagasaki many 
times: in 1720, in 1727, in 1730, in 1733, in 1742, in 1745, and in 1747. Every time he arrived 
in Japan, he stayed there at least for twelve to eighteen months. See Addis 1986, pp. 15-27. 
71 See Waley 1923, p. 250. 
72 Classification in Cahill 1974, p. 48. 
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 Although his works could be seen just as cold imitations of Chinese 
literati works, Yi Fujiu’s style has no precedent in Japan, because it was 
different from the familiar ink traditions of Muromachi collections. 
 His landscapes (Fig. 5) eventually reflect a mixed style, which made 
reference to several Chinese literati artists. His dry and linear perception 
reflected the manner of Huang Gongwang  (1269-1354) and Ni Zan, 
while he also used the so-called Four Wang’s style (Si Wang ).73 
   
 

                                                 
73 See Stanley-Baker 1992, p. 111. The Four Wangs are Wang Shimin (1592-1680), 
Wang Jian (1598-1667), Wang Hui  (1632-1717), Wang Yuanqi  (1642-
1715). 

   
Fig. 5 Yi Fujiu, 

Landscape, hanging 
scroll, ink on paper, 
Private Collection. 

Fig. 6 Ike no Taiga, 
Landscape of Pine and 

Waterfall set in the 
Ravines, box inscription 

by Mizuta Chikuho 
(1883-1958) and letter 
inscribed by Taigado 

Sadasuke (1839-1910), 
ink and colour on paper, 

Private Collection. 

Fig. 7 Ike no Taiga, True 
View of Kojima Bay, 
about 1760, ink and 
colour on paper Ryo 

Rosomi, Osaka. 
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He was very skilled at the ‘ink dots technique’ (pointillism), but his stroke was 
much more shorter and irregular in respect to the Chinese models. Initially 
Chinese painters used the ‘ink dots technique’ just to represent low and far away 
vegetation, and later they applied it also to shading and other subjects. Yi 
Fujiu’s stylistic method indeed conferred a sense of optic-dynamism to these 
works. His techniques were very used in Japan, especially by those that came 
after him.74 
Yi Fujiu’s faithfulness to literati style led him to have a very high reputation in 
the field of teaching Chinese style.75 One of the most famous Japanese artists 
influenced by his painting style was Ike no Taiga, as reported in the I Fukyū Ike 
no Taiga sansui gafu  (A Painting Manual of 
Landscapes by Yi Fujiu and Ike no Taiga) published in 1803.76 Taiga roughly 
adopted the compositional layered format, the pointed peaks and the slender 
trees typical of Yi Fujiu’s style (Fig. 6), but he rejected his dense linear style, 
and radically transformed his sparse linear mode. Freely integrating Chinese and 
Japanese painting traditions with his personal preferences, Taiga created his own 
ink-landscape style. One of the most distinguishable features of this style is the 
use of undiluted ink, called jiaomo , which means “burnt ink”. We could 
say that while Yi Fujiu’s manner is more scholastic, Taiga’s brushwork is freer 
and more personal. 77  Taiga’s style includes a fresh and lively ‘ink-dots 
technique’ with moss dots, foliage dots, and strokes of various configurations 
arranged in groups. They are blunt and tense, but display a sensitivity to texture 
                                                 
74  The painters who first made extensive use of this “ink-dots technique” were mostly 
followers of the Wu School at Suzhou, often classified as literati, scholars, or amateur 
painters (as opposed to professionals). Members of this school idealised the concept of 
personalising works and introduce painters to Chinese art. They used many colours, and 
characters of traditional Chinese literature were one of their favourites subjects. Wu School 
paintings were characterised by inscriptions on the paintings that described the subject 
represented, including the date, method, and purpose of the work. These paintings are usually 
seen as a vehicle for personal expression. See Cahill 1974, p. 49. This school cannot be 
considered as belonging to Beihua. The late Ming painters of Suzhou, declared themselves 
followers of Wen Zhengming, because he was considered as the link between the Nanhua 
school and the Beihua school. See Jiang Luoyi & Qian Yucheng 2004; Wang Qizhe 2004, pp. 
55-60. It was Wen Zhengming who spread the “ink-dots technique” among Chinese literati, 
while Yi Fujiu transmitted this technique to Japan.  
75  Gao Meiqing affirmed that his reputation was such that he was considered the only 
Nagasaki Chinese painter worthy of study. See Gao Meiqing 1974, p. 47. 
76 See Brown 1924, p. 88. 
77  In Japanese paintings history, Ike no Taiga is considered the pioneer of the style of 
shinkeizu  (true view pictures). His most famous paintings is the True View of Mt. 
Asama. Kuwayama Gyokushū mentioned the style of Taiga in his book entitled Kaiji higen. It 
is important to point out that Edo artists sometimes referred to their landscapes using the term 
“shinkeizu”, although they can hardly be intended as naturalistic renderings of recognisable 
spots. Thus term “shinkeizu” is often arbitrarily applied. See Takeuchi 1992, p. 34. 
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and tonal gradation that is not possible to transmit in a painting manual. In his 
late vertical scroll called Kojimawan shinkeizu  (True View of 
Kojima Bay, around 1760) (Fig. 7), his ink-dots even assumed the shape of rice 
grain. The vegetation is represented with few and dense strokes of ink, and the 
shadow-shape effect, generally absent in Chinese paintings, had been probably 
influenced by Western techniques (chiaroscuro).78 
 
 
b) Jiang Jiapu: Captain of the Ship 
 
Jiang Jiapu 79 (J: Kō Kaho, 1744?-after 1839?) was another of the so-
called merchant-painters. He was from Hangzhou  (Zhejiang) and arrived 
in Nagasaki in 1804,80 as the captain of a ship. He was one of the responsible for 
the divulgation of Ming and Qing styles (especially the ‘Four Wang’ style of 
painting), and he taught Chinese painting to Kinoshita Itsuun, one of the “three 
great masters of Nagasaki” who joined to Ishizaki atelier (a Karae mekiki 
family).81 Jiang Jiapu perceived his style as a perception of loftiness derived 
from ancient Chinese brush traditions. It is evident in his colophon to his own 
Landscape (Fig. 8)82 that recalls the manner of Yuan painter, Gao Kegong 

 (1248-1310), known for his landscapes with mountains surrounded by 
clouds. Jiang Jiapu’s originality stands out from the texture of his landscape: the 
mountain is moved out of view, in order to lighten the texture. 

 
The Japanese artist Watanabe Kazan 83 (1793-1841), one of 

the main exponents of the last Nanga generation, was probably very interested 
in Jiang Jiapu’s style, though he was very interested in Dutch paintings too. 
Thus, he realised an artistic combination between European style and Chinese 
traditions, as we can observe in one of his works entitled Noble Recluse in 
Autumn Mountains (Fig. 9). Here the artist used the same texture of the 
paintings of Jiang Jiapu, but he also meant to evoke the loneliness of the tiny 
figures in landscapes dominated by towering mountains, typical of the great 

                                                 
78 See Cahill 1972, p. 40. 
79 The painter was never mentioned in the Chinese Annals. He follows the tradition of the 
Ming and Qing dynasties. See Gao Meiqing 1974, p. 109; Yoshiho Yonezawa & Chu 
Yoshizawa 1973, p. 168. 
80 See Buckland 2008, p. 42. 
81 Fogel 2009, p. 36. 
82 Inebriated, jades become mountains. In revery, spring enters their midst. In the manner of 
the Minister Gao’s pictorial ideas for his Cloudy Mountains. 1809. Spring, at the Nagasaki 
Mountain Retreat. See Gao Meiqing 1974, p. 109. 
83 See Mason 1993, pp. 302-304. According to Christine Guth, “Buncho, Kazan, and their 
followers called themselves bunjin on social, not on stylistic grounds.” Guth 1996, p. 125. 
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Chinese Masters. Furthermore, he mastered the techniques of Western art to 
enhance acquire a more realistic painting technique. 

 
 
 

   
Fig. 8  Jiang Jiapu, 

Landscape, ink on paper, 
Private Collection. 

Fig. 9  Watanabe Kazan, 
Noble Recluse in Autumn 
Mountains, ink on paper, 

Private Collection. 

Fig. 10 Nakabayashi Chikutō, 
Cascade in Summer 

Mountains, ink on paper, 
Private Collection. 

 
 
 
Nakabayashi Chikutō (1775-1853) is another Japanese artist who 
displayed similarities with Jiang Jiapu’s style. In his Cascade in Summer 
Mountains (Fig. 10),84 for example, the influence of the traditional Chinese style 
is very strong, but Western style does not go ignored either. Chikutō’s style of 
painting is characterised by enhanced clouds and by a warm summer 
atmosphere, very different from the autumn light used by Kazan. His style is far 
more influenced by Chinese tradition than by Western tradition. He firmly 
believed in the validity of imitating nature in an intuitive manner, and refused to 
use the scientific approach introduced by the West. 

                                                 
84 Nakabayashi Chikutō was born in Nagoya  in 1775, but he moved to Kyōto in 1801 
and became part of the circle of literati. See Gao Meiqing 1974, pp. 117-118. 
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c) Fei Qinghu: A Ship Owner 
 
Fei Qinghu (J: Hi Seiko) arrived in Nagasaki in the 1780s and he was 
specialised in monochrome and polychrome landscapes, figurative painting, and 
the bird-and-flower theme. He mainly developed the ink wash-based style of the 
Chinese master Mi Fu  (1050-1107),85 as displayed by his work Autumn 
Mountains Clear and Pure, painted around 1791 (Fig. 11). Here the artist 
decorated ‘sugar loaf’ mountains, and fairly moist and ink wash-based lake 
scenes, in the style of Mi Fu. Fei Qinghu makes greater reliance on ink wash, 
and eventually on dry ink, applied in a “more painter-like” manner. His brush 
effect recalls the rudimental style of the Chinese master Gao Qipei  
(1672-1734), who used his fingers to paint (Fig. 12).86 This technique, also 
called “finger painting” (Ch: zhitouhua , J: shitōga), was characterised 
by using one’s fingers instead brushes. It is interesting to note that no 
conventional Chinese painter after Dong Qichang was ever known for this 
particular way of painting, and it is hardly considered by many essays on the 
subject.87 The first book on Gao Qipei’s style of painting is the Zhitou Hua Shuo 

 (Treatise on Finger Painting) published in 1771, by Gao Qipei’s 
grandson, Gao Bing (active in the second half of the 18th century), who 
does not mention any precedents. This book was included in the Zhaodai 
Congshu  (Compendium of Works of Our Time) only in 1841.88 Nanga 
artists were very impressed by the visual effects of finger paintings, which 
evoked spontaneity and emotive expressiveness; thus, they readily reproduced 
them with brush-made paintings. 

The scholar Tanaka Kisaku  has even asserted that the 
development of Japanese literati painting is something that must be in some way 

                                                 
85 Mi Fu was a painter, poet, and calligrapher during the Song Dynasty. In painting he gained 
renown for his style of painting misty landscapes. “Mi Fu style” is characterised by the use of 
large wet dots of ink applied with a flat brush. See Vandier-Nicolas 1983, p. 114. 
86 Gao Qipei was the first full-fledged finger painter. He applied paint with his fingertips and 
hand, and used a single nail for thin lines. This technique was already applied in ancient Tang 
Dynasty (618-907). See Yang Renkai 1979, pp. 2-3, 16. He painted monochrome and 
polychrome landscapes, figurative paintings and bird-and-flower. He was particularly 
interested in Western medicine and Buddhism. See Siren 1958, Vol. V, Part. II, pp. 223-225 
and Stanley-Baker 1992, p. 75.  
87 See Stanley-Baker 1992, p. 75 (n. 90). The Shunzhi  Emperor of the Qing Dynasty 
(reign 1638-1661) is described as occasionally using his fingertips to paint horses. Zou Yigui 

 (1686-1772), painter as well, in his Xiao Shan Huapu  (Xiao Shan’s 
Painting Manual, ca. 1756) wrote: “  (Qipei creates paintings with his 
fingers, and he is renowned for living thanks to his fingertips).” Zou Yigui 1975, p. 137. 
88 See Shao Dazhen 2009, p. 2028.  
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linked to the transmission of finger painting.89 The first one to use this technique 
in Japan was probably the already mentioned Shen Nanping,90 while the first 
Japanese source mentioning it seems to be a Chinese-style poem (kanshi ), 
published some time between 1741 and 1750, and attributed to Yanada Zeigan 

 (1652-1757), a friend of Yanagisawa Kien. This technique, therefore, 
came to be known in Japan during the same period it was triumphing in China.91 
Later on many Japanese artists would use this technique. 

Ike no Taiga not only meant to reproduce the technique of finger 
painting, but he even reproduced its ‘stylistic essence’, giving to his brush the 
same strength and effect of a nail that scratches paper.92 Instead, another poet 
and Nanga painter, Yosa Buson  (1716-1783)93 in his The Rain and 
Shine of Spring Weather (Fig. 13) seems to look for a synthesis between Fei 
Qinghu’s style and Japanese painting: the landscape structure and the “crinkle 
effect” are meant to recall Gao Qipei’s style, while the silk framework and the 
bright chromatic tones are a mixture of ancient and modern, professional and 
amateur, Chinese and Japanese style. Furthermore, while the space arrangement 
of his landscape is clearly influenced by the multiple perspectives 94 of Chinese 
traditional paintings, the sensitivity to ink tones reflects Japanese tradition, and 
the calligraphic approach espoused among the literati élite. Ike no Taiga and 
Yosa Buson intended to renew the traditional style of Japanese painting, creating 
a synthesis of many Japanese approaches to painting, and the style used in 
Chinese prototypes. 

 
 
 
 
 

   

                                                 
89 See Tanaka Kisaku 1972, p. 27. 
90 See Stanley-Baker 1992, pp. 74-91, 108-110. 
91 See Stanley-Baker 1992, p. 75. Stanley-Baker wrote: “There can be no doubt of the brief 
and intense if unorthodox interest in finger painting in China and Japan during the eighteenth 
century, and it seems reasonable to suppose that one or more Chinese painters conversant with 
the art had visited Japan in the 1730s to early 1740s.” Stanley-Baker 1992, p. 87. 
92  Gion Nankai’s book, which dates back to 1750, included Taiga’s techniques into the 
category of “nail scratch”.  
93 He was born in Osaka, and then moved to Edo. Until the 1860s, he showed a strong interest 
in Chinese painting; from 1770 to his death, he joined Nanga aesthetics with traditional 
Japanese painting. It dates back to 1744 the adoption of the name “Buson”, used to sign the 
illustrations, accompanied by a poem in seventeen syllables (haiku). See Cahill 1996a, pp. 
151-194. 
94 Here, I accept the interpretation of the scholar Maria Teresa Lucidi about the reading of the 
roll paintings. They have multiple perspectives, not necessarily related to a single focal point 
(the vanishing point) but as many as points in the space. See Lucidi 2010, p. 722 and also 
Meccarelli 2010 pp. 479-480 where the perspective techniques are related to Cubism. Sullivan 
also recognised a “continuous shifting perspective (or rather point of view, because there is no 
attempt at true perspective).” See Sullivan 1962, p. 19 and Idem 1972, pp. 12-13, 262. 
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Fig. 11  Fei Qinghu, 
Autumn Mountains Clear 
and Pure, about 1791, 
ink on paper, Private 
Collection.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 12  Gao Qipei, Landscape, ink and colour on 
paper, Rijksmuseum Amsterdam.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 13  Yosa Buson The Rain and Shine of Spring 
Weather, 1778-1783, ink and colour on silk, 
Konosuke Matsushita Collection, Hyogo 
Prefecture. 

 
 
d) Contaminatio between Nanga and Rinpa 
 
Kuwayama Gyokushū may be considered the ‘Japanese Dong Qichang’, but he 
mixed both the polychromatic landscapes typical of professional painters and the 
monochromatic landscapes of literati styles. His master was Ike no Taiga and he 
believed that his master’s “meticulous trait” (gongbi) of the Chinese academic 
tradition was the finest expression of literati painting. In Kuwayama’s three 
fundamental treatises on painting, which applied a new and more flexible 
criteria for classification, the Japanese artists Tawaraya Sōtatsu  (fl. 
early 17th century) and Ogata Kōrin  (1658-1716) were included 
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among the Nanga school major painters.95 Sōtatsu and Kōrin belonged to the 
heterogeneous group Rinpa 96 and mixed subjects, matters, and styles of the 
tradition of Yamatoe  of the Heian period (794-1185)97 with elements of 
Muromachi ink painting, Chinese Ming Dynasty bird-and-flower painting, and 
Momoyama period Kanō school techniques.  

The stereotypical paintings of the Rinpa school included simple natural 
subjects, such as birds, plants and flowers, against a background filled in with 
gold leaf. Their technique, based on the prominence of the refined design, 
became more pronounced as the Rinpa style developed. The Rinpa style 
flourished in Kyōto, Nara , and Ōsaka , i.e., the political and cultural 
triangle of ancient Japan. Kyōto and Ōsaka were also two of the most important 
cities of the Nanga school’s style; Nanga painting was therefore exposed to the 
influence of Rinpa painting and vice versa. 

The Chinese technique of painting mogu  (J: mokkotsu), based on 
the application of colours without any preliminary drawing, was one of the 
techniques developed by the Rinpa painters. It is used for example by Ogata 
Kōrin, who in his painting Azaleas and Stream (Fig. 14) mixed it with 
tarashikomi (Japanese light and shade) and katabokashi 
(Japanese chiaroscuro).98  

The literati painter Kuwayama Gyokushū, in his Landscape with 
silhouettes (Fig. 15), incorporated the pooling of additional ink or pigment 
derived from Rinpa’s tarashikomi, creating a formidable combination of visual 
experiences, which implicated familiarity with Chinese critical texts, Chinese 
finger painting techniques, tarashikomi techniques, ink wash techniques of Kanō 
painters, and contemporary literati paintings (wenrenhua). Furthermore, he 

                                                 
95 See Mizuo Hiroshi 1972, pp. 40-45, 140-155 and Stanley-Baker 1996, p. 123. 
96 This was not a “real” school, because the links between the artists were not based on birth 
or on the relationship between student and teacher, but on the sharing of common artistic 
aspirations. 
97 Yamatoe, or “Japanese painting”, was a style inspired by Tang Dynasty paintings and fully 
developed by the late Heian period (790-1185). It is considered the classical Japanese style. 
From the Muromachi period (15th century), Yamatoe has been used to distinguish classical 
Japanese artwork from contemporary Karae  (Chinese style painting), which was 
inspired by Chinese ink wash paintings. Characteristic features of Yamatoe include many 
small figures and careful depictions of architecture and other objects. Yamatoe very often 
depict narrative stories, with or without accompanying text, but also show the beauty of 
nature, with meishoe (famous places) or shikie (four seasons). The pictures 
are often on scrolls that can be kakemono (hung on a wall), emakimono  
(handscrolls) that are read from right to left, or on a byōbu  (folding screen) or shōji

(panel). See Saburo Ienaga 1978. 
98 Tarashikomi: painting technique, in which a second layer of paint is applied before the first 
layer is dry. This effect creates a dripping form for fine details such as ripples in water or 
flower petals on a tree. Katabokashi: technique in which water is applied to the tip of a brush 
loaded with ink in order to produce thick lines of dual tones (chiaroscuro). 
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evoked the Sesshū tradition, by reintroducing a more pronounced contrast 
between light and shadow. 

 
 
VI. Shen Nanping and ‘flora and fauna decorative painting’  
 
 
a) Shen Nanping’s style 
 
Shen Nanping (Shen Quan ) was an artist who painted in Ming academic 
style. Although he was almost unknown in China, he was invited to Japan by a 
high official. In that period, the Tokugawa shogunate had ordered Nagasaki 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 14  Ogata Kōrin, Azaleas and Stream, 18th century, ink and 
colours, Hatakeyama Memorial Museum of Fine Art, Tōkyō, 
woodblock reproduction, published in 1941, by Sinbi-Shoin Co., 
Tōkyō.  

  Fig.15  
  Kuwayama  
  Gyokushū,  
  Landscape with  
  silhouettes, 1798,  
  ink and colours,  
  Kozo Yabumoto  
  Collection, Hyogo. 
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bugyō officials 99 to look for famous original Chinese paintings, or 
copies of such works; thus, the head of the Chinese ships in Nagasaki made the 
decision to invite Shen to Japan. Japanese records reported that the Chinese 
painter arrived in Nagasaki on the 37th ship on December 3rd 1731, and left 
Japan two years later, on September 18th 1733.100 As soon as he arrived in Japan 
his paintings became extremely popular, which is why he formed a group of 
artists to continue the trade of his works. Since many paintings were passed off 
as originals by Nanping’s students, it is now very difficult to determine which 
are authentic.  

Nanping was often criticised by intellectuals. Hirazawa Kyokusan 
 (1733-1791), a promoter of the Kanō school, considered his works 

“narrow-minded” and “vulgar” examples of “island paintings”, which meant 
inferior to European paintings. Kuwayama Gyokushū agreed that: “Nanping did 
not seek the colours of antiquity and merely sought resplendent opulence [or 
decorative effect]; therefore his forms lapse into inferior vulgarity. And when 
our native painters follow his manner, their works become increasingly 
saccharine and sink so low into vulgarity that they resemble the manner of the 
Red Hairs (Dutchmen).” Gyokushū then modified this earlier statement: 
“Among boat painters, Shen is first class. However, he belongs to the Northern 
School.”101 Nakabayashi Chikutō considered the Chinese painter a craftsman, 
rather than a true artist: “If one intends to paint flowers and birds [...] he should 
avoid mixing in even one brush stroke of Nanping style.”102  

The highest ranking literati often mentioned his name: the opinion 
towards his works was divided between those who admired his art and those 
who were very critical. Japanese artists, on the other hand, recognised his 
attempt to challenge classical and orthodox style of painting.103  

                                                 
99  The bugyō officials were officials of the Tokugawa shogunate in Edo period, 
conventionally called “commissioner”, “overseer”, or “governor” in English. See Screech 
2006, p. 12. 
100 The arrival of Shen Nanping is described in three sources: Nagasaki Jitsuroku Taisei seien

(Principal Compilation of an Authentic Account of Nagasaki), Tōsen 
shinkō kaitō roku  (Record of Chinese Ships Coming into Harbor) and Tani 
Bunchō’s  (1763-1841) Bunchō gadan . See Kondō Hidemi 1989, n. 2, p. 86. 
Stanley-Baker 1992, p. 89. 
101  Stanley-Baker 1992, pp. 94-95. See also pp. 88-89 (n. 101), 91, 93-97 and Yoshiho 
Yonezawa & Chu Yoshizawa 1973, pp. 162-165. 
102 Yoshiho Yonezawa & Chu Yoshizawa 1973, pp. 163-164. 
103 He may have been invited to the Royal Court of the Ryūkyū Kingdom (J: Ryūkyū Ōkoku 

), but he decided to go to Nagasaki instead. See Jansen 1992, p. 60. Tokugawa 
period commentaries on Nanping’s works can be found also in Takebe Ryōtai , 
Kanga shinan  (Guide to Chinese Style Painting, 1779); Nakayama Kōyō 

, Gatan Keiroku  (Worthless Discussion on Painting, 1775); Hirasawa Kyokuzan 
, Kokuga ron  (Treatise on Native Painting, 1788); Tanomura Chikuden, 

Sanchujin jozetsu (Chatter of a Mountain Dweller, 1813); Anzai Unen 



Chinese Painters in Nagasaki    205 

 
 

Shen Nanping was specialised in bird-and-flower painting  (Ch: 
huaniao hua, J: kachōga), one of the major artistic subjects, especially among 
professional Chinese painters.104  He developed a detailed, colourful style of 
academic bird-and-flower painting that was practised at the Ming Court but also 
at the Song Court in Hangzhou.105 

Kuwayama Gyokushū argued that Nanping’s work might be influenced 
by the bird-and-flower style of Xu Xi  (937-975). Sakurai Sekkan 

 (1715-1790), an official painter of the Unkoku school (Unkokuha ), 
comparing his works to those by Zhou Zhimian  (16th century), noted 
that Shen employed a “crab-claw stroke” brush and contained “the marrow of 
Yuan masters, being warm and moist.”106 Scholars generally argued that his 
style of paintings reflected the style of the Italian Jesuit missionary Giuseppe 
Castiglione (1688-1766). Kondō Hidemi , argued that during the short 
time Castiglione passed in Beijing (from 1715), Nanping was reproducing some 

                                                                                                                   
, Kinsei meiga shaga dan  (Discussions on Famous Paintings of Recent 

Times, 1830-1852); among others.  
104 The huaniao hua style is proper of 10th century China. The most representative artists are 
Huang Quan  (ca. 900?-965) and Xu Xi (937-975). They are the masters of two 
schools: the first school was led by Huang Quan (imperial painter). It is characterised by an 
“outline” method of brush work, with emphasis on bright colours filling a meticulously 
outline (gongbi). The school were acclaimed as Huangjia fugue (Huang school’s 
characteristic magnificence). The other school was led by Xu Xi (never entered into 
officialdom) and typically used techniques associated with ink-and-wash painting. His method 
of brushwork is freely executed with an emphasis on the ink (xieyi style). His style was called 
Xu Xi yeyi  (Xu Xi’ unconventional, original charm). See Li Xiangping 2007, pp. 
16-17. The traditional technique of huaniao drawing ranges from gongbi, xieyi, to the 
combination of the two. There are three main traditional methods for using colour: shuimo 

 (J: suiboku, “ink and wash”), pomo (J: hatsuboku “splash-ink”) and mogu (J: 
mokkotsu) or “boneless”. Pomo or specifically “breaking the ink” is an ink-wash technique 
that involves the second application of ink before the first application dries, in order to break 
into the first layer of ink. According to Dong Qichang, Wang Wei is said to have obtained an 
atmosphere in his landscape by “breaking the ink” into varied tones. Wang Wei is 
traditionally also credited as the founder of shuimo shanshui. See Chen Chuanxi 2002, p. 45 
and also Lim Chye Hong 2009, pp. 169-170. An anecdote of the Tang period relates that 
Zhang Sengyou painted flowers in the year 520, using the tu’ao manner (  tu’ao fa). 
This tu’ao manner employs red, blue and green, without outline and is similar to mogu. The 
effect of the tu’ao manner was that the flowers looked very naturalistic, see Wang Yuzhong 
2007, p. 162. After a while, the bird-and-flower style went to be considered as a 
comprehensive group where even insects, other animals and plants (“flowers, birds, fish, 
insects”, C: hua, niao, yu, chong ; J: ka, chō, gyo, chū) were indeed included. 
105 It owed its delicate brushworks and fresh colouring also to a style popular at that time in 
North-West Zhejiang. See Buckland 2008, p. 41. 
106 See Claypool 2001, p. 348; Stanley-Baker 1992, pp. 93-94. Unkokuha was a school of 
painters, founded by Unkoku Tōgan  (1547-1618), who considered themselves to be 
in the lineage of Sesshū Tōyō. See Cunningham 1978.  
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of his most characteristic works. Kondō Hidemi found the origin of Nagasaki 
painter in “native Chinese tradition”, tracing it to the Zhejiang Buddhist painting 
style, along with that of Lü Ji  (ca.1477-date of death unknown). “For Shen 
the works of these two traditions represented the boundaries that he had imposed 
on his own world vision and […] he did not move outside those boundaries.”107 
Nanping was surely influenced by Bian Jingzhao  (active 1426-1435) 
and Lü Ji’s paintings.108  

For a moment I would like to shift our attention from Nanping’s 
influences to the development of his great decorative style, since he marks a 
turning point in the field of Chinese art with his application of the bird-and-
flower theme. For instance, Nanping’s style shows some peculiar characteristics: 
a graceful equilibrium between naturalism and artificiality, the bright flowers 
painted with technical virtuosity in every detail in contrast with the free and 
synthetic definition of trunks, rocks, and water; the shadow-and-light 
compositional rigor is neglected; the emphasis for subjects that clash with the 
background (neutral or barely defined); and the spatial equilibrium that 
sometimes seems to not be “logical”. 

While in Japan Yi Fujiu was considered the most relevant member of 
the Southern school, Shen Nanping was the same for the Northern school.109 

In one of his works entitled Yuma  (Bathing horses, Fig. 16), Shen 
Nanping uses a quiet decorative brushstroke with inkwash to create the 
chiaroscuro, adding a light shining from outside to enhance the overall effect. 
Although this technique is indeed very similar to those used in European ‘Genre 
Art’ (details, refined shades, and a careful representation of volume), the 
diagonal structure of the painting and the far, barely visible background, are 
representative of Chinese tradition.110  It should be the same for the subject 

                                                 
107 Kondō Hidemi 1989, pp. 81, 85. In the Southern Song style of Buddhist painting of Shen’s 
native region of Zhejiang, in artists as Jin Dashou (late 12th century), we can see many 
elements in Shen Nanping’s works: “In paintings the background, artists […] made use of 
methods of realism ad cun (texturing strokes) and shading, while in painting the main subjects 
they made use of strong lines outline the figures. […] There is striking similarity in the 
techniques and use of colours.” Kondō Hidemi 1989, p. 82. 
108 He used the wet brush to create forms in single, broad strokes and he eschewed also the 
fine-outline and fill technique. See Stanley-Backer 1992, p. 94. The botanic accuracy and 
careful representation of volumes and shapes don’t seem to have any kind of premise, in Song 
and Ming academic styles. 
109 See Yoshiho Yonezawa & Chu Yoshizawa 1973, pp. 136-138, 163-164 and Gao Meiqing 
1974, p. 46. The firstly works of Nanga artist, Yosa Buson, referred to Nanping paintings. In 
later works emerges especially the style of Wu School. See Stanley-Baker 1992, p. 96. 
110 In Chinese painting, the direction of the main diagonal determines the perspective view, 
which is not necessary attributable to the vanishing point. The “perspective details” are 
introduced, specifically by the painter, to report the diagonal. See Lucidi 2010, p. 722. 
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represented here. The horse was a typical subject of Chinese traditional art that 
symbolised authority.111 

Shen Nanping and Giuseppe Castiglione (Fig. 17) used this subject 
more or less at the same time, both using the same disposition of horses near 
trees, although the brushstroke and colours are different. As we can see in the 
pictures below, Shen Nanping could get inspiration from old Chinese Masters, 
such as Zhao Mengfu (1254-1322, Fig. 18) and Zhao Yong
(1289-1360?), and not Castiglione’s paintings.112 Also Shen’s use of deep and 
rich colours and light green mixed with “watered” black to cover large and 
contiguous areas reveals the influence of Chinese traditional art. His style was a 
mixture of the best features of Chinese landscape painting and Chinese portrait 
painting. 

                                                 
111 See Brunelli 2010, pp. 391-414. Portrayals of horses had served for centuries as pictorial 
metaphors for the character and special concerns of the Chinese literati and scholar-officials 
and could carry a variety of auspicious wishes and other messages. 
112 Zhao Mengfu was a prince and descendant of the Song Dynasty’s imperial family, and a 
Chinese scholar, painter and calligrapher during the Yuan Dynasty. See Fedi 2004, pp. 145-
161. The background drawings of trees and ponds are much more exact and realistic than 
those in the Yuan paintings. 

                                     
Fig. 16  Shen Nanping, 
Bathing Horses, colour 
and ink on silk, Yamato 
Bunkakan Collection, 
Nara.  

Fig. 17  Giuseppe Castiglione, 
Eight Horses, colour and ink on 
silk, National Palace Museum, 
Taiwan.  
 

                                                 
Fig. 18  Zhao Mengfu, Horses 
grazing, ink and colour on silk, 
British Museum, London. 
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In his works Horses in Wintry Wood (Fig. 19) the Nanga artist Yosa Buson took 
inspiration also from Nanping, imitating his drawing style and positioning the 
horses in the same place. Yosa Buson was obviously trying to adapt Chinese 
traditional style to the Japanese taste. Some elements of the landscape are 
simplified or even deleted, and colours look more saturated and much more 
contrasted. Just like Taiga, in the attempt to create a new approach to painting, 
his works displayed a very personal and distinctive style of painting.113  

Another Japanese artist, Watanabe Gentai (1748-1822), 
proposed an interesting mixture between the characteristic features of the Shen 
Nanping school and the style of “Dutch Learning” (Rangaku). 114  Although 
Gentai was one of the best disciples of Tani Bunchō, his “strong colour contrasts 
of the horses, the balanced composition of the work, the lush, marshy placement 
of the work, and the strong ink brushwork of the tree trunks”115 are barely 
influenced by the Shen Nanping school. 

Both Gentai and Buson adapted Shen Nanping’s motif of the twisted 
horse. Their approach to painting was based on delineation, defining forms 
using lines, where ink wash served to ameliorate the linear appearance by hiding 
the outlines, as well as defining volume and convexities by means of tone 
gradation. 
 In conclusion we could say that Nanping style of paintings is the result of 
multiple factors, such as: 
 

                                                 
113 Buson studied Chinese literati painting from technical manuals brought by painter Shen 
Nanping. Abiding by the rules in the classical tradition, he learnt landscape painting 
techniques especially by copying the works of Zhe school. See Stanley-Backer 1992, p. 96. 
114 See the hanging scroll by Gentai: Five Horses, colours and ink on silk, in Thomsen 2006, p. 
43. 
115 Thomsen 2006, p. 42. 

 
 

Fig. 19  Yosa Buson, Horses in Wintry Woods, ink and colour on silk, Kyoto National 
Museum. 
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- animals and flowers painted meticulously (set in the foreground) in 
minute brushwork (use of length and restrained lines, graceful and 
strong); 

- the use of colours (exquisite taste with great decorative effect);  
- the peculiar sense of volume in painting trees and rocks. The 

technique provides a profusion of tiny brushstrokes on the outside 
edges of forms, leaving the central areas blank. The style is always 
highly decorative. For example, the compositional layouts arbitrarily 
focus the viewer’s attention on the main motifs, which are frequently 
drawn in rich colours, while the background elements were in freer 
style of ink painting.  

 
Finally, Shen Nanping style has most likely contributed to the evolution of two 
traditions: 
 

- the Chinese academic legacy (Zhejiang Buddhist painting and Lü Ji); 
- an original and decorative ‘realism’116 produced in the Japanese context 

by the interaction of Chinese tradition and European culture. Thanks to 
Nanping’s followers this kind of ‘realism’ produced a new creative 
style. 

 
 
 
b) The style of the Nanping school (Nanpinha) 
 
 
In 1731 two of Nanping’s followers, Gao Gan  and Gao Jun  (both fl. 
mid-18th century), welcomed their Master in Nagasaki. Other Chinese painters 
joined them, like Fang Xiyuan  (1736-after 1793)

117
 and Zheng Pei  

(fl. mid-18th century). The latter was a founding member of the Nanping school; 
he produced a particular style of bird-and-flower paintings (huaniao hua), 
characterised by very well featured botanic elements, drawn with a delicate line, 
painted over with colour to render it almost invisible (Fig. 20).  

                                                 
116 See Edwards 2000.  
117 During the An’ei era (1772-1781), he was on board a vessel making its way from Nagasaki 
to Bōshu, and he drew sketches at each site where the ship docked. His main occupation was 
not that of an artist, but rather a crew member on a trading ship. It is believed that he 
frequently visited Japan on business. See Osamu Ōba 1980, p. 46. 
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The Japanese painter did not leave out the “boneless” 
(mogu) painting or the “hidden outline” by master 
Nanping. Another important Chinese artist at the time 
was Fei Hanyuan  (J: Hi Kangen, active between 
1734 and 1756), who reached Nagasaki (1734) and 
painted several works in Nanping’s style. In spite of 
that, Suzuki Fuyō (1749-1816) in his 
important book Hi Kangen sansui gashiki 

 (The Landscape Drawing Methods of Fei 
Hanyuan), published in 1789, shows some of Fei 
Hanyuan’s illustrations that possibly recall European 
style of paintings. 118  Though it is true that Fei 
Huayuan’s illustrations were inspired by Western style, 
it is also true that this influence had been previously 
interiorised and “refreshed” by Nanping school 
Masters. Thus, it is safe to say that the Chinese 
influence in Fei Huayuan’s paintings is far more 
evident than the Western influence. 
The talent of Shen Nanping school painters lied in their 
ability to internalise the Western style and refresh it in a 
personal manner. Nanping style is characterised by 

realistic representations of bird-and-flower, in a way that is very different from 
the dominant and classical Kanō school. Kanō school ink painters composed 
very flat pictures, although they added animals and other naturalistic subjects 
painted in a very realistic style, creating an impeccable balance. While the 
realistic depictions are in the foreground, in the background there are abstract, 
often entirely blank clouds and other elements. Kanō painters developed and 
refined the same range of forms, styles and subjects apparently without major 
innovation, that is why Nanping’s style seemed very realistic. 

Nanping’s paintings put a peculiar emphasis on the exotic taste, 
featuring a repertoire of non-native birds and sharing certain conventional 
features, such as compositions with large, bird-covered trees; the trees were 
usually anchored in rocks and grass in the bottom right corner, with their 
branches dangling into the centre of the painting.

119
 

 

                                                 
118 See Guth 1996, p. 57 and Stanley-Baker 1992, p. 127. 
119 See Thomsen 2006, p. 40. 

  Fig. 20   Zheng Pei,    
  Peony, colours on silk,  
  Kobe City Museum. 
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        Fig. 21  Pisanello, Portrait of a Princess of the House of Este, 

1435-1449, Tempera on panel, Louvre, Paris. 
 
Shen Nanping’s art represented the starting point for the development of a 
painting style that would be widely spread by his followers. But what was really 
inspiring this painting style? We can argue that contemporary Chinese and 
Western treatises on natural sciences could have played a key role in the spread 
of knowledge on subjects such as botany, zoology, and mineralogy, and that the 
images featured in these treatises might have inspired artists to choose and 
create new representations of bird-and-flower. That is why I have called the 
style of the Shen Nanping school “flora and fauna decorative painting”. The 
painting style of the Shen Nanping school would therefore be fruit of an artistic 
investigation. In their paintings, flora and fauna are not just “realistic”, but are 
styled just as they appear in Chinese and European treatises. Shen Nanping style 
is characterised by a narrative tone prosaic in details, ‘encyclopaedic’ more than 
pictorial. I would argue that this style was ‘born’ in Nagasaki and then spread to 
Kyōto, Edo, Ōsaka, and other cities.120 
 Usually manuals on flora and fauna, being scientifically oriented, 
combined written notes and illustrations. The images are depicted in a scientific 
and rigorous manner, with an academic emphasis on detail. The images are big 
and mostly centred within a marked contour line. The contour line (rinkaku           

                                                 
120 It is usually said that the Shen Nanping style flourished in Edo, where some paintings  
influenced by Nanping were very popular in contrast to Kyōto and Ōsaka, where Nanping 
style didn’t get such a popularity. However, according to Nakatani Nobuo who investigated 
Osaka painters production during the Edo period, Ōsaka painters produced a huge number of 
Nanping style paintings. That demonstrates that Nanping styles were prevailing not only in 
Edo but also in Ōsaka. See Nakatani Nobuo 2006, pp. 145-153. 
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) was already familiar to Japanese artists, since it was one of the main 
stylistic features of Far Eastern painting. For this reason the illustrations of 
scientific manuals found a very “fertile soil” in Japan. 121  Highly-detailed 
drawings of flora and fauna became fairly popular among Japan artists and had 
a strong effect on their illustrations of naturalistic subjects. As in scientific 
manuals, the Shen Nanping school in painting naturalistic subjects focused more 
on scientific features rather than artistic features. The characteristics of their 
style are: the images are very big; borders are hidden but surface designs are 
marked; there is a microscopic attention for detail; the background is almost 
empty and monochromatic. In this way their style empowered the decorative 
effect already present in Japanese style, rethought according to the Tokugawa 
fashion (Figs. 20, 22, 23, 24, 29).  
 Let us now compare the Shen Nanping school to Late Gothic or 
International Gothic from 14th-15th century Europe. The Late Gothic style 
became famous for its descriptive detail (Fig. 21), resulting from the influence 
of scientific treatises. These kind of manuals reproduced miniatures of plants, 
herbs, vegetables, cereals, and health beverages (Tacuina Sanitatis).  

Among them it is important to mention the Historia Plantarum, a kind 
of handbook, very detailed, concerning medical herbs.122 It is interesting to note 
that the European Late Gothic style of painting had more or less the same 
narrative tone and decorative taste of the Japanese flora and fauna decorative 
style of painting. Their style has some characteristics in common, such as the 
picture being strongly ornamental, there being detailed descriptions of animal 
and plant species, and the majority of paintings having a golden or neutral 
background. 
 
 
c) Japan and the natural sciences 
 
The first evidence of Japanese interest towards natural science dates back to 
1607, when Hayashi Razan  (1583-1657) obtained a copy of the Bencao 
Gangmu (J: Honzō kōmoku, Compendium of Pharmacopoeia, 1596) 

                                                 
121 Further information on the meaning of the “line” in art, between different cultures (Italian 
and Japanese), can be found in Flamminii 2011, pp. 471-492. 
122 This strong interest in the natural sciences was due to the terrible plague that struck Italy 
and Europe since 1348. For more information see Argan 1980, pp. 61-74. The Tacuinum 
(sometimes Taccuinum) Sanitatis is a medieval handbook on health and wellbeing, based on 
the Taqwim al-sihha م قوي صحة ت  an eleventh-century Arab ,(Maintenance of Health) ال
medical treatise. See Forbes, Henley Daniel and Henley David 2013. The Historia Plantarum 
(Ms 459), preserved in the Library Casanatense Rome, dating from the late 14th century, has 
over five hundred illustrations of plants, which provide a detailed and impressive breadth of 
knowledge of the plant world. Besides these botanical images, there are more than eighty 
illustrations of animals, from which were obtained healing substances, and more than thirty 
illustrations of mineral derivatives.  
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in Nagasaki.123 While European texts were spreading in the 17th century,124 a lot 
of practical guidebooks and manuals on floriculture began to be published in 
Japan. Among them there was the Kadan Kōmoku  (Outline of Flower 
Gardening, 1664-1681) by Mizuno Motokatsu  (17th century) and the 
Kadan chikin shō  (Concise Flower Gardening) by Itō Ihē 

 (17th century).125 
 In the 1720s, Yoshimune lifted the ban against Western books, except 
for religious literature. Shortly after an increasing number of scientific books 
began to be imported to Japan. Furthermore, during the Tokugawa period, the 
most appreciated Westerners in Japan were the Dutch Willem Ten Rhijne (in 
Japan from 1674 to 1676), Engelbert Kaempfer (from 1690 to 1692), and 
Philipp Franz Von Siebold (1823-1830, and 1859-1861); and above all the 
Swedish Carl Pietre Thunberg (from 1775 to 1776). It would be interesting to 
point out that they were all naturalists and botanic experts.126 

                                                 
123 It was the major Chinese essay concerning pharmacology, as proved by the six editions 
(1627-1714). It had a great influence on Japanese Confucianism. See Stramigioli Ciacchi 
1987, pp. 23-49. “In Japan there would seem to have been a premonition of the […] natural 
history period as early as 1274, when […] Seia wrote a book, Bai-zu Kan, on diseases of the 
horse, illustrated by coloured illustrations of seventeen medicinal plants so exactly depicted 
and so artistic as to be a treasure of the fine arts as well as of botany.” See Barlett & Shohara 
1961, p. 313. Hayashi developed a Sino-Japanese lexicon for the inventory species. Later, this 
job was taken up by his colleagues, for comparing this knowledge with local species, and find 
corresponding designations and compiling details referring to all vegetal and animal species 
both from Japan and China. 
124 Such as the work of the Flemish naturalist Rembertus Dodonaeus (1517-1585) Cruydt-
Boeck which is not to be confused with the Cruydeboeck first published in 1554. It was a 
translation in Dutch of the Stirpium Historiae Pemptades Sex, Libri XXX, first published by 
Plantin at Antwerp in 1583. It was a monumental botanical study, divided into 6 large sections, 
each containing 5 books, with classification of the plants in 26 groups, which was far superior 
to all his former classifications. In 1659 the captain of the Dutch factory on Dejima, Zacharias 
Wagenaer presented to the bakufu an edition of this work after which it was translated and 
retranslated for some two centuries. The book was revised and enlarged by an unknown editor 
after a copy annotated by Joost van Ravelingen, who died in 1608, and contains a number of 
newly cut illustrations. See Swaen Paulus 2004. 
125 See Bodart & Massarella 1995, p. 78. 
126 Ten Rhijne was the author of the earliest European medical treatise on acupuncture and 
moxibustion. See Carrubba & Bowers 1974, pp. 371-398. Kaempfer wrote two 
books: Amoenitatum Exoticarum, published in 1712, is important for its medical observations 
and the first extensive description of Japanese plants (Flora Japonica). His History of Japan, 
published posthumously in 1727, was the chief source of Western knowledge about the 
country throughout the 18th and mid-19th centuries. See Mervart 2009, pp. 321-329. Von 
Siebold taught some pupils Western medicine in Japan. He achieved prominence by his 
studies of Japanese flora and fauna and the introduction of Western medicine in Japan. See 
Moeshart 1990, pp. 13-25. Thunberg collected many Japanese plants and his scientific 
activities resulted in the first detailed description of the flora and fauna of Japan: Flora 
Japonica (1784). See Nordenstam 2013, pp. 11-17.  
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 In the 18th century, Japanese people became very interested in Western 
natural sciences, even if that did not mean a break from Chinese tradition. A real 
break would not be possible until the next century. This interest in Western 
literature can be noted in books such as Shobutsu Ruisan 
(Compendium of Universal Knowledge, 1697-1735) by Inō Jakusui 
(1655-1715) and Yamato honzō (Medicinal Herbs of Japan, 1709) 
by Kaibara Ekken  (1630-1714, spending some years in Nagasaki).127 
Ekken was the first who considered pharmacotherapy as a science of nature. To 
him, his book was to be perceived as a guide on nature available also to ordinary 
people, which is why he used a very simple and clear language.  
 The most important treatise circulating in Japan during this period was 
the Honzō Kōmoku Keimō  (Dictated Compendium of Materia 
Medica) published in 1803 and authored by Ono Ranzan  (1729-
1810), who was considered the last of the Three Great Naturalist Masters. The 
naturalistic images of his book generally included “snapshots”, and small 
sections of the whole plant, composed with a specific attention to detail. The 
images were so accurate that every single element, such as the leaves, the 
flowers, the seeds, the fruits etc. were depicted with great attention to the 
particulars. Thanks to the woodcutting, the images gained a visual strength 
through the use of the conventional upper surfaces of leaves, black against 
white, while lower surfaces showed white against black. It is a method for 
obtaining a very graphic/decorative effect. 
 Although natural science books and bird-and-flower paintings were 
very different things, they still had a common subject (flora and fauna), and the 
naturalistic illustrations included in scientific manuals might have been basic 
samples for both painters and experts of natural sciences. Thus, it is not hard to 

                                                 
127 Inō Jakusui published in 1692 a catalogue of the natural products of Japan, and in 1696, a 
treatise on the food plants in which 189 species of herbaceous edible plants are described. In 
1697 he commenced to compile a great encyclopaedia of natural products, with the intention 
of completing it in one thousand volumes. He divided the natural products into 26 groups, i.e., 
the air, water, earth, stone, metals, jewels, cereals, beans, fermented food, melon-like fruits, 
sea weeds, water plants, bamboos, vegetables, flowers, herbs, trees, fruits, snakes, birds, 
beasts, fish, insects, molluscs, and taste. He arranged under these headings natural products 
with Chinese names and under each name explanations extracted from all accessible Chinese 
literature, the classics, history, geographical works, etc. When he had compiled three hundred 
and sixty-two volumes, he died. In 1719, the lord of Kaga presented the unfinished books to 
the Tokugawa government, and in 1729, the shōgun Yoshimune ordered Niwa Seihaku, a 
pupil of Ino Jaksui to complete the set as originally planned. After seven years, in 1735, the 
remaining six hundred thirty eight volumes were written and the work committed. See 
Gakujutsu Kenkyū Kaigi, 1926. Kaibara Ekken or Ekiken, also known as Atsunobu , 
Neo-Confucianist philosopher and botanist, was sent in 1649 to Nagasaki to study Western 
science. He advanced the study of botany in Japan when he wrote Yamato honzō which was a 
seminal study of Japanese plants. The 19th-century German Japanologist Philipp Franz von 
Siebold called him the “Aristotle of Japan”. See Yonemoto Marcia 2003, p. 49. 
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imagine that both the style of scientific illustrations and the style of bird-and-
flower paintings might exert a reciprocal influence on each other. 
 
 
d) The flora and fauna decorative painting of the Nanping school  
 
Some of the most innovative aspects of what we have called flora and fauna 
decorative style is the emphasis on the graphic setting and the peculiar 
decorative effect of the entire painting. These features are also representative of 
what we consider the Japanese ‘graphic style’. This style of Japanese art, in fact, 
is undoubtedly characterised by flat and brightly-coloured shapes, little 
modelling or cast shadows, bold design, and heavy use of black contour lining. 
The contour lines meant to replace ‘blending’, a feature of common European 
oil on canvas paintings.  

As we argued before, it may have been the style of scientific treatises to 
influence Japanese artists. The treatise illustrations, on one hand, inspired 
Japanese artists who were renovating their techniques in graphic design, 
experimenting with new tonalities and different type of contour lines, on the 
other hand, providing new subjects and perspectives, such as: great emphasis on 
detail; unusual huaniao subjects; narrative – and sometimes prosaic − sense 
given by the representation. In the Nanping painting school, the decorative 
aspect was even more emphasised, because paintings had to satisfy the taste of 
merchants.

128
 

 
Fig. 22  Kumashiro Yūhi, Xi Wangmu’s Peaches of Immortality, 

middle 18th century, colour on paper, Kobe City Museum 

                                                 
128 See for example Sheldon 1973 and Zanier 1975.  
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This style is representative of the artist Kumashiro Yūhi  (1712-1772) 
(Fig. 22). He was known as the only Japanese painter who studied directly under 
Shen Nanping. The members of Kumashiro family were all business interpreters 
and middlemen, and Yūhi possessed a deep knowledge of Chinese culture. At 
the time in Nagasaki there were many Chinese schools of painting. Kumashiro 
Yūhi’s art may have been formed in such a lively artistic atmosphere. He was an 
apprentice in Karae mekiki and learnt painting techniques from Watanabe 
Shuseki.129 The latter painter was an important exponent of Karae mekiki, who 
studied with the Ōbaku monk Yiran. Besides Kumashiro Yūhi, Watanabe 
Shuseki was also the master of the Nanga painter Yanagisawa Kien. 130 
Kumashiro Yūhi later became the most talented student of the Nanping school. 
He characteristically subordinated a sense of spatial recession in the paintings to 
a careful arrangement of motifs across an extremely shallow foreground. Many 
elements in his painting function equally as flat design and landscape 
background. His style has some differences from the conventional Shen 
Nanping school style. Kumashiro style focused much more on volume and on 
detail, which often seem to stand out from the level of the surface. His shapes 
are quite abstract.  
Kumashiro’s encyclopaedic approach to naturalistic subjects had a very 
decorative effect. He used both traditional bird-and-flower and unusual floral 
subjects, valorising every single detail, instead of valorising their symbolic 
value, as it was required by Eastern tradition. He played an important role in 
transmitting the new style. According to natural history albums and similar 
books, he somehow altered the tradition by filling the foreground of a 
composition with his own subjects, but also by using fewer themes. His style is 
characterised by a simplification of the brushwork, and a reduced sense of 
spatial depression. As a result, the overall effect is “dramatic” in manner. 
 Yūhi had many students, such as Ōbaku monk Kakutei (1722-
1785), originally from Nagasaki, who had wide access to Chinese and Japanese 
paintings in Zen monastery collections. He used a watery-ink style, following 
Ōbaku painters such as Taihō, and introduced the style to the Kyōto and Kinki 
areas, influencing artists such as Yanagisawa Kien, who inscribed several of 
Kakutei’s paintings. His bird-and-flower subjects, as well as his bamboos and 
plums, emphasised reduction and simplification of the design elements and their 
dramatic arrangement against flat, empty spaces.  

                                                 
129 See Yamane Yuzo 1977, p. 401. According to Laurance Roberts, Yuhi’s date of birth is 
sometimes given as 1693, in which case he may have studied under Watanabe Shuseki, as is 
sometimes stated. See Roberts 1976, p. 205. 
130 He attended the Ishizaki (family from Karae mekiki specialised in Chinese landscapes on 
oil on canvas) Kinoshita Itsuun, one of “Nagasaki Nanga masters”, following the merchant-
painter Jiang Jiapu. 
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Yūhi’s most famous pupil was Kusumoto Sekkei (1715-1786). Born 
in Edo, the latter reached Nagasaki in 1740, specialising in kachōga; he will use 
this style to spread that of the Shen Nanping school. Kusumoto set out to 
modernise his own art by studying techniques directly under the Chinese painter 
Song Ziyan (18th century). Song realised a decorative style very similar 
to the encyclopaedic painting done by Nanping. He reached Nagasaki in 1758, 
where he got famous as Sō Shigan.

131
 Kusumoto, being a faithful follower, 

decided to change his name into Sō Shiseki , from his master. Shiseki 
became a prominent representative of the Shen Nanping school, teaching Shiba 
Kōkan  (1747-1818),

132
 among others, and he was close with Rangaku 

scholars such as the pharmacologist, physician, author, painter, and inventor 
Hiraga Gennai  (1728-1780) and a scholar known for his translation of 
the Kaitai shinsho (New Book of Anatomy), Sugita Genpaku 

 (1733-1817).
 133

  
Shiseki produced many illustrations for Hiraga Gennai’s Butsurui hinshitsu 

 (Classification of Various Materials, 1763).
134

 His carefully detailed 
illustrations of the Kokon gasō  (Illustrated Manual of Painting Past 
and Present) are animal pictures in the ‘Ihin’ (foreign goods) section, in which 
J. Jonston’s Naeukeurige ‘beschryving van de natuur der viervoetige dieren 
(Accurate Description of the Nature of Four-Footed Animals, Fish and 
Bloodless Water Animals, Birds, Crinkle-Animals, Snakes and Dragons) was 
referenced.

135
It included also paintings by Nanping and other Nagasaki-trained 

artists.
136

 Shiseki attempted to reproduce not only the exact appearance of the 
animals, but also a sense of volume through shading and highlighting. 

                                                 
131 See Guan Wei 2002, p. 308.  
132 Shiba Kōkan is a Japanese painter and printmaker, famous both for his Western-style 
paintings, in imitation of Dutch oil painting styles, methods, and themes, and his Ukiyoe 
prints, but also producing forgeries of the works of Japanese designer of woodblock print, 
Suzuki Harunobu (c. 1725-1770). He also was engaged in Rangaku in the field of 
astronomy. See for example French 1974. 
133 This medical text is based on the Dutch-language translation Ontleedkundige Tafelen, 
often known in Japan as Tāheru Anatomia  (Tafel Anatomie), of 
Kulmus’ German Anatomische Tabellen. As a full-blown translation from a Western language, 
it was the first of its kind in Japan. It was published by Suharaya Ichibei in 1774. See Screech 
2005. 
134 See Murase Miyeko 1994, p. 95 (n. 5). 
135 This Dutch edition is considered as a precursor of the zoological encyclopaedia. See 
Pollier-Green, Van De Velde, Pollier (edits) 2008, p. 65. It was presented in 1663 at Dejima 
to the shogunate family, and it became a fundamental source of knowledge on Western 
zoology in Japan. See Pflugfelder & Walker 2005, p. 138. 
136 See Isozaki Yasuhiko 2004, p. 142.
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When he came back to Edo, the painter dedicated himself to teaching, in 
order to spread his eccentric style (Fig. 23).137 Like Yūhi, Shiseki simplified the 
landscape components and stressed surface design. Like Nanping, Shiseki used 
small strokes of bright white or gold, in order to give depth to the fur or feathers 
and to create a deluxe surface. 

 

 
Fig. 23  Sō Shiseki, Flowers  and Birds in the Snow, 1765, 

colour on silk, Kobe City Museum. 
 

Many Chinese art historians think that the detailed naturalism of Shiseki’s works 
is usually related to Western painting, as he was familiar with botanical texts 
imported from Holland and made copies of the engraved illustrations. Rather 
than this stylistic choice coming straight from European painting, however, I 
think Shiseki matured Shen Nanping’s ‘intuition’, already retaken by Yūhi, in a 
very sensible way: his style is indeed more focused on details, also lending 
credence to the legacy left by botanic manuals and scientific treatises. 

Every painter from the school had a chance to transmit their own style 
in the measure of their own interests, taking either way from a common source: 
e.g., Chinese tradition with bird-and-flower style, but adapted according to 
                                                 
137 “The composition of these paintings reflects the deeply rooted convention established by 
Southern School Chinese painters centuries ago, in which the asymmetrical placement of 
pictorial elements plays the prominent role.” See Murase Miyeko 2000, p. 403. 
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Japanese standards through a composition very similar to the setting of Chinese, 
Western, and then Japanese botanic manuals. This style was not only found in 
Nagasaki, but above all – thanks to Kakutei and Shiseki – had been spread even 
to Kyōto and the Kinki area, reaching even the capital. 
Shimizu Shokatsukan  (1719-1790) is thought to have introduced 
the Nanping style to Edo.

138
 The meticulous shape of the bird-and-flowers and 

the sophisticated composition within a rectangular frame reveal the masterful 
craftsmanship that Japanese artists eagerly sought to learn from Nanping and his 
flora and fauna decorative painting (Fig. 24).  

Shen Nanping transmitted his 
methods to Yūhi of Nagasaki, 
Shiseki and also Shimizu of Tōkyō, 
who succeeded to this patrimony. 
Yūhi and Shimizu’s styles range 
from paintings very close to 
Chinese models to a more definite 
Japanese cast and a more decorative 
and scientific approach to painting 
(Figs. 22, 24). Among the painters 
of the Shen Nanping school, it 
seems there was a kind of aim, or 
mission, following the development 
of the woodblock printed book − as 
well as the valorisation of manuals 
of painting and natural sciences 
treatises. Hi kangen sansui gashiki 

(1789) and the Ransai gafu  (“Ransai’s Picture Album”, eight volumes 
published in 1782 and four in 1802) by Mori Ransai  (1740-1801) 
became a precious guide for artists.

139
 Many illustrations for painting flowers, 

trees, rocks, and birds show an academic and scientific way of description so 
much to get confused – in some cases more than in others − with illustrations of 
natural science manuals (Fig. 25): theirs is the same careful attention for 
naturalistic details, through a graphic setting that provides emphasis on the 
subject, always presented with notes.  
 

                                                 
138 There is no record that he went to Nagasaki. According to the Unshitsu zuihitsu  
(Essays about artists), Shokatsukan died impoverished because he collected and restored so 
many classical paintings. He even painted a stone and leaf in the meticulous technique of 
Chinese painting. See Tsuruta Takeyoshi 1993, p. 66. 
139 See Jōchi Daigaku 1989, p. 255. 

 
 

Fig. 24  Shimizu Shokatsukan Baby quails under a 
leaf, ink and colour on silk, Private Collection. 
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Fig. 25  Mori Ransai, Nine types of leaves and how to draw them, 1782; 

woodblock-printed, Stephen A. Schwarzman Building Spencer Collection. 
 
e) Flora and fauna decorative painting becoming a classic style  
 
The Shen Nanping school style became an interest matter for Japanese painters 
from different backgrounds. The Nanga pioneer, Yanagisawa Kien, tried to be 
faithful to the élite sense of literati painting style (Fig. 26). He realised 
landscapes according to the style of the Chinese woodblock-printed books, but is 
also well known for his finger paintings of bamboo, and especially for his 
elaborate bird-and flower paintings. He probably learnt Shen Nanping’s style 
from Nagasaki Chinese immigrant painter Ying Yuanzhang  (J: Ei 
Genshō, 18th century), a pupil of Ōbaku monk Yiran, and is also believed to be a 
student of Watanabe Shuseki.

140
 

 Itō Jakuchū  (1716-1800), one of the most important and 
eccentric artists of Edo period, created many works in the form of hanging 
scrolls, painted with a combination of Chinese and Japanese methods and styles. 
A very common theme in his works is birds, in particular chickens and roosters, 
though several of his more famous paintings depict cockatoos, parrots, and 
phoenixes. His otherwise traditional works display a great degree of 
experimentation with perspective, and with other very modern stylistic elements. 
He held strong ties to Zen Buddhist ideals, though he was also keenly aware of 
his role within a Kyōto society that was becoming increasingly commercial. He 
is known as one of the “Three Eccentrics” together with Nagasawa Rosetsu 

 (1754-1799) and Soga Shōhaku  (1730-1781), but he is 
normally considered “less outrageous in his behaviour and in the expression of 
his talent than the other two artists, and his reputation as an eccentric seems to 
have been based on his tendency to combine incompatible elements in his 
                                                 
140  Stanley-Backer 1992, p. 61, and Murase Miyeko 1975, p. 235, but also in Yoshida 
Mitsukuni 1968, p. 205. 
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paintings — realism, for example, with brilliant colour and decorative 
abstraction.”

141
 

 In Peonies and Butterflies (Fig. 27) the painter blends together two 
popular subjects of East Asian tradition. Peony, symbolising beauty, the 
feminine and prosperity, was among one of the favourite flowers of the Chinese 
Imperial élite during the Tang period; the other was the butterfly, symbol of 
good luck and main character of many stories particularly important to monks, 
scholars, and merchants from Jakuchū.

142
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
141 Murase Miyeko 2000, p. 285. 
142 In perhaps the most famous animal story in Chinese literature, is: Zhuangzi  dreams a 
butterfly - or a butterfly dreams about Zhuangzi (Zhuang Gong Meng Die, ). 
According to this parable, the sage Zhuangzi dreams that he is a carefree yellow butterfly. 
Upon awakening, however, he didn’t know if he was Zhuangzi who had dreamt he was a 
butterfly, or a butterfly dreaming he was Zhuangzi. 

  
 

Fig. 26  Yanagisawa 
Kien, Flowers and 

Insects, ink and 
colour on silk, 

Museum of East 
Asian Art, Berlin. 

 

Fig. 27  Itō Jakuchū Peonies and 
Butterflies, 1757, ink and colour 

on silk, the Museum of the 
Imperial Collections, Tōkyō. 
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A study of these techniques allows us to understand and pick up on the artist’s 
ability, who gives his subjects a kind of oneiric sense by using chromatic levels 
and giving the image a sense of suspension in the time dimension (yet 
nevertheless making sure the details are all well defined); it is the same effect 
we can find in Yanagisawa Kien (Fig. 26).143 
Jakuchū’s painting style is deeply influenced by Shen Nanping (Fig. 29):

144
 his 

subjects prove this, being part of traditional Japanese legacy, but also the neutral 
background and the ‘cut’ given to the scene composition, with always a careful 
and detailed flora and fauna decorative style of painting. In Jakuchū the 
emphasis is even more stressed on ornamental taste and chromatic valorisation, 
which allows to transcend surface appearances and capture the otherwise 
ineffable, vital essence of the cosmos, with the conceptual atmosphere that 
enveloped them and the invisible ether within which they swayed and glided. 
 Sakai Hōitsu  (1761-1828), born in Edo, was another story 
entirely. He studied with Shiseki, and saw spreading his master Ogata Kōrin’s 
painting style as his mission.

145
 He was also one of the painters that published 

books of woodcut reproductions of Kōrin’s works (Kōrin hyakuzu , 
One Hundred Works by Kōrin, 1815), and those of Kōrin’s brother, Ogata 
Kenzan  (1663-1743) (Kenzan iboku , Ink Traces of Kenzan, 
1823), as well as a book of his own paintings (Oson gafu , The Oson 
picture book, 1817).

146
 

 In a very well-known copy of a two-panel screen, Grasses and Flowers 
of Summer and Autumn (Fig. 28), Hōitsu empowers with traditional Japanese 
style thought the erudite style of the painter, not forgetting flora and fauna 
decorative painting. New tastes and canons of elegance spread throughout Edo, 
above all if we compare it to the two-panel screen Red and White Plum 
Blossoms (ca. 1710, Fig. 30) by Kōrin. Kōrin-like attention for the embellished 
chromatism, the spare style, and the cutting golden background leave space to 
equilibrium amongst the river, vegetation, and the silver background in Hōitsu 
screen.  

The definition of flora, instead, recalls the bird-and-flower style of Shen 
Nanping (Fig. 29) and his school; the style used for painting vegetation, indeed, 
was not faithful to shadow-against-light rules, or shade techniques, but rather 
retook the descriptive style of flora and fauna decorative paintings. The 

                                                 
143  “When Jakuchū’s cultural and spiritual mentor Daiten (1719-1801) encountered the 
painting in 1760, he titled it Beautiful Mist and Fragrant Wind (Enka kōfū), suggesting that 
the real subject here was not the peonies and butterflies.” Lippit 2012, p. 85. 
144  The painter was a friend of Kimura Kenkadō  (1736-1802), commoner, 
merchant, literatus, botanist, natural historian, sake brewer, commercial publisher, seal carver, 
stationery seller, landscape painter. Kimura studied the Nanping style with Ōbaku painter, 
Kakutei. See O’Reilly 2012, p. 21; Beerens 2006, p. 76.  
145 See Sullivan 1974, p. 137 and Beerens 2006, p. 216.  
146 Murase Miyeko 1994, p. 276. 
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innovative element, ornamental accuracy, and naturalistic definition of the 
encyclopaedic style of the Shen Nanping school, with Hōitsu, who was faithful 
to tradition, easily became a feature of Japanese classical art.

147
 Hōitsu in his 

work shows the inevitable stylistic contaminatio (artistic cross-fertilization), re-
elaborated according to the noble sensitivity of literati painters, as we can see by 
some of the floral details, barely outlined by the brush. A flower stem, barely 
visible, even when standing out against others, shows the poetic value of the 
lonesome leaves, as a single cun  (ink brush-stroke for expressing texture)

148
 

can give deepness to the work, and the sense of blowing wind. 
 
 

 

 
. 28  Sakai Hōitsu. Grasses and Flowers of Summer and Autumn, 1821, folding screens, ink, 

gold and silver on paper, Tōkyō National Museum. 
 
 
 

                                                 
147 According to Hiroko Johnson, Shen Nanping influenced many artists, including Maruyama 
Ōkyo, but the impact of Chinese naturalistic painting on Ōkyo’s work has been debated. See 
Hiroko Johnson 2005, p. 131. J. Hiller considers “certainly not Shen Nanping […]. Possibly 
the influence of Chinese masters on his work has been overstressed. There is a persistent 
theory that it was the example of Shen Nanping that led to the upsurge of naturalism in Japan, 
but his work is that of a typically dry, half-naturalistic, half-decorative Qing painter from 
which Okyo’s direct, first-hand naturalism was an explicit departure.” Hillier 1974, p. 20. 
Ganku  (1749 or 1756-1839) was founder of the Kishi school  of painting, and he 
studied various painting styles, including those of the Nanping and Maruyama schools. He 
arrived in Kyōto around 1780. See Screech 2000, pp. 169-172. 
148 Chinese painters and critics have sorted cun into many different categories. The painter’s 
personality and expressive intent is represented by the  cunfa (technique or method of 
painting ink strokes to create texture) that he or she employs. 
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Fig. 29  Shen Nanping, Autumn, colour on paper, 

1732, Private collection. 
 

 
Fig. 30  Ogata Kōrin, Red and White Plum Blossoms, ca. 1710, twofold screens, 

ink, color, and gold-and-silver leaf on paper, Museum of Art, Atami. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
As we have seen, during the Tokugawa period, there was great interest in 
transmitting Chinese cultural values. According to the needs of Japanese society, 
Chinese culture had to satisfy two separate objectives. On one hand, the 
Japanese official élite, deeply interested in maintaining its conservative identity, 
was reverential towards Chinese traditions. On the other hand, the urban élites 
creatively “appropriated” Chinese traditional culture in order to express a new 
aristocratic identity and foster social transformations. 

For what concerns the field of art, the port of Nagasaki undoubtedly 
played an important role in stimulating new ideas. I identified six main factors 
as directly responsible for spreading Chinese traditional painting culture, 
although some of them cannot properly be considered as schools, but just as 
movements, or painting styles: 
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I. the Ōbakuga that was the most ancient school. Ōbakuga artists practiced 
calligraphy and used the Ming style to portray Ōbaku monks; 

II. Chinese importations: printed texts, paintings, and manuals; 
III. the Nanga or Bunjinga that used Chinese literati style; 
IV. Ming-Qing paintings and the inspectors of the Karae mekiki, who 

examined, catalogued, and copied the imported Chinese paintings; 
V. Chinese merchants travelling to Japan and the role of the merchant-

painters; 
VI. the Nanpinha, which realised bird-and-flower paintings with the 

characteristic style of the Chinese artist Shen Nanping, which I call 
“flora and fauna decorative painting”. 

 
Each of these factors interested different aspects of Chinese painting culture. 
 

The Ōbakuga was the most important centre for monks − as well as 
calligraphers – and it was also specialised in Ming-style painting. Ōbaku monks 
imported many original Chinese paintings to Japan, especially of Fujian artists 
(including Zhang Ruitu and Wang Jianzhang), which soon became the main 
reference for transmitting Chinese art styles to Japanese artists (including 
painters such as Hattori Nankaku, Ogyū Sorai, Gion Nankai, and Ike no Taiga). 
We must also stress the fact that the study of Chinese aesthetic treatises (such as 
the Guhua Pinlu by Xie He), Chinese artist biographies, and Chinese manuals of 
painting (such as Bazhong Huapu and Jiezi Yuan Hua Zhuan) had a relevant 
influence on many Japanese masters. It was therefore possible that the study of 
Chinese aesthetic manuals might incite Japanese artists to categorise their own 
painting traditions into genres and styles (the Honchō Gashi of 1693 is a good 
example).  

The Nanga reproduced the Chinese literati style. It undoubtedly incited 
the formation of a distinctive Japanese literati tradition (bunjinga). Master 
Kuwayama Gyokushū was the greatest supporter of creating a ‘new’ bunjin 
style. He theorised that polychromatic landscapes were to be considered at the 
same level of monochromatic paintings by Chinese literati. Furthermore, he 
included some Japanese traditionalist artists, such as Sōtatsu and Kōrin of the 
Rinpa group, among major Nanga representatives. We can therefore suppose 
that the two evolving traditions must have exerted 
considerable influence upon each other. 

The Karae mekiki was mostly responsible for the authentication of 
imported paintings. It may be seen as a turning point in the field of Japanese art. 
Karae mekiki masters stressed the importance of details and verisimilitude. Their 
aim was to reproduce duplicate copies, developing techniques that could 
compare with the originals. Their own works, despite being part of a system 
intended to regulate the influx of foreign ideas, ended up contributing to the rise 
of the heavily foreign-influenced Nagasaki schools of painting. The Karae 
mekiki style arose through the fusion of two imitated styles of painting: Chinese 
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traditional painting, which paid special attention to brushwork (with dots and 
lines as the principal method of expression), and European paintings, which 
used an accurate representation of the visual appearances of things 
(naturalism).The first inspector for Chinese art was Watanabe Shuseki, who 
after meeting Ōbaku monk Yiran, became the teacher of Yanagisawa Kien (one 
of the three major pioneers of the Nanga school) and Kumashiro Yūhi (the most 
talented student of the Nanping school).  

It is important to stress the extent to which orthodox Chinese style was 
taught ad personam by merchant-painters, whose teachings constituted the main 
reference model for Japanese artists. Merchant-painters were particularly 
faithful to Chinese literati style, but just in order to satisfy Japanese consumers’ 
needs. For example, Yi Fujiu, whose main activity was selling horses, taught the 
‘ink dots technique’ that soon became the main model for Ike no Taiga. Freely 
integrating Chinese and Japanese painting traditions with his personal 
preferences, Taiga created his own ink-landscape style. The style of captain 
Jiang Jiapu was a technical updating of the orthodox manner, and he taught it to 
Nanga masters. Furthermore, Nanga painters mastered the techniques of 
Western art to enhance acquire a more realistic painting technique. The ship 
owner Fei Qinghu taught his technique that meant to recall the ‘finger painting’ 
(zhitouhua) style to Nanga painters. They were very impressed by the visual 
effects of finger paintings, which evoked spontaneity and emotive 
expressiveness; thus, they readily reproduced them with brush-made paintings. 
The most famous Nanga artists intended to renew the traditional style of 
Japanese painting, creating a synthesis of many Japanese and European 
approaches to painting, and the style used in Chinese prototypes. 

Particular attention should be paid to the school of Shen Nanping 
(Nanpinha). Nanpinha artists introduced an unusual repertoire of bird-and-
flower painted with meticulous attention to detail and they put a peculiar 
emphasis on the exotic taste. I have called this style “flora and fauna decorative 
painting”. I firmly believe that this style obtains its inspiration from the narrative 
style used by Western but also Chinese scientific guidebooks to illustrate plants 
and animals. Although natural science books and bird-and-flower paintings were 
very different things, they still had a common subject (flora and fauna), and the 
naturalistic illustrations included in scientific manuals might have been basic 
samples for both painters and experts of natural sciences. Thus, it is not hard to 
imagine that both the style of scientific illustrations and the style of bird-and-
flower paintings might exert a reciprocal influence on each other. Among the 
painters, it seems there was a kind of aim, or mission, following the 
development of the woodblock printed book (such as Hi kangen sansui gashiki 
and Ransai gafu) − as well as the valorisation of manuals of painting and natural 
sciences treatises. Many illustrations for painting flowers, trees, rocks, and birds 
show an academic and scientific way of description so much to get confused – in 
some cases more than in others − with illustrations of natural science manuals: 
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theirs is the same careful attention for naturalistic details, through a graphic 
setting that provides emphasis on the subject, always presented with notes. 

The style of the Shen Nanping school would therefore be fruit of an 
artistic investigation. In their paintings, flora and fauna are not just “realistic”, 
but are styled just as they appear in Chinese and Western treatises. The treatise 
illustrations, on one hand, inspired Japanese artists who were renovating their 
techniques in graphic design (thanks also to Karae mekiki), experimenting with 
new tonalities and different type of contour lines, on the other hand, providing 
new subjects, style and perspectives, such as: non-native huaniao subjects; 
narrative, ‘encyclopaedic’ more than pictorial, sense given by the representation; 
pictorial subjects are very big; borders are hidden but surface designs are 
marked; there is a microscopic attention for detail; the background is almost 
empty and monochromatic; there is a graceful equilibrium between naturalism 
and artificiality; the shadow-and-light compositional rigor is neglected; and the 
spatial equilibrium sometimes seems to not be “logical”. In this way their style 
empowered the decorative effect already present in Japanese style, rethought 
according to the Tokugawa fashion. In the Nanping painting school, the 
decorative aspect was even more emphasised, because paintings had to satisfy 
the taste of merchants.  

Nanpinha subjects became soon part of the traditional bird-and-flower 
repertoire. Their style even influenced several ‘traditional’ artists of the Nanga 
school (Yanagisawa Kien), Rinpa group (Sakai Hōitsu) and it was also used by 
many artists from Kyōto, Edo, Ōsaka, and all parts of Japan (especially thanks to 
Nanpinha painters, such as Kakutei, Sō Shiseki, and Shimizu Shokatsukan).  

The artistic eclecticism was a crucial aspect of ‘Nagasaki school’, and 
the contaminatio between types and styles of art was the basis of much of its 
creative vitality. 

It seems clear, therefore, that the role Nagasaki painters played in 
revitalising Japanese painting tradition can no longer be underestimated.  
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1. The beginning of Kang Youwei’s exile and his trip towards 
Europe (1898-1904) 

 
After the failure of the Hundred Days Reform (“Wuxu Bianfa” , June 
10-September 21, 1898), the Chinese scholar Kang Youwei  (1858-1927) 
had no other choice than to leave China to save his own life. He had been the 
main promoter of the reformist experiment, thus Empress Dowager Cixi  
(1861-1908), who made a coup d’etat with the support of the conservative 
members of the Qing Court who stood in the way of reformation, abolished all 
Reform measures, overthrew Emperor Guangxu (1871-1908) and sentenced 
all reformers to death. On September 29, Kang Youwei left China and sailed to 
Japan with the help of the British Navy.1 His long exile started there and lasted 
for 16 years. He was able to return to China only in 1914. 

During the years 1898-1899, he travelled from Japan towards Canada 
and Great Britain (May 1899) in order to find support for the salvation of 
Emperor Guangxu and to realize reforms to modernize China; but it was in 
vain.2 He returned to Japan and after some short trips to Hong Kong, Singapore 
and Malaysia, he set up his home in India with his daughter Kang Tongbi

 (1887-1969) in 1901. His daughter would end up following him on many of 
his journeys around the world. Kang Youwei lived in India for two years, during 
which he visited many historical sites and completed the compilation of many of 
his writings – among them, his masterpiece, the Datong Shu (“The 
Book of Great Unity”).3   

Kang Youwei’s interest in the West was raised in 1874, when he read 
his first book about foreign countries and the geography of the world, the 

                                                           
1 Jung-pang Lo 1967, p. 128 and Sabattini and Santangelo 2004, p. 547.  
2 About the course of events in Japan, see Junsei Ljichi 1956, p. 302. In Great Britain, a 
motion for military action was presented and discussed in English Parliament, but in the end it 
was not approved. See Jung-pang Lo 1967, p. 139 and Forman 2013, p. 3. 
3 For detailed information about this work, see Thompson 1958, and Masi 1998. 
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Yinghuan Zhilüe by Xu Jiyu (1795-1873).4 In 1878 he went 
to Hong Kong – a British colony since 1842 – and had his first contact with 
Western society and administration. He was really impressed by the cleanliness, 
tidiness and efficient organization of the city; all those positive elements made 
Kang Youwei change his mind about the West and from that moment on he 
embarked on a systematical investigation about its history, politics, society and 
economy. Kang did not record all his sources about the West – in fact he only 
mentioned a few of them, like the Haiguo Tuzhi by Wei Yuan  
(1794-1856).5 He also collected many materials in the Jiangnan Arsenal6 during 
a trip in Shanghai in 1882.  

In 1904, Kang Youwei eventually decided to take a tour in Europe, 
perhaps with the aim of verifying with his own eyes what he had read about 
European politics, society, culture and history. In March 1904, he departed 
Hong Kong on board a French ship. He sailed through Thailand, Vietnam, 
Malaysia (Penang) and Ceylon, where he left on June 3 towards the Arabic 
peninsula. On June 8 he reached Aden, in Yemen, crossed the Red Sea and 
reached the mouth of the Suez Channel on June 13. He then crossed the Channel 
until reaching the Egyptian city of Port Said overlooking the Mediterranean Sea. 
He left the African coast to sail towards the Italian coast on the Italian ship 
“Isis”.7 Kang described the ship as small but fast, with a majority of Italian 
passengers that were quite rude compared to the ones coming from Northern 
Europe on the previous ship. He later stated that it was hard for small countries 
to flourish and be refined,8 thus demonstrating he already had some kind of a 
view of Italy as a small nation with a long way to go before becoming a great 
country like other European ones. On board the “Isis”, he crossed the 
Mediterranean Sea and the Aegean Sea, finally reaching the Italian port of 
Brindisi on June 16.9  

 
  

                                                           
4 Jung-pang Lo 1957, p. 30. 
5 Jung-pang Lo 1957, p. 36. 
6 The Jiangnan Arsenal (Jiangnan Jiqi Zhizaoju ) was a construction site for 
warships and military equipment that included a department for translation and a school for 
interpreters since 1868-1869. See David 1998, pp. 661-663 and Casalin 2006, pp. 119-121. 
7 According to Bertuccioli (1958), the ship name could have been “Assisi”, but Jungpang Lo 
stated that the name is “Isis”. In fact, the correct name is ‘Isis’, which is the name of the 
steamer that was in service between Port Said and Brindisi. See Bertuccioli 1958, p. 83; Jung-
pang Lo 1967, p. 196; Mascia 1985, p. 96. 
8 Haicheng Daojing Ji, p. 66. 
9 Haicheng Daojing Ji, pp. 59-68. 
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2. Kang Youwei’s travel in Italy and the account of his 
itinerary in the Yidali Youji  (“Travel Diary of 
Italy”) 

 
Kang Youwei travelled through Europe extensively and repeatedly during his 
long exile. He toured the continent from Scotland to Greece, and from Portugal 
to Bulgaria.10 The first tour he embarked upon in Europe was during the years 
1904-1908 and, for every country he visited, he wrote a travel diary. His 
intention perhaps was to later publish some of these diaries into a collection, 
which he eventually did in the volumes Ouzhou Shiyiguo Youji  

 (“Travel Diaries on Eleven Countries in Europe”). The first volume of the 
collection was published for the first time in 1905 by Guangzhi Shuju in 
Shanghai11 and contained the account of his trip in Italy, the Yidali Youji

 (“Travel Diary of Italy”).  
The contents of the first volume of Ouzhou Shiyiguo Youji included:  
- Xu  (“Preface”) 
- Mulu  (“Index”)  
- Haicheng Daojing Ji  (“Account on Maritime Route”)12 
- Yidali Youji (“Travel Diary of Italy”) 

 
In the “Index”, it is clear which diaries Kang Youwei intended to include in the 
collection. They are Italy, Switzerland, Austria, Hungary, Germany, France, 
Denmark, Sweden, Belgium, Holland and England (see picture below). 

   
 

Fig. 1. The diaries in the index of the first printed volume (1905) 
of the collection Ouzhou Shiyiguo Youji 

                                                           
10 For an account of all his travels, see Jung-pang Lo 1957, pp. 178-252. 
11 The copy is stored in the National Library of China in Beijing in microfilm format.  
12 In this chapter it is possible to read the itinerary from Hong Kong to Brindisi (March-June 
1904). 
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Afterwards, the first volume was systematically published every year until 1911. 
After the foundation of the Republic of China (1912), there was no information 
about any other publication of it until recent years. In 1980, Zhong Shuhe 

edited13 and republished the work under the title Ouzhou Shiyiguo Youji (yi) 
. More recently, he included it in the collection 

Zouxiang Shijie Congshu  (“From East to West, Chinese 
Travelers Before 1911”),14 published by Yuelu Shushe in 1985 and 2008.  

In fact, present research shows only two volumes of the collection 
Ouzhou Shiyiguo Youji were published. Besides the Yidali Youji, the second 
volume contained the Falanxi Youji  (“Travel Diary of France”) and 
was published in 1907 by Guangzhi Shuju in Shanghai.15 Although the Yidali 
Youji manuscript has been lost, the manuscripts of all the other diaries are 
housed in a collection at the Shanghai Museum, but they are not open to public 
consultation. However, it is possible to read them in Wang Youwei  
(1995)’s and Zhang Ronghua  (2007)’s works. 

In Italy, sinologists Giuliano Bertuccioli and Federico Masini have 
conducted some preliminary research on the Yidali Youji. Bertuccioli wrote a 
brief paper about Kang’s trip in Italy;16 Masini spoke of the diary in the work 
Italia e Cina (“Italy and China”).17 Alessandra Brezzi (2012) has also briefly 
mentioned the diary and the description of St. Peter’s Basilica contained in it.18 
Taking this research as a starting point, this paper aims to further explore what 
we know about Kang Youwei’s opinion of Italy by showing the historical 
comparison he made between China and Italy. Using Kang’s words, it will be 
demonstrated that he found a curious parallelism between China and Italy’s 
historical trends of events from the ancient Rome until the Middle Ages; the 
parallel trend stopped then in the contemporary era, in which Italy, unlike China, 
thanks to some important political and military figures, managed to become a 
unified and free country on its way towards economic development. This could 

                                                           
13  Zhong Shuhe added punctuation, numbered the chapters and rewrote it in simplified 
characters. 
14 The English translation of the title of the collection has been given by the editor himself, 
see Zhong Shuhe 1985, p. 5. 
15 This diary was also included by Zhong Shuhe in the collection Zouxiang Shijie Congshu, 
together with the Yidali Youji. The section of the collection containing the two diaries was 
named by Zhong Ouzhou Shiyiguo Youji Erzhong  “Two of the Travel 
Diaries of Eleven Countries in Europe”. 
16 The title of the paper is “Il ‘Viaggio in Italia’ di K’ang Yu-wei (3-13 maggio 1904)” [“The 
‘Travel in Italy’ of Kang Youwei (1904, May 3-13)”]. The paper is quite short and has 
mistakes in the dating, but it is useful to have a short but clear insight about the trip and some 
of Kang Youwei’s impressions of Italy. 
17 Bertuccioli and Masini 2014, pp. 252-256. 
18 Brezzi 2012, pp. 38-39. 
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be a possible example and inspiration for late Qing China to change its 
disgraced destiny.  

Italy was the first stop on Kang Youwei’s extensive tour of Europe, 
starting at the southern harbor of Brindisi. At that time, it was one of the stops of 
the India Mail service route operated by the British company “Peninsular & 
Oriental”. This was the postal system for mail as well as passengers going from 
London to Bombay via Brindisi and Port Said, through the Suez Channel and 
Red Sea (1870-1914).19 

Kang Youwei arrived at Brindisi between June 15 and 16 at midnight. 
He was impressed that the majority of passengers went ashore and rented a room 
in a hotel for just a few hours before leaving for their final destinations, noting 
European people like comforts and do not hesitate to spend a lot of money to 
obtain them (pp. 69-70).20 The following morning, he left Brindisi by train21 and 
reached the city of Naples. He crossed the Murgia Plateau in the Puglia region, 
and was fascinated by the beauty of the landscape, full of rural villages and 
fields, mountain ravine holes and the typical circular stone buildings called trulli, 
that he found similar to Mongolian yurts (p. 71).22   
 

                                                           
19 Maggi 2009, p. 25 and Mascia 1985, pp. 44-45. 
20 The edition used for translation is the one edited by Zhong Shuhe and published in 1985. 
To avoid an excessive number of footnotes, from now on, for every reference to quotations or 
parts selected from the Yidali Youji, the pages of the diary will be indicated in brackets 
directly into the main text of the paper. 
21 He most probably travelled by train for long distances, as the railway system was quite 
developed, while the road network was still not efficient in Italy at the beginning of the XIX 
century, see Maggi 2005, pp. 82-83. It is notable that Kang Youwei used the term qiche  
to refer to transportation used in long routes from Brindisi to Naples, from Naples to Rome 
and from Rome to Milan. He had a good impression of train velocity: he stated that thanks to 
it he could visit many places in a quite short time in Italy (p. 91), but remarked also that 
Italy’s whole railway system was still not as developed as the railways in northern European 
countries (p. 172). 
22 He called those houses qionglu , meaning “yurt”, typical Mongolian housing similar to 
the Puglia ones. 
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Fig. 2. Kang Youwei’s itinerary in Italy. 
Documented route 

  Hypothetical route 

 

 
He reached Naples on the afternoon of June 17. He noted the clumsiness and 
roughness of lanes and buildings, but highlighted the relevant role of the city in 
Italy’s unification process (1861-1871). He took a short walk into the city and in 
a park he encountered the statue of one of the three heroes of “Risorgimento”,23 
Camillo Benso Count of Cavour (“Jiafuer” , 1810-1861) (p. 75). 

In the following three days, Kang Youwei visited the ruins of the 
ancient cities of Herculaneum and Pompeii. He wrote a long chapter about 
ancient Pompeii’s villas and mansions, taverns and brothels. He was stunned by 
how everything – buildings, decorations, human corpses – remained perfectly 
intact after 2000 years, thanks to the effects of Vesuvius volcano’s lava. Before 

                                                           
23 The other two heroes are Giuseppe Garibaldi and Giuseppe Mazzini, named by Kang 
Youwei “Jialibodi”  and “Mazhini” , respectively.  
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leaving Naples, he also paid a short visit to the Vesuvius crater, where he 
admired the beautiful landscape of the Gulf of Naples (pp. 76-90).  

On June 20, Kang Youwei reached Rome. He was impressed by the 
majesty of the ancient Roman aqueduct ruins. He noticed that Rome was much 
cleaner, tidier and more elegant than Naples, as it was the capital of Italy. He 
remained in the city for a week, visiting it extensively. On the same day of his 
arrival, he visited St. Peter’s Basilica, where he praised the elegance and beauty 
of the funeral monuments and sculptures. He also saw the confession pavilions, 
describing them and their function (pp. 93-97). On June 23, he went to the 
Vatican Museums (pp. 97-100 and 128-130); all the ancient Greek and Roman 
sculptures there impressed him greatly, as they were refined in every detail. He 
wrote: “ ” (p. 129) “Hair, flesh, bones look real, 
muscles and veins pulse at sight.” He also visited the National Museum of Rome 
on June 25, where he saw other ancient sculptures prior to the ones seen in the 
Vatican Museums, but according to him they were not comparable to the first 
ones (pp. 136-137).  

On June 21, he paid visits to the Colosseum Arena and Roman 
Emperors Tiberius (42BC-37AD), Augustus (63 BC-14 AD) and Nero (37-68)’s 
villas (pp. 100-112). While he did not give a detailed description of those 
palaces, he took the opportunity to make a long excursus about ancient Rome 
history.  

Kang Youwei was a deep admirer of Italian Renaissance painting, 
especially the work of Raffaello Sanzio (“Lafeier” , 1483-1520). He 
visited many galleries in Rome, among them Corsini Palace (pp. 132-134), 
Doria Pamphilj Gallery (p. 135) and Borghese Gallery (p. 132).24 Kang Youwei 
used poetic words to describe Raffaello’s painting technique: 

 

[…] 
(pp. 132-133) 
His style of painting is free and elegant, besides its vividness, it is also full of 
beauty and rhythm, honestly the result is something mystic, it undoubtedly 
deserves to be crowned in Europe. […] Every time I enter a gallery of paintings, 
in front of Raffaello paintings I am always reluctant to leave, their vividness, 
fragrance, excellence and rhythm make them unique.     

 
Kang Youwei also paid a visit to a small town located 60 km north of Rome, 
called Caprarola. It may seem odd that he went to visit such a particular and not 
so well-known place in Italy, but according to Kang Youwei it was the 
birthplace of Raffaello – whom he so admired – therefore he wanted to see the 

                                                           
24 For the latter gallery, the literal translation is “the painting gallery inside the public garden”; 
from the description of the museum, we can infer that he was talking about the Borghese 
Gallery, inside the garden of Villa Borghese. 
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house where the painter was born and lived (pp. 162-163). But in fact, Raffaello 
was born in Urbino, a small town in the Marche region, on the western part of 
Italy. It would be interesting to know what sources led Kang Youwei to 
Caprarola, but unfortunately this aspect has not been deeply investigated yet.  

The author also visited some other historical sites like the Quirinal 
Palace25 (pp. 151-153), the old Senate (pp. 139-140) and the “Ancient Road of 
Rome” via Appia (p. 122). He left Rome on June 27 to head towards Milan. 

Kang Youwei also wrote chapters about Florence (pp. 163-164) and 
Venice (pp. 164-166) in his diary. While he regretted that he did not have 
enough time to see the former, he did not write about the latter when he actually 
visited it. He possibly arrived there on the night of June 27 and stayed in the city 
for only a few hours before leaving for Milan. This time, he did not give a 
detailed description of the city, as he did for every other part of Italy he saw, but 
he stressed its wealthy past and crucial role in the Maritime Republics era (XI-
XIV centuries).  

 Kang Youwei reached Milan on June 28 (pp. 166-168), describing the 
city as the more ‘European’ of Italian cities: clean, tidy and laborious. He visited 
some of its monuments – among them, the Duomo and the Sforzesco Castle –26 
then discussed the silk factories in the small city of Como, but he did not have 
the chance to visit them. The following day, he left Italy through the Italian Alps 
and reached Switzerland.  

During his trip he did not have any contact with Italian people, except 
for some attendants for practical purposes (transportation, entering museums, 
etc.). Compared to other countries in northern Europe or America, where he had 
the chance to meet some political leaders and prime ministers, he did not meet 
any important Italian people in Italy. In fact, he travelled by himself, 
accompanied only by his secretary and English interpreter, Zhou Guoxian 

, whom he mentioned once in the diary during his visit to the Vesuvius 
Volcano (p. 89). 
  

                                                           
25 At the time of Kang’s visit, it was still property of the King of Italy Victor Emmanuel III, 
who reigned from 1900 to 1946. That is the reason why Kang named it “Wanggong”  
(“Royal Palace”).  
26 Kang called Milan “Duomo” with the name “Maliya Naxiantian” . He 
probably is referring to the name of the saint to whom the church is dedicated, alias Santa 
Maria Nascente (St. Mary of the Nativity). Sforzesco Castle is named “Bingfang” , 
literally “the residence of the soldiers”, thus identifying the place’s ancient function, a 
military headquarters. 
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3. The historical comparison between Italy and China in the 
Yidali Youji 
 
One of the most interesting peculiarities of the Yidali Youji is how Kang 
Youwei’s descriptions of Italy’s monuments and historical sites are used to 
reflect on Italian and Chinese political, economic and cultural situations – both 
present and past. Kang Youwei often used a wide range of comparisons between 
the two countries as a framework for his considerations, underlying how Italy 
and China could be different or similar. The most relevant ranges of comparison 
are art, politics, economy, cultural habits and history. As already stated before, 
this paper will concentrate on the historical comparison between Italy and China. 

European and Italian history – as well as Chinese – were prominent for 
Kang Youwei, as he often referred to them in the diary. Kang Youwei was 
interested not only in Italian and European ancient history (Roman Empire), but 
also in the Middle Ages period (Barbaric Invasions, Charles the Great) and in 
contemporary history (Unification of Italy, 1861-1871). Every time he 
introduced monuments or tourist sites, he briefly narrated their history with 
information that is mostly true and accurate. Sometimes he used the description 
as an excuse to write a long historical excursus, as he did, for instance, in 
Chapter 16 (“The Palace of Augustus”, pp. 103-110), in which he dedicated only 
one page to the description of Augustus’ Palace and six pages to the history of 
the Roman Empire. In other instances he wrote entire chapters on history, as he 
did, for example, in Chapter 43 (“Historical Evolution of Italy”, pp. 168-171) 
and in Chapter 49 (“Comparison between [Ancient] Rome and Han China”, pp. 
191-196). He never followed a chronological order to narrate historical events, 
but shifted from one period to the other in relation to the topic he wanted to 
discuss. 

In the following pages, some extracts of the historical comparison 
between the two countries will be presented. For the convenience of the reader, 
they are divided into three temporal portions: Ancient Period – Caesar and 
Augustus’ reign, Western  Roman Empire (27 BC-476 CE), Constantine’s reign 
–  Medieval Period – III-XIII centuries – and Contemporary Period – XIX 
century. 
 
Ancient Period  
 
Kang Youwei mentioned many Roman emperors in the diary and compared 
them to Chinese ones who ruled in a similar way. He curiously found a sort of 
parallelism between ancient Rome’s history and China’s ancient history. For 
example, he put Caesar (“Kaisa” , 100 BC-44 BC) and Augustus 
(“Aogushiduo” ) on the same level with Qin Shi Huang  (260-
210 BC) and Emperor Wu  (156-87 BC) of the Han Dynasty (221-207 BC). 
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The former two founded the empires; the latter two made them flourish (p. 105). 
He also praised Constantine (“Junshidanding” , 274-337) and Emperor 
Wu  (236-290) of Jin and Shi Zong of the Later Zhou Dynasty 
(921-959), because they stabilized and maintained the unity of the Empire (p. 
107). He blamed Diocletian (“Dikelisheng” , 244-311) and Nero, the 
former for causing the dissolution of the Roman Empire after its division (p. 
107), the latter for his luxuriousness and wickedness (p. 111), but did not 
indicate a Chinese counterpart for both of them.  

The parallelism is evident in Chapter 49, where he compared the Roman 
Empire and Han Empire of China in relation to five criteria, to establish which 
one of the two empires was superior to the other. Here is a summary: 

 
1.   (pp. 191-193): 
 […] […]

 […] (p. 191); […] […] (p. 
192); […] (p. 193) 
First, the wideness of governance and education of population: […] Roman 
citizenship was extended only to Italic territory. All the other populations […] 
were called ‘barbarian’ and considered vassal states […]; […] China since Yu 
era already had a hundred prefectures in its territory, citizens were equal […]; 
we had schools and imperial examinations, Rome hadn’t neither ones nor the 
others.   
 
2.   (pp. 193-194): 
[…] 

[…] (p. 
194) […] […] (p. 
193) 
Second, the degree of equality and freedom: […] During Han era, among the 
population of China everyone was equal, everyone was free. Since there were 
no hereditary noble titles, even common people could arrive to become ministry 
and have the right to rule. […] Roman people who had rights were limited to a 
city and to some hundred thousands of people. […] Those who were called 
‘barbarians’ […] were inferior and were reduced to slavery; law was not equal 
to them.  
 
3.  (p. 194):   

[…]
(p. 195) 

Third, the amount of disorder and killings: Looking at 800 years of Roman 
history, among hundreds of nobles [who reigned], only 10 of them succeeded in 
keeping themselves safe; moreover, wars, disorder and divisions were countless 
[…]. During Han era, there were only the small disorder of Queen Lü [241-180] 
and the big one of Wang Mang [45 BC-23 CE], the poisoning of Emperor Zhi 
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[138-146], but more than 10 emperors reigned in peace, the capital was 
peaceful and relations between China and outside did not have any problems.   
 
4.  (p. 195):  

[…] […]
(p. 195) 

Fourth, chaos in moral principles: Rome was ruled by aristocratic families, 
like in China. […] However, the corruption of their habits was much higher 
than ours. […] In Chinese Han and Tang eras, there had been demotions, 
filicides and matricides but in small quantity.  
 
5.  (p. 196):  

[…]  […] (p. 
196) 
Fifth, self-made and borrowed culture Rome is actually a state of war, not a 
state of belles lettres. Its culture was not self-created, but borrowed from 
Greece […]. Han Dynasty of China inherited the magnificence of Xia, Shang 
and Zhou Dynasties; Confucianism, Mencius and Zhuzi, they were all 
generated from this country […].  

 
It is clear from Kang’s statements that, albeit the Roman Empire was great for 
many reasons, the Chinese Han Empire was much more civilized, egalitarian, 
and culturally developed than its Western counterpart.  
 
Medieval Period 
 
Kang Youwei also focused on events which occurred in the Middle Age 
period.27 He detailed the parallelism between Chinese history and Italian and 
European history during the III-XIII centuries, clearly retracing the endless 
conflicts between European kingdoms for the domination of Italian territory, 
sometimes considering Italian and European history as a whole.  

In pp. 168-169 of Chapter 43, while narrating the historical facts that 
led to the formation of an Italian country after the disappearance of the Western 
Roman Empire (476), Kang Youwei found an interesting alternation of unity 
and division both in Italian and in Chinese history during that period. When 
discussing Italy, he took into examination the Barbarian Invasions of Huns 
(“Xiongnu” ), Goths (“Geteren” ) and Lombards (“Lunbaduoren” 

), who invaded and ransacked Italy from the II century; on the other 

                                                           
27 The Middle Ages are usually referred to the period from the collapse of the Western Roman 
Empire (476) to the discovery of America by Christopher Columbus (1492), see Gatto 2009, p. 
15. In this paper, following the historical data given by Kang Youwei, “Medieval Period” is 
meant to be the period that began with the invasion of Rome by Alaric (410) and ended with 
the reign of Otto the Great (814 936).   
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hand, the Eastern Roman Empire, thanks to Justin I, succeeded in preserving 
peace. After those troubles, there were two peaceful periods, the ruling of 
French King Charles the Great (“Chaliman Dadi” ) and Germanic 
King Otto the Great (“Aotuo Dadi” ). Regarding Chinese history, he 
considered the Sixteen Reigns  (304-439), Northern Wei  (534-557) 
and Southern Dynasties  (420-589), Sui Dynasty  (581-618), Five 
Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms  (907-979), and Song Dynasty  
(960-1279). The parallelism will be summarized in the following scheme: 

  
UNITY / 
DIVISION 

ITALY CHINA 

DIVISION 
P. 168 

Barbarian Invasions (410-
476): Alaric (Alalie , 
370-410) and Attila (Hetila

406-453); Odoacer 
(Adaosai , 476-493) 
and Theodoric (Tieatali 

, 493-526)   

Liu Yuan  (died 310) and 
Shi Le  (274-333) who 
ended the Jin Dynasty (265-
420);  
Sixteen Reigns (337-385): Fu 
Jian  (337-385) and 
Murong Chui  (326-396) 

UNITY 
P. 169 

Justin I (Rusidinian 
, Eastern Roman Empire, 

518-565) 

Liu Yu  (363-422)

DIVISION 
P. 169 

Lombards in Italy (568-774)  Northern Wei (534-557) and 
Southern Dynasties (581-618) 

UNITY 
P.  169 

Charles the Great (800-814) Emperor Wen  (581-604) 
of Sui Dynasty (581-618) 

DIVISION 
P.  169 

After Charles the Great (814-
936) 

Five Dynasties and Ten Reigns 
(907-979) 

UNITY 
P.  169 

Otto the Great (936-973) Song Dynasty (960-1279) 

 
The parallelism was so evident to him that he declared: “

!” (p. 169) “Wars in China and the course of events [in 
Europe] completely match, how it is surprising!” However Kang Youwei 
recorded that China and Italy’s historical events which followed no longer had a 
parallel trend: while China was united and peaceful, Italy was in the battlefield 
in Europe for supremacy of French, Spanish and German empires, and was 
divided into small dukedoms and states. He concluded by illustrating the unique 
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role of the Pope as a spiritual guide with strong political power in Europe; China 
never had anything similar (pp. 169-170).    

 
Contemporary Period 

 
Apart from ancient and medieval periods, Kang Youwei was also very interested 
in the contemporary period of Italian history, in relation to the “Risorgimento” 
(“Yidali Tongyi” , p. 170). “Risorgimento” (1815-1871) was the 
historical and political process that ended with the unification of Italy and its 
release from foreign occupation. Prominent figures in this process were 
Giuseppe Mazzini (1805-1872), Giuseppe Garibaldi (1807-1882), Camillo 
Benso Count of Cavour (1810-1861) and Victor Emmanuel II (“Yimannuhe” 

, 1820-1878), who later became the first king of Italy. Kang Youwei was 
not the sole person who was interested in the Italian unification process. In the 
late Qing China period, many intellectuals who advocated the reformation of 
China aroused interest in Asiatic and Western countries who had significant 
transformations that made them become great and powerful nations, like Japan 
(Meiji Restoration, 1868-1912), France, Germany, and Russia. Italy also was an 
interesting example for China, especially for its recent past characterized by the 
release from foreign occupation and its gradual economic growth. One of the 
most influential intellectuals of that time who was interested in Italian 
“Risorgimento” was Liang Qichao  (1873-1929). He wrote a critical 
essay on Mazzini, Garibaldi and Cavour’s role in the Italian unification process, 
entitled Yidali Jianguo Sanjie Zhuan  (“Biographies of 
Three Heroes Who Made Italy”, 1902). He explored the lives of the three 
characters of “Risorgimento”, Mazzini, Garibaldi and Cavour and praised their 
efforts and actions for having saved Italy from foreign oppression, rejuvenating 
the ancient country by raising sentiments of patriotism in young Italian people, 
and unifying the country. Mazzini, above all, was depicted like a “perfect 
revolutionary, who, both realistic and practical, visionary and devoted, is able 
always to combine rigorous thinking with resolute action”.28  Liang’s interest in 
Italian “Risorgimento” events was probably due to his knowledge of the 
similarity between China and Italy’s troublesome historical backgrounds of that 
time. His purpose was to present successful Italian examples as a means of 
fostering patriotic passions among his fellow countrymen, stimulating them to 
rise and act for China’s salvation.  

Kang Youwei’s purpose was not dissimilar though. He also was aware 
of the similar political condition of China and pre-unified Italy, and probably 
found some kind of inspiration in the events linked to Italian “Risorgimento” to 
reflect upon China’s condition. He first narrated in detail the release and 
unification process of Italy: 

                                                           
28 Tang Xiaobing 1996, p, 91 and pp. 89-102; Bertuccioli and Masini 2014, pp. 248-256. 
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…

(p. 170) 
In the tenth year of Xianfeng era [1861], Garibaldi with his valorous soldiers 
defeated them [the House of Bourbon] and returned [Italy] to the king of 
Sardinia. Therefore in the eleventh year of Xianfeng era [1862], when I was 
four, Italian country and parliament were founded, [Victor] Emmanuel [II] 
became king and the unification of Italy was successfully accomplished. […] In 
the fifth year of Tongzhi era [1866], when I was nine, with the help of Prussia, 
Italy won and obtained Venice. In the ninth year of Tongzhi era [1871], when I 
was thirteen, during the Franco-Prussian war, the French army left Rome, the 
Italian king got on his hands on the Pope’s power and entered the capital Rome 
and the Italian country, thanks to the ability of the sage minister Cavour.            

 
He then stressed the crucial role of Cavour in the unification process as a 
talented diplomat and political leader – thus preferring him to Mazzini and 
Garibaldi – comparing him to the famous Chinese strategist Zhuge Liang 

(181-234): 
 

(p. 75) 
At that time, Italy was subdued to French customs, many people advocated for 
revolution, as Garibaldi and Mazzini did. But Cavour studied and weighed the 
situation, at the same time with the support of a sage king, he himself took on 
the regal power and in the end accomplished the unification of Italy. He 
cleverly obtained the support of English and French ministers to defeat Austria, 
diligently worked on diplomatic relations to change the small and the weak 
[into a] country, he can only be compared to Zhuge [Liang]. 

  
Kang Youwei had some ‘encounters’ with those heroes: he saw the statue of 
Garibaldi in Milan (p. 168) and the one of Cavour in Naples (p. 75), as already 
stated before. He praised the way Italy memorialized national heroes – by 
erecting statutes, for example – be they generals or artists; he considered it a 
way to honor the past and exalt national prestige.29 He admired Cavour so much 

                                                           
29 Kang Youwei exhorted his fellow countrymen to memorialize its ancient heroes as a way to 
respect their motherland and to show the greatness of China’s historical past. He stated that 
every civilized country did it, and not doing so is barbarian behavior (Chap. 19, p. 116).   
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that when he saw his statue in Naples, he got so excited that he dedicated in one 
go a long fu poem to him; a short extract is presented below: 30 

 

 […] (pp. 75-
76) 
When I arrived on the European continent, I first saw the bronze statue of 
Cavour, towering up to the clouds, unexpected. Squared face, big ears, mighty 
thorax, large forehead and virile gaze. Noble in his aspect like a deity who 
descended from above to save Italy. The hero that I admired most in my life, 
here he is, in front on me, for the joy that I feel I could start to dance, like a 
lover who sees his beautiful beloved and shows an overwhelming delight. […]     

 
Did he eventually want to be to China what Cavour had been to Italy?31    
 
 
4. Conclusions  
 
Looking at all the information Kang Youwei wrote about Italian history, some 
questions naturally arise: what were his sources? How did he find out about all 
those historical events? Did he read it or had he heard about it? To give 
exhaustive answers to these questions is not easy. Kang Youwei could not speak 
or read any European language; he could maybe read some Japanese but asked 
his daughters Kang Tongbi and Kang Tongwei  (1878-1974) to help him 
translate Japanese books for him. Apart from the Yinghuan Zhilüe and Haiguo 
Tuzhi, he wrote in his autobiography that he read some travel diaries; one of 
those works that influenced him could have been the diary of Xue Fucheng 

 (1838-1894), as it has some similarity with the Yidali Youji.32 Perhaps his 
knowledge came from newspapers: he noted that in Shanghai he bought some 
copies of the Wanguo Gongbao , 33  thus probably reading some 
information in it. Another possible source could be Timothy Richard (1845-
1919), a protestant missionary he met in 1895.34 He was a supporter of China’s 
reformation and contributed by extending knowledge on Western society in 
                                                           
30 Bertuccioli made a partial translation of the fu in Italian language, see Bertuccioli 1958, p. 
85. 
31 Bertuccioli and Masini 2014, p. 255. 
32 Bertuccioli and Masini 2014, pp. 231-236 and pp. 252-253.  
33 The Wanguo Gongbao (“The Globe Magazine”) was a periodical newspaper founded by 
Young J. Allen (1836-1907) in 1875. It was published until 1907 (except in 1883-1889) and it 
was “devoted to the extension of knowledge relating to geography, history, civilization, 
politics, religions, science, art, industry, and general progress of Western countries”. Cfr. 
Masini 1993, p. 72. 
34 Cfr. Jung-pang Lo 1967, p. 72. 
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China. Richard wrote articles in the Wanguo Gongbao, published the book 
Shishi Xinlun  (“New views on Current Affairs”) and translated into 
Chinese the book The Nineteenth Century: A history by Robert MacKenzie.35 
Kang Youwei could have read some of these sources about European and Italian 
history. In Italy, he travelled with his interpreter Zhou Guoxian, who could 
speak English. They probably followed tour guides who shared some knowledge 
about Italian art and history; the information could have been transmitted in 
English by the guide to Zhou, and in Chinese by Zhou to Kang, who eventually 
took notes of the information he heard. The fact that many of the places and 
people’s names are registered transliterating the English pronunciation could be 
proof of the latter hypothesis. However, the amount of information about Italian 
and Roman history was so precise and rich that it would be more probable that 
he read it and then wrote it down in the diary. Unfortunately, research on his 
sources is still an aspect of Kang Youwei’s literary production that has not yet 
been deeply investigated. 

Apart from this, it is possible to make a final consideration about 
Kang’s opinion of Italy. After his arrival in Italy, Kang Youwei made two quite 
relevant considerations about the country. The first is that before coming to Italy, 
he believed Europe was all beautiful and rich in the same way. But after his visit 
to Naples, he realized that what he previously read in books was not like reality. 
To read his own words:  

 

(p. 71)  
Those who never visited Europe believe this place has palaces made of crystal 
or jade, and noblemen everywhere; how could I have known that everywhere is 
dirtiness and robbery! That is why it is better to see one time than hear a 
hundred times. When I previously visited Europe and London in England, I 
soon realized that what I saw was farther away from what I imagined and 
dreamed in reading books. I felt disenchanted. Now that I am in Italy, I feel 
even more mistaken.36 

 
The second consideration is about Italian people’s poverty and the reason why it 
is so. He saw many adult and child beggars in Brindisi and Naples, and stated: 
“ ” (p. 70) “Italian people are poor; beggars 
and robbers are impressively a lot.” Nevertheless, he also realized that Italy is a 
country with a long history, which had suffered a lot from foreign occupation 
and wars and those aspects influenced its economic condition. He declared:  
 

                                                           
35 Cfr. Hsu 2000, p. 358. 
36 This extract was also partly translated in Italian by Bertuccioli, see Bertuccioli 1958, p. 84. 
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[…] 
[

(pp. 73-74)  
This has to be considered, northern European countries are superior to my 
country, while Italy is extremely similar to China. […] Regarding buildings and 
countryside, Italy and China are extremely similar […]. Ah, it seems to be in 
Beijing! But it is known that ancient countries are hard to readjust, because it is 
hard to demolish [old] buildings. 

 
According to Kang Youwei’s words, Italy and China have in common a long 
historical past, very similar in ancient times and quite different during the time 
Kang Youwei visited. The two countries are very similar in many aspects, 
because they both are ancient countries and, thus, difficult to readjust. This 
could be the reason why he attached such great importance on history and made 
such a long and deep comparison between the history of Italy and China. Kang 
Youwei not only found similarities and parallelisms between China and Italy’s 
history, but also attached great importance to Italian contemporary history and 
its unification process, with the intent to find some inspiration for the salvation 
of his country and to push his fellow citizens to rise to change their motherland’s 
disgraced destiny.  

In another chapter written at the end of the diary, Kang stressed all the 
efforts that Italy made to raise its economy and the improvements that it had 
already obtained. 37  He again remarked on the similarities between the two 
countries, stating: 

 

[…] (p. 
174) 
Italy has plenty of uneducated people, so it is China; they are poor and do not 
use machines, so it is China; this ancient country has old traditions, like China; 
[…] industry and commerce are not flourishing, like in China. Therefore, 
reforms adopted by Italy could be also chosen by my motherland. 

 
In conclusion, China’s long and great historical past can be a starting point for 
the country to regain its lost faith and change its destiny, in order to enter the 
path of modernization. If Italy, who had the same glorious past, could do it, why 
couldn’t China, whose history is even greater?    
 

  

                                                           
37 In Chapter 45 of the diary (pp. 172-179) entitled Yidali Guomin Zhengzhi  
(“Civil and Political Administration of Italy”), Kang Youwei recorded a huge amount of data 
about the Italian economic situation of that time. 
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CHILD IMAGERY AND THE REPRESENTATION OF 
LI NEZHA IN FENGSHEN YANYI 

 
BARBARA WITT 

(Würzburg University) 
 
 
Li Nezha , at age seven, is one of only very few young children in 
traditional Chinese narrative literature. Nezha’s childhood is expounded in great 
detail in Chapters 12 to 14 of Fengshen Yanyi  (Investiture of the 
Gods), the Ming Dynasty novel that was instrumental in shaping his image.1 
Incorporated within these chapters are several pivotal motifs that hark back to 
previous child imagery in Chinese art and religion. They can be categorized as 
images of (1) supernatural births, (2) children at play and (3) Buddhist (re)births.  

Child characters are not only scarce in traditional Chinese literature, but 
most of them also grow up rather quick. Their actions and behavior as children 
are merely indications of what they will be in later life. Typically a young 
child’s ability to read and understand the classics would be stated formulaically 
to confirm a character’s outstanding mental abilities. Nezha does not differ from 
this pattern per se, since after those three initial chapters (from the time of his 
reentry into the story in Chapter 34) he appears as a very mature character. The 
three chapters dedicated solely to him, however, had a particularly strong 
influence on the overall perception of this character. Within these chapters he 
does indeed differ from other child characters, as a great deal of attention is 
bestowed on him and his feelings. Furthermore, Nezha comes across as a very 
lifelike character, full of inconsistencies and changing moods, all of which 
indeed seem rather likely for a child his age.  

Yet this does not account for the fact that in the reader’s perception, 
Nezha does not seem to grow up. Instead he enters into a state of perpetual 

1  Fengshen Yanyi is also known under the alternative titles Fengshen Bang or 
Fengshen Zhuan . It was presumably written during the second half of the 16th century 
or earlier, but definitely before 1623. Formerly the otherwise unknown Ming-editor Xu 
Zhonglin  (d. c 1566) was considered the novel’s author. Wan 1987, pp. 2-3. Research 
by Liu Ts’un-yan has since rejected the attribution in favor of the Daoist monk Lu Xixing

 (1520-1601?). Liu 1962, p. v. To date, the only complete translation of the novel into a 
Western language is Gu Zhizhong’s Creation of the Gods (1992). Gu Zhizhong takes some 
liberties and tends to paraphrase in his translation. Therefore the English translations of 
quotes from Fengshen Yanyi are my own, even though they draw on Gu Zhizhong’s work. 
Important secondary sources for this novel are Liu Ts’un-yan (1962), Buddhist and Taoist 
Influences on Chinese Novels: The Authorship of the Feng Shen Yen I, and Wan Pin Pin 
(1987), Investiture of the Gods (“Fengshen Yanyi”): Sources, Narrative Structure, and 
Mythical Significance.  
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childhood that turned him into a kind of “Chinese Peter Pan”, a character that 
children can relate to. This development is due to the use of well-established 
child imagery within those early chapters which repeatedly ties the character 
back to child motifs.  

In the following pages I will discuss three distinct images: his birth, the 
scenes of his playing at the river and his rebirth. These images are 
contextualized by comparing the text from Fengshen Yanyi with related 
narratives passed down in Chinese textual traditions, such as in popular 
literature, hagiography and historiography. We are moreover in the fortunate 
position to be able to compare the literary imagery to iconography in art, such as 
in the genre of “Pictures of Children at Play” (Yingxi Tu ) and Buddhist 
artwork.  
 
 
1. Li Nezha’s Birth 
 
The religious encyclopedia Soushen Daquan  [Encyplopedia of the 
Gods]2  was an important source for the author of Fengshen Yanyi. It mainly 
consists of biographies of gods of the Three Teachings – Buddhism, Daoism and 
Confucianism. In the third entry, on the origin of Daoism, we learn of Laozi 

 who turned into a pellet made of the essence of the sun: the “the first sign of 
his [imminent] birth” ( ).3 This pellet is subsequently swallowed 
by the Jade Maiden (Yunü ) who thereby becomes pregnant. After a 
gestation of 81 years a child is born from her left side; it is named Laozi, 
because of its white hair at the time of birth.  
 The story of Nezha’s birth, albeit similarly peculiar, differs significantly 
from that of Laozi: In the beginning of Chapter 12 of Fengshen Yanyi, Nezha’s 
mother experiences a supernatural pregnancy that lasts three and a half years. 
One night she dreams about a Daoist (daoren ) throwing an object at her 
womb, at which she awakes and immediately goes into labor. What she delivers, 
however, is not a child, but a flesh ball that is subsequently cut open by her 
husband. From it emerges a beautiful little boy, Nezha, who jumps right into his 
father’s arms.  

2 Hagiographical accounts from the zhiguai  tradition were an important source for the 
author of Fengshen Yanyi. He mainly relied on the entries from the encyclopedia Soushen 
Daquan (full title: Huitu Sanjiao Yuanliu Soushen Daquan  
[Illustrated Encyclopedia of the Gods of the Three Teachings]). The author of this work is 
unknown; in 1909 it was published by the bibliophile and book collector Ye Dehui  
(1864-1927). It comprises of 7 chapters (juan) with a total of 127 illustrated entries. Wan 
1987, p. 132. Some snippets have been translated by Wan Pin Pin as part of his study of 
Fengshen Yanyi.  
3 Huitu Sanjiao Yuanliu Soushen Daquan, 1: 15.
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With all their differences, these stories show that in traditional 
narratives the birth of an extraordinary person is often accompanied by highly 
unusual circumstances. This is a phenomenon that is by no means particular to 
Chinese narratives; quite on the contrary, it has long been the subject of 
anthropological studies and comparative literature. Frederick Turner explains 
the basic feature of “the hero’s strange birth and extraction” as found in both 
mythology and epic literature in the following terms: 
 

Mythological characters often, perhaps nearly always, have strange births, often 
because their genealogy is an explanation – in the most traditional logical 
system for human beings, the kinship system – of the conceptual foundations of 
the tribe. Epic presses into service this familiar feature to indicate the special 
character of the hero, as opposed to the normal people who appear in the story: 
one who is on the very edge of the human world, human but beyond human, 
“above and beyond the call of duty.”4 

 
Nezha’s story, however, goes beyond the extraordinary birth, as the story is 
prefaced by an account of his supernatural conception and pregnancy. This kind 
of imagery is typical of birth imagery in the Chinese traditions where similar 
motifs can be found. Accounts of miraculous births are not limited to fictional 
tales but also appear in hagiography and historiography across textual genres 
and dynasties. Three distinct motifs can be discerned: the prolonged pregnancy, 
the supernatural conception and the birth from a flesh ball. In the case of Nezha 
even the natural order of gestation is reversed and the story of his ‘miraculous 
birth’ begins with his mother’s prolonged pregnancy rather than his conception. 
My discussion, however, will stick to the “natural” order of events – conception, 
pregnancy, birth.  
 
 
1.1 Supernatural Conception 
 
Exceptional children are often conceived in exceptional ways. This has been 
commented on by researchers of hero narratives such as Joseph Campbell:  
 

Any leaf accidentally swallowed, any nut, or even the breath of a breeze, may 
be enough to fertilize the ready womb. The procreating power is everywhere. 
And according to the whim or destiny of the hour, either a hero-savior or a 
world-annihilating demon may be conceived – one can never know.5 

 

4 Turner 2012, p. 69. It is noteworthy that Turner cites “Tripitaka’s birth in Monkey” among 
his examples, alongside figures from Hebrew, Bantu, Indian, Mayan, Persian, English, Irish, 
Korean and Greek traditions, quoting exceptional tales and strange portents that, regardless of 
origin, closely resemble one another. Turner 2012, pp. 69-73. 
5 Campbell 2004, p. 288.  
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In Chinese stories such supernatural conception commonly occurs either by way 
of a spherical object (such as an egg or a pearl) that is swallowed, by way of a 
dream of happy omen, or a “soul” entering the woman’s womb to be incarnated. 
Incarnation, or rather re-incarnation, of celestial beings into the human world 
features prominently in vernacular fiction of the Ming period and is commonly 
termed as xiafan , tuotai  or jiangshi . 

In Fengshen Yanyi the character of Nezha originates as a Daoist disciple 
named Intelligent Pearl (Lingzhu Zi ). The time of his birth is predestined 
and word is brought from Mount Kunlun to his master Taiyi Zhenren  
[True Man Supreme One] to send him on his way. At this point the mother, 
Madam Yin , has already been pregnant for three and a half years. It seems 
that the fetus was still only waiting for its ‘soul’ to arrive to be born: 
 

That night, at the third watch, Madam [Yin] was fast asleep when she dreamed 
of a Daoist who had his hair in double knots and wore Daoist attire, entering 
her bedroom directly. Madam [Yin] shouted: “How can this Daoist be so 
unreasonable. These are the inner quarters, how can you enter directly? This is 
really detestable!” The Daoist said: “Madam, swiftly receive this excellent 
child!” Madam [Yin] had not yet replied, when the Daoist delivered an object 
into her bosom. Madam [Yin] woke abruptly and with a stark, she was covered 
in cold sweat. Quickly she woke General Li, telling him: “Just now in my 
dream…such and such…”, she recounted everything. Madam Yin had not yet 
finished speaking, when she felt pain in her abdomen.  

……
…… 6 

 
What happens here is already clear from the name of the Daoist disciple: the 
term ling ,7 “intelligent”, also referring to the “spirit” or “soul” of a person; 
zhu , the pearl – a spherical object; and zi  that grammatically may be a 
mere suffix to the name, but could also be translated as “child”, combine to the 
name “Child of the Intelligent Pearl”. Even though the “pearl” in this scenario is 
not swallowed by the mother, it may still be reviewed as a variation on the 
theme, actually a combination of the impregnating dream, the spherical object 
and the ling entering the womb. In terms of development, the motif of 
swallowing a spherical object seems to predate the other motifs. The Shiji (  
Grand Scribe’s Records) records of the houses of Yin  (Basic Annals 3) and 
Qin  (Basic Annals 5) include remarkably similar incidents: 

6 Fengshen Yanyi, 12: 110.  
7  Coincidentally, in Buddhism “‘ling’ is possessed by all organic life as well as beings 
awaiting reincarnation.” Furth 1995, p. 162. 
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[One day when] she and two other women went out to bathe, she saw a black 
bird lay an egg. Chien-ti took it and swallowed it. For this reason she became 
pregnant and gave birth to Hsieh.  

 
 
As Lady Hsiu was weaving, a black bird laid an egg [before her]. Lady Hsiu 
swallowed it and gave birth to a son, Ta Yeh (Yeh the Great). 

8 
 
It is clear from this that the archetype for this motif was a black bird’s 
(swallow’s) egg. The swallowing of the swallow’s egg itself is a narrative 
transformation of the beginning of the ode “Xuan Niao”  in the Sacrificial 
Odes of Shang of the Shijing : “Heaven commissioned the swallow, to 
descend and give birth to [the father of our] Shang.” ( )9 
The Shiji combines the egg as a symbol of fertility with the swallow’s mission to 
“descend” and “give birth”. From this archetype of the swallow’s egg the motif 
evolved to the swallowing of any spherical object.    

One and a half millennia after the Shiji was written and half a century 
before Fengshen Yanyi was published, Nanyou Ji (  Journey to the South) 
and Beiyou Ji (  Journey to the North) (both published as part of the Siyou 
Ji  by Yu Xiangdou )10 flaunt protagonists who despite very 
different characteristics share one interesting feature: they are both celestial 
beings descended to the world to be born as a mortal, yet superhuman, man. 
Zhenwu  of Beiyou Ji is born four times in the course of the novel, while 
Huaguang  of Nanyou Ji is reborn three times overall. Both characters enter 
their prospective mothers’ wombs directly in the shape of a “ray of light”. For 
each of them on one of the occasions the mother is asleep as they enter her lap. 
The description relating how Queen Goodness Victorious (shansheng huanghou 

, Zhenwu’s last mother) conceives, provides a literary link to the 
swallowing of spherical objects:  
 

The ray of golden light entered into her womb, and the queen dreamed that she 
had swallowed a red sun, which entered into her stomach. She was in fact 
pregnant. 

11 
 

8 Shiji, 3: 91; 5: 173. Nienhauser 1994, p. 41, 87.  
9 Legge 1960, p. 636.  
10 While Beiyou Ji has been translated by Gary Seaman under the title Journey to the North, 
no translation of Nanyou Ji into a Western language has been made to this date.  
11 Siyou Ji (Beiyou Ji), 7: 183; Seaman 1987, p. 87. 
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Like Madam Yin, this queen also conceives when the ling of her child enters her 
womb, while at the same time having a symbolic dream about the significance 
of this conception. But unlike with Madam Yin, this is only the beginning of the 
pregnancy for Queen Goodness Victorious. This leads us to the most perplexing 
difference between the instances of rebirth of Huaguang and Zhenwu in their 
respective novels: while Zhenwu’s conception always occurs before gestation, 
Huaguang’s soul only enters the fully grown fetus. I would suggest that the 
difference lies in the nearly opposite tempers of the two characters in question: 
like Nezha, Huaguang is noted for his fiery temper; therefore he might be 
unwilling to spend a tedious ten month in his mother’s womb. This, however, 
means that the mother is suspended in a state of soulless pregnancy while the 
celestial being gets ready to be reborn. This state of pregnancy is sometimes 
even drawn out of proportion, as shown in the next section.12 
 
 
1.2 Prolonged Pregnancy 
 
The period of gestation for those supernatural children is frequently longer than 
the usual nine or ten months. Of course, not all extend to 81 years as in the case 
of Laozi , but we find a pregnancy of fourteen months in the Wudai Liang 
Shi Pinghua  [Plain Tale of the History of the Five Dynasties: 
Liang Dynasty] in the case of Huang Chao ;13  a pregnancy of twenty 
months in the case of the third birth of Huaguang in Nanyou Ji; and a pregnancy 
of three years and sixty days in the case of the third birth of Zhenwu in Beiyou 
Ji.14 Thus, the latter is nearly the same length as in Fengshen Yanyi that lasts 
three years and six months.  

Despite the supernatural setting of the Fengshen Yanyi, such a lengthy 
pregnancy is still cause for worry and the involvement of malevolent forces is 
considered likely: 
 

12 A further development of the motif can be found in Chapter 40 of Jingshi Tongyan (
 Stories to Caution the World) by Feng Menglong  where two such instances are 

recorded in the conception of Laozi and the story of Madam He who conceived while 
dreaming of a golden phoenix dropping a pearl into her hand which she subsequently 
swallowed. Yang and Yang 2005 p. 673, 681. Jingshi Tongyan was first published in 1624, 
some years after Fengshen Yanyi. However, the story of Laozi’s birth had been around before 
and was also recorded in Soushen Daquan, a major source of Fengshen Yanyi. In both 
Soushen Daquan and Jingshi Tongyan the Jade Maiden becomes pregnant by a pill, filled 
with essence of the sun, a clever Daoist reinterpretation of the egg motif. The story of Madam 
He, on the other hand, would seem to indicate an awareness of the Shiji entries, as it plays on 
the bird bringing the object to the woman, albeit changing the swallow to a phoenix and the 
egg to a pearl. 
13 Shi Lin 2010, p. 155. 
14 Liu Cunren 1958, p. 65. 
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His proper wife from the Yin family had given him two sons: the eldest was 
called Jinzha, the second was called Muzha. Madam Yin thereafter became 
pregnant again, [yet] after three years and six month had not yet gone into labor. 
Li Jing was often worried. One day he pointed at Madam [Yin’s] abdomen and 
said: “When a pregnancy has lasted over three years and no one is born yet, [I’d 
say], if it is not a demon it is surely a monster.” Madam [Yin] worried too and 
said: “This pregnancy is surely not a good omen. I worry day and night.” 
Hearing this, Li Jing was very unhappy.  

15 
 
Where Li Jing in Fengshen Yanyi only voices his apprehension about his wife’s 
pregnancy, Li Tianfu  (i.e. Zhenwu’s third father in Beiyou Ji), upon the 
suspicion that this child might be “unnatural,” is ready to act to engage in drastic 
measures:  
 

Of old it has been the custom for children to be born after a term of ten months. 
Now that you have carried this fetus for so long, I can only conclude that it 
must be the fetus of some unnatural thing. My suspicions are so terrible that I 
feel I must have you killed!  

16 
 
After his mother Queen Most Virtuous Mystery (moshanxuan huanghou 

) bargains for a delay of the lethal intervention, Zhenwu takes pity on her 
and is born in due time.  

The lengths of these pregnancies in traditional Chinese narratives raises 
the question whether they had any function other than scaring the child’s father. 
A possible answer might be found in medical theories: Gestation was 
understood as a process of differentiation whereby qi  was transformed 
through the agency of both yin  and yang  and the Five Phases (wu xing 

). Each one of ten lunar months marked a period in this transformation; 
interestingly each of these months was “qualitatively equivalent to all the others.” 
No particular attention was given to the different stages of fetal development, no 
transformation marked as decisive in forming the starting point of the human 
being. Gestation was viewed as a sequence of transformations rather than as a 
process leading to maturity of the fetus.17 It was this medical understanding that 
made tales of prolonged pregnancy plausible. Instead of reaching a point at 
which the fetus was fully formed and needed to be born, the cycles of yin-yang 

15 Fengshen Yanyi, 12: 110.  
16 Siyou Ji (Beiyou Ji), 6: 179; Seaman 1987, p. 75. 
17 Furth, 1995, pp. 166-167. 
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and wu xing could continue. Maybe it is no coincidence that the most prominent 
instance of a prolonged gestation is the 81-year-long pregnancy of Jade Maiden, 
the mother of Laozi, literally the “Old Child”,18 because his hair was already 
white when he was born, the founding father of Daoism. Even the unborn 
Zhenwu refers to Laozi when defending the pregnancy to his mother.19  

While the developmental approach may have made prolonged 
pregnancy seem plausible, it is the need for additional cultivation that makes it 
necessary. It was believed that a mother’s conduct in the first months had a 
strong influence on the child’s appearance, talent or temperament, as 
acknowledged in the concept of “fetal education” (tai jiao ). Most 
importantly, following strict rules on diet, daily routine and moral behavior 
would prevent the dreaded “fetal poisoning” (tai du ) that was thought 
responsible for neonatal and childhood deceases such as the smallpox. A good 
mother, however, might benefit herself and her offspring through spiritual self-
cultivation (xiu shen ) and thereby minimize the degree of “fetal poisoning” 
and the severity of any ensuing childhood decease.20  We can see from the 
emphasis on maternal self-cultivation that the role of the mother in shaping the 
child was considered very important. Within these stories, mothers are able to 
prepare the perfect uterine environment for fetal development and, at the same 
time, are capable of continuing the prerequisite self-cultivation beyond the usual 
ten months. Often special attention is drawn to the mothers’ sincerity, a motif 
that was not limited to stories about prolonged pregnancy. Mostly first-time 
mothers, these women have prayed, sometimes for years, to be with child; 
examples are the mother of Hu Yonger 21 and Huaguang’s third mother. 
This is why of the seven conceptions in Nanyou Ji and Beiyou Ji, five take place 
while or shortly after the mother has burned incense to pray for offspring.  

Readers of Fengshen Yanyi, when reading of Madam Yin’s pregnancy, 
would imagine that Nezha’s mother cultivated herself for three years and six 
month according to the traditional recommendations for gestation, avoiding “[t]o 
be moved by emotions, especially passion or anger, to give way to lust, or to 
indulge in rich food or drink.”22 She is not a first-time mother (c.f. Nezha’s title 
“Third Prince”), but the two sons she has already given birth to, Jinzha  and 
Muzha , were both accepted as disciples by eminent Daoists. It might be 
argued that she has already proven her abilities as a successful mother.23 
  

18 Yang and Yang 2005, p. 673. 
19 Siyou Ji (Beiyou Ji), 6: 179; Seaman 1987, p. 75. 
20 Furth,1995, pp. 171-172. 
21 Pingyao Zhuan, 16: 171. 
22 Furth 1995, p. 171. 
23 To round the family off, Nezha’s father is Li Jing who since childhood had been seeking 
cultivation before becoming a general on Chentang Pass, thus making Nezha the youngest in a 
family continuously engaged in Daoism. Fengshen Yanyi, 12: 110-111. 
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1.3 Birth Through a Flesh Ball 
 
Finally, at the end of the pregnancies there is a multitude of stories describing 
birth that employ the intermediary phase of a flesh ball. This is the story of 
Nezha’s birth:  
 

Two servant girls hurriedly came to see him: “Sir, Madam gave birth to a 
demon!” Hearing this, Li Jing hastily entered the bedchamber, brandishing a 
double-edged sword in his hand. There he found the chamber full of red light 
and fragrance. A flesh ball was spinning round and round in circles like a wheel. 
Greatly alarmed, Li Jing hacked at the flesh ball with his sword. With a cutting 
noise the flesh ball came apart and a little child jumped out of it. […] In 
astonishment, Li Jing came forward and picked the child up. Obviously he was 
a fine child, therefore he could not bring himself to think it a demon or monster 
and spoil his life. He handed the boy to Madam [Yin] who greatly adored him, 
not willing to let go of him. Each and everyone was delighted.  

 [...]
 24 

 
The “flesh ball” motif most likely started in Buddhist sources such as the 
Zhuanji Baiyuan Jing  and the Foguo Ji  where numerous 
boys are born from flesh balls.25 The motif is then found again in the proto-
novels Qian Hanshu Pinghua  [Plain Tale of the Former Han]26 and 
the aforementioned Wudai Liang Shi Pinghua,27 as well as in Huaguang’s third 
birth in Nanyou Ji.28 Further, there is the birth from a flesh ball of the god Taisui 

, Yin Jiao , in the encyclopedia of deities, Soushen Daquan.29 Finally, 
one of the legends about the birth of King Gesar also has him born from a flesh 
ball.30 The motif of the flesh ball is related to, but distinct from the universal 
image of the cosmic egg, as it is found in numerous creation myths:  
 

The shell of the cosmic egg is the world frame of space, while the fertile seed-
power within typifies the inexhaustible life dynamism of nature. […] Not 
uncommonly the cosmic egg bursts to disclose, selling from within, an 
awesome figure in human form.31 

24 Fengshen Yanyi, 12: 110-111. 
25 Chen Xiaoyi 1994, pp. 109-110.  
26 Liu Cunren 1958, p. 64. 
27 Shi Lin 2010, p. 155.  
28 Siyou Ji (Nanyou Ji), 8: 71.  
29 Huitu Sanjiao Yuanliu Soushen Daquan, 5: 235.  
30 Chen Xiaoyi 1994, p. 110.  
31 Campbell 2004, p. 257. 
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This motif is not unfamiliar to Chinese myths and legends: already the mythical 
Pangu was born out of “Chaos (hundun) resembling a chicken egg” (

, ),32 providing a classic example of the Cosmic Egg in 
a creation myth. From here the egg made its way into Ming Dynasty fiction: the 
novels tell of birth from a duck’s egg in the case of ‘Danzi Heshang’  
in Pingyao Zhuan and from a stone egg in the famous origin story of Sun 
Wukong  in Xiyou Ji .33 The symbolism inherent in these images 
of eggs and flesh balls are the physical agents of pregnancy: the uterus or the 
amniotic sac. Yet unlike the universal symbolism of the cosmic egg, the flesh 
ball seems to be confined to Buddhist stories. In fact the very word seems to 
come from Buddhist scriptures, where the term routuan  (also: bishi , 
from Sanskrit: peśī) refers to the fetus in the third week of the first month.34  In 
some stories – such as Nezha’s birth in the Fengshen Yanyi, Huaguang’s birth in 
Nanyou Ji and the birth of King Gesar35 – this out-of-body amniotic sac even 
needs to be cut open with a sword, a knife or an arrowhead, in order to uncover 
the child. Yet while the infant in the flesh ball in all cases is a great hero, the 
flesh ball birth as such is not easily recognizable as an auspicious omen. In 
Nanyou Ji, Huaguang is anxious about the idea of his rebirth in a flesh ball and 
consults his master about it: 
 

Mortals do not know about the inside of flesh balls. They will say it is a 
devilish fetus and refuse to cut it open. What is to be done if they mean to harm 
it? 

36 
 

Huaguang turns out to be right, as his father tries several times to rid himself of 
the “cow’s stomach” (niudu yang ) born by his wife, until he is finally 
enlightened by Huaguang’s master. This fate is shared by many flesh balls: they 
are generally disposed of before a knowing person can convince the parents that 
the flesh ball actually contains an exceptional child. Perpetrators of this disposal 
usually are the fathers, often at the instigation of a jealous spouse other than the 
birth mother. In this context, Nezha’s father Li Jing might be considered as 
positively contrasting with his peers, for he instinctively cuts open the flesh ball 
with his sword and reveals the beautiful child inside. In the Qing Dynasty novel 
Hou Sanguo Shizhu Yanyi  [Stone Pearl – Later Stories from 
the Three Kingdoms] two births from flesh balls are described: those of Ba Shu 

32 Shi Lin 2010, p. 157. English translation: Yu 1981, p. 479.   
33 Xiyou Ji, 1: 2-3; Pingyao Zhuan, 7: 64-65. 
34 Ciyi 1989, p. 6287. Sasson 2009, p. 82.  
35 Richtsfeld 2007, p. 130. 
36 Siyou Ji (Nanyou Ji), 8: 71. 
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junwang  and of Liu Hongzu .37 Perhaps under the influence of 
the popular Fengshen Yanyi, these flesh balls are at no point considered evil and 
the children in them are eagerly awaited. 

The supernatural conception, pregnancy and birth point to the 
superhuman origin and anticipates the future deeds of the person born. They are 
therefore elements of a recurring image in the “origin stories” (to borrow an apt 
term from comic book terminology) of so many heroes in literature, legend and 
historiography. In the story of Nezha they also serve this very purpose: they 
highlight his origin as Intelligent Pearl and foreshadow his predestined future as 
vanguard of the Zhou in the latter part of Fengshen Yanyi. It is interesting that, 
in combining imagery from several traditions, Chinese folk narratives form a 
very eclectic web of motifs, in which the use of different imagery works to 
reinforce the main theme: the birth of an exceptional child. 
 
 
2. Li Nezha at the River 
 
This section will turn from stereotypical depiction of birth imagery to the actual 
representation of children. The author of the Fengshen Yanyi masterfully 
describes Nezha in such a way as to evoke popular images of children and 
infants. After Nezha’s birth, the story jumps forward seven years to a very hot 
summer’s day on which Nezha goes to take a bath in a stream:  
  

Nezha was just seven years old and had grown six foot tall. It was the fifth 
month [according to the traditional calendar] and the weather was blazing hot. 
Nezha left the pass with a servant, yet after going for over one li, the heat made 
it difficult to go on. Sweat was running down Nezha’s face from walking and 
he called to the servant: “Look at the shady trees ahead and see if we can cool 
ourselves there.” The servant went into the shade of the green trees and felt a 
warm wind wafting and the gloominess lifted. He hastened back to report to 
Nezha: “Master, the shady trees ahead are really refreshing, you can escape the 
heat there.” Hearing this, Nezha felt pleased; entering the grove, he opened his 
belt and loosened his upper garment. How cheerful. Suddenly Nezha caught 
sight of rolling clear waves, rapid green water. On both banks weeping willows 
swayed in the breeze and beside the cliffs water gurgled over rocks. Nezha 
stood up and went to the side of the river. He took off his clothes and sat down 
on a rock, putting the seven foot Sky Muddling Damask into the water and 
washing himself by [repeatedly] dipping it into the water.  

[…] 

37 Shi Lin 2010, pp. 152-153. This novel is set during the Jin Dynasty and centers on two 
superhuman characters, Liu Hongzu and Shizu . At the end the protagonists overthrow 
the Jin and Liu Hongzu ascends the throne. For a brief summary see Zimmer 2002, pp. 98-99. 
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[…] 
38  

 
When he plays in the water, the Dragon King of the Eastern Sea (Donghai 
Longwang ) is disturbed and a formidable battle between Nezha and 
various sea dwellers ensues, lending the story its common title: “Nezha disturbs 
the (Eastern) Sea” (“Nezha Nao [Dong] Hai” [ ] ). This discussion, 
however, stays with the image of Nezha, naked but for a piece of red cloth and a 
golden ring, taking a bath in the river. The description of Nezha in Chapter 12 of 
Fengshen Yanyi clearly evokes the image of a child as a Ming Dynasty audience 
knew from their own life experience.  

My argument in this section mainly relies on a comparison between 
Yingxi Tu  (Pictures of Children at Play, also: Xiying Tu ) and the 
depiction of Nezha, both in the text and the woodblock illustrations of Fengshen 
Yanyi. The Yingxi Tu were a genre of painting that came to full bloom during the 
Song Dynasty and was unique in choosing children, in fact infants (ying ), as 
its main subject. While childhood for boys lasted until the capping ceremony 
(guanli ), at age twenty, children under the age of seven – that is before the 
transition from baby teeth to permanent teeth – were regarded as physically, 
intellectually and emotionally immature and granted a sheltered existence. After 
a transition, at eight sui , a child was considered ready for elementary 
schooling.39 Nezha’s adventure at the river takes place exactly seven years after 
his birth, putting him right on the edge between the immature infant, permitted 
and expected to play, and the mature boy, ready for schooling. It may seem that 
Nezha already was a mature child when he was born, seeing that his mother was 
pregnant for three and a half years and the child came out of the flesh ball 
running around the room.40 But the story, as part of a supernatural setting, does 
not follow this logic and the passing of exactly seven years between the birth 
and the river episode is no coincidence, as a character at a point of transition 
from one state to another is always of particular interest.  

The next section will look more detailed at similarities in the text and 
the pictures, after a brief introduction to the genre of Yingxi Tu.  
 
 
 
 

38 Fengshen Yanyi, 12: 112-113.  
39 Bai 2005a, pp. 16-17.  
40 Fengshen Yanyi, 12: 110.  
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2.1 Pictures of Children at Play 
 
Yingxi Tu as a genre of figure painting started during the Tang Dynasty with 
artists like Zhang Xuan  (active 714-742) and Zhou Fang  (eighth 
century) and rose to prominence during the Song Dynasty and reached its prime 
in the works of Su Hanchen  (twelfth century). The number of works 
produced dwindled during the Yuan and Ming dynasties, but the images 
remained. By the Qing Dynasty the Yingxi Tu had become auspicious imagery.41 
Paintings attributed to the aforementioned artists are preserved, for example, in 
the National Palace Museum in Taipei,42 “even though it is not certain that an 
original work by any of these artists is still extant.” 43  The most prominent 
feature about those children is that they are portrayed in an intimate setting, 
deeply immersed in play. This focus on playing children is significant, since the 
authoritative and prescriptive Confucian literature generally discouraged, or 
even prohibited, playfulness.44 Thus, the Yingxi Tu, regardless of whether they 
depict actual child behavior or simply a generic representation,45 provide an 
interesting contrast to the Confucian norm. Furthermore, these paintings provide 
historians with insights into the games and toys for children that might have 
been in circulation.46 A popular setting for these children and their games were 
the gardens of the upper classes. In Chapter 13 of Fengshen Yanyi, Nezha is also 
sent to the back garden, a place where he is allowed to roam freely.47 

Two paintings are particularly relevant to the comparison between these 
pictorial representations of children and the description of Nezha: Changchun 

41 Lin Yan 2013, pp. 71-72. As the genre emerged in Chang’an, at the far end of the Silk Road, 
during the Tang Dynasty, there is a suggestion that the choice of motif was influence by the 
“plumb cherubs in the form of putti and children of the gods” that came “with trade, with 
Buddhism, and with Christianity.” Barnhart and Barnhart 2002, p. 32.  
42 On the occasion of an exhibition in 1990 a catalogue was produced that contains these and 
other pictures. See Zou Xiaoyi 1990. Information about the exhibition can also be viewed 
online: http://www.npm.gov.tw/exhbition/bir0401/chi0401/chi0401.htm (accessed: December 
2014).  
43 Barnhart and Barnhart 2002, p. 32.   
44 Bai 2005b, p. 9. 
45 The question of whether or not these paintings “reveal what the actual child was” or “reflect 
the actual treatment of children in pre-modern China” is asked by Bai 2009b, pp. 17-18. 
46 Bai 2005b, pp. 18-19. “According to the illustrations, Song Dynasty boys played chess and 
other board games. They kicked balls, spun tops, rattled the bolanggu (a drumlike device on a 
stick with two beaters attached by strings), pumped swings, and played with toy carts. They 
liked percussion clappers, and gong, and they accompanied puppet shows and lion dances 
with their music. They flew kites and were entertained by paper windmills. Children enjoyed 
animals, and paintings show boys teasing cats, watching goldfish, chasing butterflies with 
fans, catching crickets and watching them fight, and playing with birds.” Bartholomew 2002, 
p.58 
47 Fengshen Yanyi, 13: 122.  
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Baizi Tu  [A Hundred Children in Changchun] 48 by Su Hanchen 
and Duanyang Xiying Tu  [Children Playing on the Dragon Boat 
Festival] by his son Su Zhuo  (fl. 12th c.). The latter shows three plump 
children playing with a toad (Fig. 1). 
 
 

   
Fig. 1  Su Zhuo: Children Playing on the Dragon Boat Festival, National Palace Museum 

 
Compare this to the description of the physique and dress of the newborn Nezha:  

 
His face looked like it was powdered [white], on his right wrist he wore a gold 
bracelet and his belly was wrapped in a piece of red damask.  

49 
 

This is the child that conquered Li Jing’s heart right after emerging from the 
flesh ball. Very similar is the description of the reborn Nezha in Chapter 14: 
“His face looked like it was powdered [white], his lips were cinnabar red and 

48 The “hundred children” of this painting are named after the ideal of having one hundred 
sons set by King Wen of Zhou. Bartholomew 2002, p. 57. Being the subject of a number of 
paintings, they do however refer “to the various dimensions of childhood rather than the 
actual number of children.” Bai 2005b, p. 16. 
49 Fengshen Yanyi, 12: 111.  
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intelligence shone in his eyes.” ( )50 The 
similarity of the three children in the latter, as compared to Nezha in Fengshen 
Yanyi, has already been commented on by Chen Xiaoyi who pointed out various 
details: the three children in the picture also have powdery white faces and red 
lips, they wear red dudou  (undergarments) and bracelets on their wrists. 
This compares very well to Nezha’s physical characteristics and the shape of his 
magical weapons.51 In the fantastic setting of Fengshen Yanyi’s characteristic 
weapons for its heroes – a common practice in traditional Chinese narrative – 
are not restricted to actual weaponry, but can take any given shape. Whether 
intentional or not, the author of Fengshen Yanyi iconographically replicated the 
typical appearance of a child when choosing the characteristic weapons for 
Nezha, thus embedding the character even closer in contemporary child imagery.  

The similarities of the Duanyang Xiying Tu and representations of 
Nezha go beyond the description of his birth. By its title, the painting is set 
during the summer holiday of duanwu  or duanyang , on the fifth day 
of the fifth month according to the traditional calendar. As can be seen from the 
excerpt above, Nezha went to the river on a very hot day during the fifth month. 
In a study of the Yingxi Tu, Lin Yan found that the pastimes children are shown 
as engaging in change considerably with the seasons:  

 
In the season when the spring breeze brushes faces, children enjoy themselves 
as much as they like out of doors; they fly kites, watch flowers, catch butterflies 
and play “grass competition“. The scorching summertime is the perfect season 
for plucking lotus seed pods, angling for fish, catching shrimp, swimming and 
playing in the water. During the time of the clear and crisp autumn weather, 
children would fetch jujubes, kick shuttlecocks and watch cricketfights. When 
the weather turned colder, the children would play games that involved lots of 
action, like ball games, hide-and-seek, fighting each other with knifes, spears, 
swords and halberds and noisily playing tag.  

52 
 

50  Fengshen Yanyi, 14: 131.  
51  Chen Xiaoxi 2009, p. 225. Chen also mentions the fact that the other fantastic child 
character in traditional Chinese literature, Hong hai’er  from Xiyou Ji, sports similar 
characteristics to Nezha and is even likened to him in the novel itself. Chen Xiaoxi 2009, p. 
226. 
52 Lin Yan 2013, p. 82. A similar observation was made by Bartholomew: “Children caught 
willow catkins in the spring, played with lotus blossoms, and carried large lotus leaves as 
umbrellas on hot summer days. When fruits ripened, the children would play at picking 
them.” Bartholomew 2002, p. 58. 
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The hot summertime was the time to go play near rivers. Several accounts of 
children playing at rivers are passed on – and in some cases the children almost 
drown. Because of this it was considered dangerous by parents and teachers,53 
which, however, does not seem to have stopped the practice. A similar scene 
was portrayed in the painting Changchun Baizi Tu by Su Hanchen. One part (Fig. 
2) especially resonates very well with the image of Nezha at the river: scarcely 
clad boys play in the water. Wrapped around their waist is a colorful dudou – 
sometimes red – and they wear gold bracelets around their wrists.  
 

 
Fig. 2  Su Hanchen: A Hundred Children in Changchun, National Palace Museum 

 
In Fengshen Yanyi, the first scout sent by the Dragon King to the river is the 
yaksha Li Gen , who is astonished to discover the cause of all the trouble: 

A small boy taking a red kerchief and dipping it into the water to wash himself. 
54 

This description of Nezha is strikingly similar to the boys on the scroll. 

53 Hsiung 2005, pp. 232-233. 
54 Fengshen Yanyi, 12: 113.  
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That the practice of children playing at rivers was still current during 
the Ming Dynasty can be seen by the assessment of Zhong Xing  (zi: 
Bojing , 1574-1624), the earliest and most authoritative commentator of 
Fengshen Yanyi, who commented on the scene by the remark: “Nezha’s bath in 
the Jiuwan River, is typical of boys.” ( )55 
 
 
2.2 Illustrations of Nezha at the River 
 
The relationship between Nezha and the Yingxi Tu goes beyond the text evoking 
a certain imagery; the typical representation of the children in turn influenced 
illustrations of Nezha, such as the woodblock illustration of Chapter 12 of the 
first extant edition of Fengshen Yanyi, Xinke Zhong Bojing Xiansheng Piping 
Fengshen Yanyi  [Newly Carved Fengshen 
Yanyi with Commentary by Mr. Zhong Bojing]. It shows Nezha with his hair 
bound in tufts, naked and with the ‘sky-muddling damask’ and the ‘universe 
ring’ in his hand. Behind him is the servant that accompanied him to the river. 
Nevertheless, Nezha seems rather unconstrained and, as a matter of fact, the 
servant is hardly mentioned during the episode. (Fig. 3)56  
 

 
Fig. 3 Illustration to Chapter 12, Xinke Zhong Bojing Xiansheng Piping Fengshen Yanyi 

 

55 Fengshen Yanyi, 12: 118.  
56 Xinke Zhong Bojing Xiansheng Piping Fengshen Yanyi, p. 12.   
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While the lack of clothing, the red cloth and the gold ring are all mentioned in 
the text, the hairdo is not. What is so special about it? In traditional Chinese 
medical theory, the infant’s hair was considered being closely related to the 
child’s growth and development. The newborn’s head was first shaved one 
month after his birth. Subsequent haircuts usually involved shaving the crown 
on the head while leaving two circles of hair above the ears and various similar 
hairstyles. Because of a similarity to horns, this hairstyle was commonly 
referred to as zongjiao  (“twisted knot”) – a term which also came to be 
used as a general term for “childhood.” Fully growing hair only was common 
after a girl turned seven or a boy turned eight57 – the age Nezha has nearly 
reached in the respective episode. The practice of the first shave was also 
familiar in Ming times, as can be seen in the poem “An Image of Children at 
Play” (“Tongxi Tu” ) by Ni Qian  (d. 1479) when a group of 
children are described thus:  

 
Someone’s children in brocade trousers, 
wearing soft hair and the indigo glow of the first shave. 

 
58 

 
These and other poems were produced during the Ming times in response to the 
Paintings of Children at Play.59 The ubiquity of this image led to representations 
of Nezha that always show him with these signature tufts – a hairstyle nowhere 
mentioned in the text. Yet, while Nezha is usually perceived as a child character 
throughout Fengshen Yanyi, he is in fact, described as an adult character in 
Chapter 34.  

 
The headscarf on his crown shone splendidly, his shuihe gown was bound with 
hulong patterns.  

60 
 
Here, it is clearly stated that Nezha wore a scarf on his head, so it is likely that 
he has already undergone the capping ceremony and is therefore at least twenty 
years old. Maybe under the influence of the conventions of the popular Yingxi 
Tu, Nezha became the beloved child figure, complete with tufts and all, and he 
has remained so to this day.  

 
 

 

57 Bai 2005a, pp. 3-4.  
58 Liechao Shiji 24: 4a. 
59 Bai 2005b, p. 21.  
60 Fengshen Yanyi, 34: 313. 
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3. The Rebirth of Li Nezha 
 
The third element of the child imagery in Fengshen Yanyi is found in the 
episode of his rebirth: Nezha had been forced to destroy his body in order to 
save his parents. He nourished his soul for a time in a temple dedicated to him, 
hoping to regain a new body in time. The temple was, however, destroyed, 
requiring him to seek a new method of rebirth. At this point, his master ‘Taiyi 
Zhenren’ 61 builds him a new body from lotus flowers and leaves, thus 
allowing him to be reborn: 
 

He ordered [his] boy Jinxia: “Go to the Five Lotus Pond and pluck two lotus 
flowers and three lotus leaves.” The boy quickly went got the lotus leaves and 
flowers and put them on the ground. The True Man pulled the petals of the 
flowers and arranged them in three piles representing Heaven, Earth and Men. 
Then he took the stalks on the lotus leaves and broke them into the three 
hundred bones and joints. The three lotus leaves were arranged according to 
Top, Middle and Bottom; Heaven, Earth and Men. The True Man took a 
Golden Pellet and put it in the middle. He used its innate method and the nine-
bent qi, separated the dragon and ensnared the tiger. Gripping onto Nezha’s 
souls, he pushed them towards the lotus leaves and flowers, calling: “Nezha, 
why haven’t you taken human shape already?” There was a clear sound and a 
man leapt up. 

62 
 
Ostensibly, this scene employs the Daoist art of Inner Alchemy (neidan ) to 
bring Nezha back to life. However, the use of the lotus plant is very significant, 
since this flower is commonly associated with Buddhism. But, the divergence 
between those two religions is not emphasized in Fengshen Yanyi, as it is in 
other Chinese novels. The reason for this is quite simple: as the story is set in a 
time before the arrival of Buddhism in China, in order to avoid obvious 
anachronism, all appearing “supernatural” beings need to be Daoist. As the story 
revolves around the creation of the gods, it is however possible, to include 
figures that official doctrine classified as Buddhist in their (albeit invented) pre-
Buddhist form as Daoist disciples. The confusion of Taiyi Zhenren, a Buddhist 
turned Daoist, performing a pseudo-Daoist ritual while using a potent Buddhist 

61 This is the Daoist version of the Buddhist ‘Taiyi Jiuku Tianzun’ ; turning 
Buddhist deities Daoist is a specialty of Fengshen Yanyi. 
62 Fengshen Yanyi, 14: 131.  
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symbol in Nezha’s rebirth from lotus therefore should not surprise us in the 
context of this novel.  
 The lotus plant is of considerable symbolic significance in both 
Buddhism and Hinduism.63 Some Buddhist narratives featuring births from lotus 
plants found their way to China via translation. These might have influenced the 
story of Nezha even preceding the composition of Fengshen Yanyi. In turn, 
similar to the scene at the river and the Yingxi Tu, the text evokes certain 
imagery – that of rebirth in the Pure Land, which in turn influenced visual 
representations of Nezha’s rebirth.  
 In viewing this scene one should keep in mind that, when Nezha comes 
back to life, he is neither reincarnated like his precursors Huaguang and Zhenwu, 
nor resurrected like Jiang Ziya  or Huang Tianhua . Farther, his 
rebirth from lotus is quite unique in Chinese literature and reverts the character 
back to infancy again. This may have contributed considerably to the perception 
of the character as a perpetual child. 
 
 
3.1 Lotus Births 
 
Lotus of course has a complex tradition as a symbol in Chinese art and literature. 
As a first layer, there are symbolical meanings derived from the natural 
propensities of the plant: purity, due to the ability to clean itself of mud and 
pollution that is now known as “lotus effect,” and fertility, because the plant not 
only produces numerous seeds but also bears seedpods and flowers at the same 
time, hinting at a quick succession of children. 64  This provided the basic 
connection between lotus, the procreation of children and birth. The lotus also 
appears among other miracles at the birth of the Buddha Śākyamuni.65 Even 
closer ties can be found in Indian mythology, in the Puranas, where a lotus leaf 
serves as the womb from which Brahma is born, similar to the Cosmic Egg that 
begets Pangu in the Chinese tradition.66 This womb imagery subsequently 
appears in Buddhist narratives of spectacular births, heralding extraordinary 
persons, as in the following excerpt from “Lu Furen Yuan”  [“The 
fate of Madam Deer”]:  
 

At this time the deer woman, after carrying her child to term, gave birth to a 
thousand lotus flowers. […] Each leaf contained a small child. 

[…] 67 
 

63 Fischer-Schreiber 1986, p. 221.  
64 Leach 1949, p. 645. See Fischer-Schreiber 1986, p. 221 for more on purity.  
65 Chen Xiaoyi 1994, p. 120. 
66 Chen Xiaoyi 1994, p. 123.  
67  Za Baocang Jing, 1: 452c-453a.   
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All these boys later became eminent Buddhist monks. Interestingly, this story 
shares some features both with the aforementioned story from the Foguo Ji and 
the story “Lianhua Furen Yuan”  [“The fate of Madam Lotus”] 
immediately preceding it. Even though the actual births in all these stories differ 
(flesh ball, eggs, lotus leaves), the general outline is indeed very similar.68 In 
this light, the birth from lotus leaves might be viewed as a simple variation on 
the theme of the miraculous birth discussed above. But as the following passage 
will show, the special symbolism of the lotus in Buddhist narratives gives this 
type of birth story a special meaning.69 

Since the Song Dynasty a Chan gong’an  (case record) had been in 
circulation in China that described how Nezha returned flesh and bones to his 
parents (in order to physically return the body he had received from them) 
whereupon he revealed his “true form” (zhenxing ) and was able to preach 
to them – an abstract debate about the nature of ”leaving one’s family to become 
a monk or nun” (chujia ). The philosophical depth of this gong’an was 
subsequently simplified to accommodate the understanding of laymen. In the 
Ming Dynasty encyclopedia Soushen Daquan, Nezha’s concern for his parents’ 
life then becomes the prime motivation for destroying his body and, instead of 
revealing his “true form”, he received a new body from Buddha himself: 
 

The Commander then cut his own flesh and bones to return his father’s favor of 
giving birth to him. Then he appealed to Buddha. Thinking that he could 
subdue demons, Buddha broke the lotus bud to form his bones, the rhizome to 
form his flesh, the stalk to form his calves, leaves to be used as his clothes. 
Finally he restored his life. 

70 
 
Evidently, this passage directly influenced the description in Fengshen Yanyi. 
The Buddhist theme is apparent, firstly, in the Buddha’s involvement in the 
resurrection of a commander otherwise serving under the Jade Emperor; and 
secondly, the Buddha does not only create Nezha’s body from lotus, but also 
makes him clothes. “Lotus garment” (lianhua yi or lianhua fu ) 
was a name for the robe of a monk or nun. 71  This goes to show that the 

68 The mother is a secondary wife and her offspring gets thrown out by the principal wife. A 
foreign ruler finds and raises all 500 (Foguo Ji) or thousand (Za Baocang Jing) boys who 
eventually come back to their home country as an invading army. However, they recognize 
their mother, as she squirts milk from her breasts into all of their mouths simultaneously – 
depending on the version that is the mouths of 500 or a thousand boys.  
69 Tibetan Buddhism furthermore tells of Padmasaṃbhava (Lianhua Sheng Shangshi 

), quite literally ‘the lotus-born’. Chen Xiaoyi 1994, p. 121. It is, however, unclear, to 
what extent this story was known in Chinese sources in premodern times.  
70 Wan 1986, p. 139.  
71 Soothill 1937, p. 443.   
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encyclopedic entry was still somewhat aware of the origin of the motif of self-
mutilation as a metaphor on chujia. Yet the popular encyclopedia might have 
opted to portray Nezha’s resurrection in the shape of the lotus that had already 
been linked to the creation of life, rather than the abstract concept of a “true 
form” that was less likely to impress a layman reader. Unwittingly it thus shifted 
the scene of Nezha’s resurrection closer to that of rebirth. 
 
 
3.2 Entry of a Soul into the Pure Land 
 
Nezha’s rebirth is already inscribed in the title of Chapter 14: “Nezha Manifests 
a Body Reincarnated from Lotus Flowers” (“Nezha Xian Lianhua Huashen” 

). Semantically, this “reincarnation from lotus flowers” (lianhua 
huashen ) is very close to the Buddhist concept of “birth by 
transformation from a lotus flower” (lianhua huasheng ). The latter 
motif is mentioned in the Lotus Sutra in a passage describing how a person born 
in the presence of a Buddha shall do so by “birth by transformation from a lotus 
flower.”72 The Chinese names of the two motives only differ by one character of 
similar pronunciation, a mistaken association of the two motifs is therefore not 
unlikely. Birth through, or from, a lotus flower is a very popular motif for 
depicting the entry of a new soul into a Buddhist paradise. Most popular among 
them is of course Sukhāvatī, the Pure Land of Amitābha, also known as the 
Western Paradise. Souls enter this place through a lotus flower, as described in 
several sutras dedicated to Amitābha.73 On top of this rebirth from lotus flowers 
comes the Chinese practice of depicting the newly reborn soul as an infant, a 
trend that seems to have emerged with the growing influence of Shangqing  
Daoism and the image of “the self in embryo.” From the fourth century onward, 
the newly born soul in the shape of an infant entered the Pure Land through the 
calyx of a lotus flower, thereby avoiding the impurities of the human womb. In 
visual representations, this translated into an infant seated on a lotus pedestal.74 
Examples of this practice can be found among the Dunhuang murals,75  as in this 
detail from a mural in the Library Cave (Zangjing Dong ) at Mogao  
(Fig. 4).  
 

72 Miaofa Lianhua Jing, 4: 35a. English translation taken from Soothill 1977, p. 170. 
73 Fischer-Schreiber 1986, pp. 362-363. 
74 Wicks and Avril 2002, p. 8. 
75 Examples are reprinted, among others, in Children in Chinese Art, Wicks 2002, pp. 7, 9; 
Stele 1 (after p. 34) or Chandra and Sharma 2012, pp. 89, 95, 97. 
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Fig. 4  Detail from Wall Mural depicting the Paradise of Shakyamuni, Tang, 
Cave 17 at Mogao/Duanhuang, British Museum, Sir Aurel Stein Collection  

 
As with the Yingxi Tu above, this leads us away from the actual text towards the 
images evoked in the reader. Since Fengshen Yanyi presents us with a 
reincarnation in a lotus body, it is not unlikely that readers familiar with visual 
representations of rebirth in the Pure Land would have been aware of the 
similarity. These depictions also relied on child imagery. And while Nezha is 
actually not only born from within the lotus flower, but has his whole body 
modeled from lotus flowers and leaves, this did not stop Chinese artists from 
depicting Nezha’s rebirth in the style of the rebirth into Sukhāvatī. 76  The 
imagery found with regard to Nezha’s rebirth is different from that of his first 
incarnation, at the center of which was the universal imagery of the amniotic sac 
in the likeness of a flesh ball. Here, in his rebirth, we find the decidedly 
Buddhist imagery of the birth of a soul from the highly symbolic lotus plant, as 
an affirmation of the physical purity of the body. In subsequent chapters of 
Fengshen Yanyi it becomes clear that the lotus gives Nezha not only great 
strength but also immunity to the magic devices of his enemies; his body 
remains ‘unstained’ by their arts, just as the lotus leave remains unstained by 
muddy water. 
 
 
4. Conclusion: The Interplay of Text and Picture 
 
The interplay of child imagery between textual and pictorial representations is 
evident enough. The birth imagery at the beginning of the ‘Nezha Legend’ 
firmly roots the character ‘Nezha’ in the Chinese tradition of heroic figures, 
hinting at his future greatness and his superhuman origins. The imagery, 
including supernatural conception, prolonged pregnancy and birth as a flesh ball, 
is fairly widespread in Chinese literature. The occurrence of all three elements in 
the story of one birth is, however, quite remarkable. On the one hand, this works 
as a threefold affirmation of Nezha’s predestined special status. But this also 

76 See for example the famous 1979 animated movie Nezha Nao Hai . 
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means that the story dwells on the fetus state of its protagonist for a much longer 
time than usual.  

In the subsequent narrative about Nezha in Fengshen Yanyi, further 
associations are invoked by his appearance and the scene at the river: where 
other hero figures grow up quickly to become fully formed adults ready to fulfill 
their destiny, Nezha remains a child throughout the episode. Other superhuman 
children grow up in three to five days time, as did the Nezha of Soushen Daquan. 
The age of the Nezha in Fengshen Yanyi, however, is given as seven, indicating 
the point of transition where he is no more an infant, but not yet an adolescent. 
He does what ordinary Chinese boys would have done in escaping from home to 
play in the grove and at the river. Yet the reader’s imagination jumps almost 
naturally to images that are not explicitly mentioned in the text, thereby 
influencing subsequent visual representations. An example is the typical infant 
hair-style which is never mentioned in the text, but since then become a fixed 
part of woodblock illustrations.  

Suicide ends Nezha’s life at the age of seven, whereupon he is revived 
in a lotus body. Restoration to life is not uncommon in Ming Dynasty novels 
like Fengshen Yanyi and Xiyou Ji, but it is mostly achieved by reuniting the soul 
with the deceased body. Nezha, however, has no body to return to. Restoring his 
life is only possible by way of rebirth. Nezha’s second birth is different from his 
first one. This sets him apart from the characters Huaguang and Zhenwu in the 
Nanyou Ji and Beiyou Ji, who are reborn through a woman’s womb (toutai) each 
time. Nezha is born without resorting to another human’s womb. The lotus body 
sets him apart from all others, but also refers him back to infancy, by the implied 
link to infants born from lotus flowers in Chinese Buddhist art.  

In further developing the Nezha entry from Soushen Daquan, the author 
of Fengshen Yanyi, intentionally or not, forged links to child imagery form 
various traditions: firstly, universal birth imagery; secondly, the Chinese art 
tradition of “Pictures of Children at Play;” and lastly, Buddhist representations 
of rebirth.  The association with the diverse range of imagery that all revolve 
around the theme of childhood, and their combination, very likely contributed to 
actually rendering Nezha the most outstanding child character in classical 
Chinese literature and greatly contributed to his ongoing popularity. After the 
lengthy description of his birth, we are reminded by the riverside that Nezha is 
still very young by the use of motifs that feature prominently in the genre of 
Yingxi Tu. And again, after his rebirth, the connection of reincarnation from 
lotus and rebirth in the Pure Land – as well as the possible confusion of lianhua 
huashen and lianhua huasheng – refer the image of Nezha back to infancy. The 
mentioning of his headscarf, a sign of a certain maturity, and the fact that he is 
already six foot (chi ) tall by the time he goes to the river, and one zhang  
(10 foot) six foot  when he is reborn, is easily overlook when picturing the 
character. 

These three chapters also incorporate a series of other elements and 
motifs, such as: dragons, sprites, archery and the Southern Gate of Heaven. But 
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its recurrent reference to child imagery, in particular, left a lasting impact on the 
readership. Therefore, the fighter Nezha in the latter parts of Fengshen Yanyi is 
likewise envisioned as a child, even though no explicit statement is made about 
his age. The influence of child imagery also accounts for his appearance in Ming 
and Qing woodcut illustrations and the ongoing portrayal of Nezha as a child in 
literature, on stage and on screen.  
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TRANSLATION, OR TRANSLITERATION?1 
THE QUESTION OF CHINESE WITHIN THE 

CATHOLIC LITURGY IN THE XIRU ERMU ZI (1626) 
 

XIE MINGGUANG  
(Beijing Foreign Studies University) 

 
 
In 1864, French Jesuit C. Dehaisnes (1825-1897) spoke of the Xiru Ermu Zi

 (from here on XREMZ), a book composed by Flemish Jesuit Nicolas 
Trigault (Jin Nige, 1577-1628) in Shaanxi for the first time in 1626, 
with the aim of doing a Chinese language study. He wrote,  
 

Les chrétiens indigènes l’avaient prié de composer un grand ouvrage de 
linguistique, sorte de dictionnaire grammatical dans lequel seraient marqués 
tous les rapports qui pouvaient exister entre le chinois et les langues 
européennes [...] il avait fallu pour ce travail et l’immense érudition qu’exige 
toujours le premier dictionnaire, et un esprit assez ingénieux et assez inventif 
pour trouver des rapports entre des langues essentiellement différentes […].2 

 
His description is partially correct, because the XREMZ never refers to two 
languages, but only to Chinese, concerning two aspects of Chinese: the “spoken 
word” (lingue) and the “written word” (parole). However, what Father 
Dehaisnes had pointed out, that Nicolas Trigault wanted to emphasise les 
rapports between the Chinese language and European languages, is incorrect, 
even though we have seen that Nicolas Trigault’s understanding of Chinese was 
deeply influenced by his knowledge of European languages, and his use of Latin 
letters.  

                                                           

1 I am really grateful towards Professor Melanie Rockenhaus, Professor Ann Talbot, Peter 
Lieberman, Edoardo Galfré, Alessio Santoro, Giorgio Tosco, Nicolò Scarpat, Hendrikus van 
Wijlick, and Enrico Fardella who read and improved the draft, and finally rid of the mistakes 
caused by my poor English. I am also sincerely indebted to Miss Chiu Ya-chieh who helped 
me make the Nicolas Trigault’s Travel Route in China. Their kind help made this paper 
possible. Finally, I would like to thank professor Maria Pia Paoli, Professor Anna di Toro, 
Professor Paolo Santangelo, and Professor Nicola di Cosmo for their valuable input. Of 
course, I take all responsibility for any errors in this paper. Based on one part of the paper 
presented during the 11th International Symposium (September 4-7, 2012) in Leuven, 
Belgium, which is about to be published, this article is developed by focusing on Nicolas 
Trigault’s linguistic theory in two of his documents. 
2 Vie du père Nicolas Trigault de la compagnie de jésus, p. 198. 
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For Trigault, to establish rapports in the XREMZ meant to disclose the 
difference between Western words (Latin letters) and Chinese words (Chinese 
characters) and then find a connection between the two: the transliteration 
between Western words and Chinese words. Consequently, he had to face an 
issue: the possibility of maintaining unchanged the meanings of words because 
of the two different writing systems. Alternatively, how Western words can 
represent the meaning of the corresponding Chinese words, and vice versa. For 
Nicolas Trigault, such kind of knowledge could even be traced back to Ancient 
Greece and its famous thinkers, among whom Aristotle must be mentioned. This 
question, for Nicolas Trigault and other Jesuits, will finally devolve into a 
question related strictly to Christian theology. 
 
 
1. From letras to Chinese Characters: a theoretical 
introduction      
  
As we can see, the feature of the XREMZ noticed right from the start was the use 
of Latin letters, which were considered symbols of yuanyin  (primordial 
sounds) and which were called xihao  (Western symbols). They consist of 
all human sounds, including Chinese sounds. Trigault constructed his whole 
theory from this point of departure, and divided the primordial sounds into two 
parts: ziming  (self-pronunciation) and tongming  (co-pronunciation).3 
They were distinguished from one another,  
  

 
When the mouth opens, the voices that can be uttered automatically, without 
needing the assistance of other sounds, are called self-pronunciation. And the 
voices that are detained between the throat and the tongue, seeming to be 
stuffed and stammered, and thus, which cannot burst out directly, are called co-
pronunciation. Therefore, co-pronunciations can generate a complete sound, 
only when appealing to the help of co-pronunciations, which can be placed in 
front of, or behind it.4 

 
Self-pronunciations are independent; on the contrary, co-pronunciations cannot 
be emitted individually, unless they have help from self-pronunciations.5 In this 
case, the human voice must be produced by self-pronunciations alone, or by the 

                                                           

3 YYSP, p. 119 (f. 36a). Self-pronunciations are referred to the vowels, and co-pronunciations 
are referred to the consonants.  
4 YYSP, p. 120 (f. 36b); see also YYSP, p. 122 (f. 37b).  
5 See YYSP, p. 120 (f. 36b).  
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combination of self-pronunciations and co-pronunciations. Among them there 
are five primordial sounds: a, e, i, o, u, which belong to self-pronunciations; and 
twenty-four of these: ʿç, ç, ʿch, ch, ʿk, k, ʿp, p, ʿt, t, j, v, f, g, l, m, n, s, x, h, b, d, 
r, and z belonging to co-pronunciations. Through the co-pronunciation of 
unification and combination, all human voices can be written as different 
sounds. These sounds will give birth to the word (zi ), since “symbols are the 
source of the words.”6  

There were other Jesuits of the view that Latin letters were capable of 
making sounds, just as we can see in Xifang Dawen  [Questions and 
Answers Regarding the West] (1637), of Fathers Giulio Aleni (1582-1649) and 
João Fróis (1591-1638) and Yulan Xifang Yaoji  [Book for the 
Emperor on the West] (1669), of Ferdinand Verbiest (1623-1688). The editors 
of these two books left the same comments on the XREMZ, when introducing 
the languages of the Far West. They said,  
 

In the Far West there are twenty-three zimu  (Alphabetic letters). These 
letters are treated as twenty-three strokes, and can be considered as twenty-
three words. They work together and produce all the categories and the human 
being. The use of these letters is very ingenious. Languages and voices of the 
tens of thousands of countries, and sounds of the wind, the rain, birds and 
beasts, everything can be registered by these letters.7 

       
The divergence of opinion between Nicolas Trigault and his European 
contemporaries was large: the latter maintained that Latin letters could be used 
to represent the voices and sounds of the universe. And yet, they did not make 
the distinctions between Latin letters and Latin symbols of primordial sounds. 
Although both the letters of the Latin alphabet and the symbols of primordial 
sounds were written in Alphabetic letters, they had to be distinguished. For 
Trigault, primordial sounds made sounds and voices, and Latin letters could only 
represent them. These letters, through various combinations, played the role of 
transporting sounds and voices. This dissimilarity may not have been so 
significant for these Jesuits, otherwise they would not have encouraged Chinese 
readers to read the XREMZ in order to gain more information. For Trigault, 
however, it was fundamental to illustrate the concept of primordial sounds. He 
certainly based this concept on his European knowledge, though he adjusted it to 
the features of the Chinese language. For instance, he included Latin letters “b, 
d, r, z” among co-pronunciations, but they were immediately excluded from the 
sounds of the Chinese language. In fact, the definition of primordial sounds, 

                                                           

6 See YYSP, p. 117 (f. 35a).  
7 ARSI, Jap. Sin. II. 22, ff. 11a-12b; BAV, Borg. Cin. 350 (11), ff. 5b-6a. 
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self-pronunciations, and the co-pronunciations was derived from European 
sources. In his Poetics, Aristotle wrote,   
 

A Letter is an indivisible sound, yet not every such sound, but only one which 
can form part of a group of sounds. For even brutes utter indivisible sounds, 
none of which I call a letter. The sound I mean may be either a vowel, a 
semivowel, or a mute. A vowel is that which without impact of tongue or lip 
has an audible sound. A semivowel, that which with such impact has an audible 
sound, as S and R. A mute, that which with such impact has by itself no sound, 
but joined to a vowel sound becomes audible, as G and D. These are 
distinguished according to the form assumed by the mouth and the place where 
they are produced; according as they are aspirated or smooth, long or short; as 
they are acute, grave, or of an intermediate tone; which inquiry belongs in detail 
to the writers on meter.8 

 
Of course, the concept of letter in the Poetics concerns a language with which 
Aristotle was acquainted, and that must be a language of phonograms: Ancient 
Greek.9 Although dealing with another type of language which Aristotle never 
knew, Trigault seemed quite faithful to Aristotle’s views on language, 
maintaining the same concept of letter, even though nominally, the elements 
concerning language were different. To define such ‘letter’, Nicolas Trigault 
called it yuanyin (primordial sound) in Chinese. Accordingly, the term tongming 
(co-pronunciation) could correspond to the ‘mute’ in the words of Aristotle, and 
the term ziming (self-pronunciation) to ‘vowel’ or ‘semivowel’. Thanks to his 
understanding of the Chinese language, in Trigault’s opinion these concepts had 
to be accommodated to the case of Chinese.10 These terms, essentially identical, 
could be shared by both Chinese and by other languages across the globe.  

The difference between self-pronunciations and co-pronunciations is 
not only evidenced in “the form assumed by the mouth and the place of 
articulation”, but also in the role they are going to play in human sounds. There 
are five self-pronunciations, which are defined as ziming yuanyin  
(primordial sounds of self-pronunciations), “the origin of all human sounds”.11 
In Europe, they are symbolized as a, e, i, o and u. All of the different self-
pronunciations could be represented by these five primordial sounds of self-
pronunciations and their various combinations.   

There are five yuanmu  (single-letter mothers/ primordial mothers), 
which are represented directly by the five primordial sounds of self-
pronunciations: a, e, i, o, u. Then, with their combinations, acting like mothers, 

                                                           

8 De Arte Poetica [repr. 1951], 1457a 2-4. 
9 Law 2002, p. 29. 
10 Tan Huiying thought the term yuanyin reflected the prejudice of Nicolas Trigault toward 
Chinese pronunciation, with which he was still unfamiliar, see Tan Huiying 2008, p. 31.  
11 YYSP, p. 123 (f. 38a).  
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they give birth to double-letter words which are called zimu  (two-letter 
mothers/ son-mothers): for example, iu which comes from the combination of i 
and u. Thirdly, we have three-letter words, which are sunmu  (three-letter 
mothers/ grandson-mothers): for example, iue. And finally, four-letter 
combinations are possible. They are known as zengsunmu  (four-letter 
mothers/ great-grandson-mothers): for example, iuen.12 There would be more 
combinations, but Trigault insisted that he had brought together only those 
which appear in Chinese, and as a result the number was reduced to fifty. At this 
moment, tones had not yet been added. 

All of these self-pronunciations, from yuanmu  to zengsunmu 
, were called zimu  (mother words) by Trigault. It is worthwhile to 

mention that some mother words among them resulted from the combination of 
self-pronunciations and co-pronunciations: for instance, m, n, l. These letters of 
co-pronunciation must have a final position and therefore came after self-
pronunciations.13 Otherwise, the three co-pronunciations should be regarded as 
zifu  (father words) and be placed at the beginning of a “son word” – 
another important concept, as we shall see. Clearly, this kind of arrangement 
was suitable for the Chinese language, now that Father Trigault was already 
familiar with the language.  

The term tongming zifu  alludes to another aspect of 
primordial sounds. In Chinese texts they are linked to initials. According to 
Nicolas Trigault, zifu  should be like this,  
    

 
Before self-pronunciation (tongming ) meets co-pronunciation (ziming 

), it sounds like a common creek, running and murmuring, but it cannot make 
any sound. Provided that it combines with the self-pronunciation, it will run 
like a rivulet, merging into a long river and running loudly in such way: they 
make the same sounds and share the rhyme. As a result, the sounds of co-
pronunciations and their symbols are called consonants (fu ).14 

 
Co-pronunciation does not work without self-pronunciation. Together they 
makes sounds, as we have seen in the case of the term ‘mute’ in the Poetics of 
Aristotle, which referred to consonants. Not all of the twenty-four co-
pronunciations could be found in the Chinese language, however: b, d, r, z did 

                                                           

12 YYSP, pp. 123-124 (f. 38a-b).  
13 See YYSP, p. 125 (f. 39a). This kind of zimu is similar to the yunhua fuyin  
(rhymed consonant), see Luo Changpei 1949, pp. 56-57. 
14 YYSP, p. 131 (f. 42a).  
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not exist. This observation regarding the Chinese language was the main point 
upon which, as we shall see later, Nicolas Trigault would depend in order to 
support the Catholic liturgy in Chinese, instead of in Latin.  

As we can see in a family, in which father and mother rear their 
offspring, so do zifu (father words) and zimu (mother words).  
 

 
There is a father and a mother. When they meet, they will generate the zizi  
(son words) naturally.15 

 
This son word is the offspring, which results from another kind of fanqie

 spelling16 that Nicolas Trigault was about to introduce. If we observe the 
process of its generation, I believe the son word would be comparable to the 
generation of a syllable, as we can read in the Poetics:  
    

A syllable is a sound without meaning, composed of a mute and a letter that has 
a sound.17 

 
Like Aristotle, Trigault accepted the principle that son words came from the 
unification of self-pronunciations and co-pronunciations. For Trigault, however, 
it was also possible that some son words had only self-pronunciations. Both of 
them stressed that syllables and son words were still far from being real words: 
no signification was yet assigned to them. When Nicolas Trigault and his Jesuit 
colleagues became familiar with the Chinese language, this background 
knowledge made them conceive the sounds of Chinese as monosyllables 
consisting of one mute letter and “one letter having sound”.  

Besides the terms zifu , zimu , and zizi , symbols for the 
five tones and other signs had to be found, in order to represent correctly the 
sounds of Chinese in so-called ‘Western symbols’. As far as the symbols of the 
five tones are concerned, Trigault also converted them into Western symbols, as 
seen in the example of the Chinese Wheel.18 
 

 

                                                           

15 YYSP, p. 125 (f. 39a); see also YYSP, p. 158 (f. 55b). 
16  Literally, fanqie can be translated as reverse-correspondence: pronouncing a certain 
Chinese character by employing two other characters, each of which represent initial and final 
sounds respectively. 
17 De Arte Poetica [repr. 1951], 1456b [20]5. 
18  The Chinese Wheel made reference to the Zhongyuan Yinyun Huotu  
(Movable Wheel of the Chinese Sounds and Rhymes), and was devised by Nicolas Trigault 
for understanding how Western Symbols worked in representing Chinese Sounds.   
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The smaller circle at the centre [of the Wheel] is cut into five sections, 
identified with the five tones. Among them there are two tones (clear-even and 
muddy-even) belonging to the even (ping ) pattern; there are three tones 
(rising, departing, and entering), belonging to the oblique (ze ) pattern. Each 
section is composed by two strata [respectively]: Chinese characters are placed 
in the outer strata; while Western symbols are placed in the inner one. Although 
we are ignorant of the ingenuity of the five tones in the West, the traveller is 
able to distinguish them in virtue of the five symbols.19  

 
In the history of the study of the Chinese language, Lazzaro Cattaneo (1560-
1640), an Italian Jesuit, was the first man to distinguish these five tones 
correctly, and describe them with Western symbols (“con nostre lettere”, as 
Ricci described). For Trigault, these five tones played a role in multiplying the 
number of sounds,  
 

 
The number of sounds employed in Chinese is very small, but the number of 
Chinese characters is rather large, which is complete contrast with [the case in] 
my humble land. When sounds are few, it is more likely to cause confusion 
because of their similarity. So, the wise men of Ancient China thought of a 
method to solve this problem. Every single sound is multiplied with five tones, 
and then the number of the sounds is greatly increased.20 

 
The symbols of the tones were necessary to create a Chinese sound with 
Western symbols. They are inherent characteristics of the Chinese language. 
There would be no distinction between Chinese and European sounds if the 
symbols of the five tones were not added to the Latin letters.  

In addition to these five symbols, some co-pronunciations were named 
by Nicolas Trigault as zhongyin  (voiced sounds), and decorated with a 
special c-sign, in order to be differentiated from their alternative pronunciations: 
qingyin  (voiceless sounds): c, ch, k, p, t.   
 

h
c  

According to the Western custom, all voiced sounds have to be marked by 
certain signs. In addition, a distinction between purity and mixture is made. The 
pure voiced sound is h, whereas the mixed voiced sound is outlined with a c on 
the left shoulder of the letter of the voiceless sound.21  

 

                                                           

19 YYSP, p. 62 (f. 7b).  
20 YYSP, p. 147 (f. 50a). 
21 YYSP, p. 145 (f. 49a).  
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The signs of voiced sounds cannot be dealt with like the symbols of Latin letters 
and the five tones. Nonetheless, the signs, together with other symbols helped to 
form an entire group of Western symbol. Together, the three key terms zimu 

, zifu , and zizi , essential to the emergence of the human sound, and 
the symbols of tones and the signs of voiced sounds, were able to stand correctly 
almost for every Chinese sound.  

Trigault was on the way of redefining Chinese phonemes by grouping 
them into zifu  (initial sounds), zimu  (final sounds) and zizi  
(syllables/sounds), and by presenting them in the form of Western symbols. In 
his book, he did not intend to change their inherent nature. He once tried to ask 
his Chinese interlocutor not to take the terms he was using there seriously, for 
these were borrowed to help others better understand.22  For him, the terms 
matter only in form, and all the sounds in China or in Europe can be perceived 
as the composition of the primordial sounds (yuanyin ) and their various 
combinations. There were essentially no distinctions between the terms.  

If written in Western symbols, Chinese characters could be perceived as 
congyin zhizi  (phonograms) and were given another form to see the 
meaning through human sounds. In the XREMZ, these two kinds of zi  
outlined different aspects of words: “written words” (zi ) and “spoken words” 
(yan ). As for their relationship, we might be confused by Trigault when we 
read, 
 

 
Generally speaking, a zi  (written word) in China is a set of strokes; while a 
yan  (spoken word) in our humble land is composed of primordial sounds, 
and each sound has its own meaning.23 

 
It seems that he would like to attribute the characteristics of using “written 
words” (zi ) only to Chinese and the characteristic of using “spoken words” 
(yan ) to European languages. But he based this opinion on two different 
respects. We can see so in the words of the Chinese interlocutor, who seems to 
have understood what Nicolas Trigault was talking about. He said,  
 

 
This is to make a distinction between “spoken words” and “written words”.  For 
sure, “spoken words” were born earlier than “written words”. And “written 
words” were born later than “spoken words”. “Spoken words” (yan) are the 

                                                           

22 See YYSP, p. 131 (f. 42a). 
23 YYSP, pp. 118-119 (ff. 35b-36a).  



Translation, or Transliteration?   293 

sounds and rhymes of “written words”, and “written words” (zi) are the strokes 
of “spoken words”.24 

 
These words were the answer to Nicolas Trigault’s assessment when the 
Flemish Father had tried to distinguish these two terms from another point of 
view, 
 

 
“Spoken words” can be found everywhere, even in a Barbarian society; instead, 
“written words” tend to exist exclusively in a civilised society.25  

 
Historically, they came to be at two different stages. Yet, the “written word” was 
superior to the spoken one, as belonging to “civilised” societies. Europe was 
certainly a “civilised” society. Thus, it had not only the “spoken word”, but also 
the “written word” in the form of Latin letters. Indeed, as we have stated before, 
all Latin letters, including both single letters and their combinations, as 
representations of human sounds, could be transformed into zi  (written 
words), after passing from symbols to words by considering their meanings. On 
this topic I will write later. Here it is worthwhile to mention that the definition of 
zi , even from the standpoint of Nicolas Trigault himself, should be much 
broader in dimension. It was a universally valid concept, for both the case of 
China and Europe.  

In the XREMZ there are two types of zi : zhongzi  (Chinese 
words) and xizi  (Western words). The former is a combination of strokes, 
while the latter in Europe is a combination of Western symbols, namely, Latin 
letters. They were immediately distinguished from one another, after the Jesuits 
began to study the Chinese language. Even so, in the Jesuit texts, both have been 
called “letters” by the Jesuits of the time. 

The concept of zi  will be tested here by reading the documents of the 
missionaries. The first interesting document is the rediscovered Portuguese-
Chinese Dictionary. In this lexicon, edited by the Italian Jesuit Michele Ruggieri 
(1543-1607), the Portuguese letra is translated into Chinese as zi ,26 and in 
another folio, which does not belong to the dictionary, letra was translated as 
zhengzi  (regular word), caozi  (cursive word) and zhuanzi  (seal 
word), namely a series of different Chinese styles of writing.27 The two different 
voices on letra had been provided by two different people. Probably the first 
voice had been transcribed by a Westerner. Father Pasquale D’Elia supposed it 

                                                           

24 YYSP, p. 113 (f. 33a). 
25 YYSP, p. 113 (f. 33a).  
26 ARSI, Jap. Sin. I. 198, f. 112a. 
27 ARSI, Jap. Sin. I. 198, f. 167b.  



294   MING QING STUDIES 2015 

was Matteo Ricci or Michele Ruggieri. 28  The second corresponded to the 
Chinese writing custom, and as a result, the copyist must have been an 
indigenous Chinese, or a person well-accustomed to Chinese writing. 
Furthermore, another difference is in the interpretation of these voices. The 
latter emphasised the way of writing from the point of view of calligraphy; 
whereas the former preferred to read letra as zi . However, both agreed that 
letra and zi  were identical. This knowledge was proven also by one of Father 
Ruggieri’s works, in which he said, 
 

Haec enim sicut nos facimus litteras componunt, sed singulas res singulis 
litteris exprimunt.29 

 
When he proclaimed such characteristic of Chinese, he must have compared 
Chinese with European languages, and called both of them “letters”. It is easy to 
find differences between them. In Chinese, a single ‘letter’ signifies only one 
object. We find the same view in Matteo Ricci’s Diary, in which he wrote, “E 
cominciando dalle sue lettere, o più tosto caratteri al modo degli Hieroglifichi 
degli Egitij, […]”30 The lettere are therefore equal to caratteri, namely, zi  
(Chinese characters),31 although they still do not coincide with those of Europe, 
for the zi  in Chinese are composed as “hieroglifichi degli egitij”. 

In the context of European languages, this letra must refer to Latin 
letters. In the XREMZ, Trigault called these letters Western symbols. But at the 
same time, they are zi ,  
 

 
Western symbols, when given a sound, become zi .32 

 
Zi  matches the term “letter”. Such a view of the Chinese language does not 
allow for the “letter” to be endowed with additional content, when this language 
encountered the languages of Europe. The characters were distinguished from 
representations, but they could naturally correspond to the same structure: for 

                                                           

28 See FR, II, p. 32, Tavola V. Father Pasquale D’Elia did justify his position. My conclusion 
is based on the word order. The transcriber wrote the voices from left to right, contrary to the 
traditional word order in China: from top to bottom first, and then from right to left. 
29 “In fact, as we do, they write letters, but express single things through single letters”, see 
BNR, 3405 Mss. Gesuitici 1276, ff. 2b-3a. 
30  “And beginning from its letters, or rather characters, in the manner of the Egyptian 
Hieroglyphic”, see Della entrata della Compagnia di Giesù e Christianità nella Cina, p. 28.  
31  See also the title of Francisco Diaz’s dictionary, Vocabulario de letra China con la 
explicacion Castellana, in BAV, Borg. Cin. 412. John De Francis maintained that “letter” and 
“character” for Nicolas Trigault were different, see De Francis 1984, p. 293. 
32 YYSP, p. 74 (f. 13b). 
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example, to letras in Europe, when Chinese characters were also considered 
congyin zhizi  (phonograms).  

Since Western words are defined as congyin zhizi  
(phonograms), then Chinese, with its sounds being represented in the form of 
Latin letters, was romanised, thus seen as congyin zhizi  (phonograms) 
as well. The sounds and forms of Chinese, which had been synthesised in 
perfect harmony in a Chinese word, could be separated from one another, 

 

 
Sound and “written word” can be separated from each other. It is likely to write 
down a “written word” when its sound is undetermined. Similarly, a “spoken 
word” is able to pronounce one sound with the “written word” unfixed. But in 
the rhyme book of Dengyun, some sounds cannot be deduced if they lack the 
corresponding “written words”. If I have recourse to Western symbols, this 
problem can be solved.33 

 
In the light of the traditional fanqie spelling, some sounds could be made 
through the combination of final and initial sounds in Chinese characters, but 
lacked a corresponding sound in the form of a single character. 34  On the 
contrary, this sound can be visualized by means of Western symbols. This too 
proves that Chinese words and sounds can be separated from one another. There 
is also another possibility: that Chinese characters and Latin letters, when the 
latter represent the sounds of the former, could proceed in an analogous way.  
 
 
2. The Romanisation of Chinese Characters 
 
Despite the equality between Chinese characters and Chinese letras, they are 
involved in two completely different linguistic systems: ideogram on the one 
hand, and phonogram on the other. So, how are Chinese letras able to guarantee 
the same meaning assumed by Chinese characters? 

“Different languages rise in different minds. As a result, they spread all 
over the world”, said Father Diego de Pantoja.35 In the context of the biblical 
interpretation, the “confusion of tongues” forever divided human society, as men 
were prevented from communicating with each other. Nevertheless, Nicolas 
Trigault did not include the history of the Chinese language in the universal 
historiography of Christendom when compiling the XREMZ. He was not even 

                                                           

33 YYSP, p. 151 (f. 52a).  
34 See Wang Li 1934, p. 158.  
35 See ARSI, Jap. Sin. I. 82, f. 21b.  
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interested in the “confusion of tongues”, so that he may be able to trace the roots 
of the Chinese language and its relationships with other languages. Nor had he 
accepted the idea that the Chinese language could be chosen as the universal 
one. He distinguished Chinese from the languages of the rest of the world, 
because they were born individually in geographical terms. Amongst them, there 
was no difference in essence, only in form, which was not so radical. Instead, he 
believed that these two languages, which use congyi zhizi  (ideograms) 
and congyin zhizi  (phonograms) respectively, could faithfully 
represent the same object in the universe by associating them with their neiyi 

 (inner meaning), brought by a single spirit that underlies all languages.  
What is this neiyi (inner meaning) that Nicolas Trigault mentions? And 

what role will it play in the relation between these two languages? Before 
answering these questions, it is better to relay all the passages where “inner 
meaning” is mentioned. We will then clarify what neiyi (inner meaning) is in the 
text of Nicolas Trigault.  
 
1) The first time that the expression appears is in the preface to the XREMZ,  
 

[…]

 
Human Beings have the Spirit, because they live with reason. Reason is 
essential to quietness; and it brings forth the yi  (meaning) when in motion. 
The “meaning” (yi ) has an inclination to go inward and not outward. Thus, it 
cannot be captured from the outside. But the human mind is born to 
communicate. It is unwilling to imprison itself. Thus, the way to represent [it] 
exteriorly must be ingenious. The yan (spoken word) is used to communicate 
with the nearby (what is near/close); while the zi (“written word”) is used to 
communicate with the remote (what is far/remote). “Spoken words” strike our 
eardrums, while “written words” strike the lens of our eyes, and both shed light 
upon an “inner meaning” openly, in the form of voice and image. For these 
reasons, one can perceive others’ “inner meaning”. Simply, the “inner meaning” 
is common to everyone, while the exterior representation varies. Why? The 
“inner meaning” springs from rationality by nature, thus it is universally 
common. On the contrary, its representation is determined arbitrarily by the 
individual, and consequently differs. […] “Spoken words” and “written words” 
are different all over the world. Even so, the voices, coming out from yin
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(sounds) and yun  (rhymes), are commonly communicated. This principle 
ought to be, and is, the naturalness of the “inner meaning”.36 

 
2) This expression reappears when Trigault intends to explain the reason why 
the process concerning our ears had to be debated first, and that concerning our 
eyes later. 
    

 
“Spoken words” and “written words” can be used as metaphors. Both are the 
grandsons of the “inner reason” (neili ) and the sons of the “inner 
meaning”. Among them, “spoken words” are the older brothers, while “written 
words” are the younger ones. Generally speaking, when the “inner meaning” is 
released, it first spreads nearby through the “spoken word”, and then far beyond 
through the “written word”.37 

 
3) The last time that Trigault mentions this concept is in the LBZP, in which 
Trigault expresses the same opinion, 
 

 
Indeed, the exterior representation of the “inner meaning” can be spoken 
through the spoken word, but it only reaches those nearby, as it cannot go very 
far. Thus, the “spoken word” was devised to communicate to those nearby, 
while the “written word” was invented to go much further.38 

 
Besides these writings, Trigault also made use of another notion, neishen  
(inner spirit), to describe the “inner meaning”. He introduced the function of the 
five senses: hearing, sight, touch, smell and taste that show the inner spirit in 
their own ways.39 

At this point, the meaning of the term neiyi  (inner meaning) has 
come to the surface. It originates from the “inner reason” from which it moves. 
Trigault also pointed out that the “inner meaning” has a tendency to be 
expressed through the five organs of the five senses. All of them let us perceive 
it in an ostensible way. The senses of hearing and sight are responsible for the 
expression of “inner meaning”, in terms of “spoken words” and “written words”, 
respectively. The universally identified “inner meaning” puts a certain feature 
                                                           

36 YYSP, p. 49 (f. 1a).  
37 YYSP, p. 113 (f. 33a).  
38 LBZP, p. 3 (f. 2a). Here, Nicolas Trigault described the different roles of the “spoken word” 
and the “written word” in transmitting the “inner meaning” in terms of space and time. A 
similar opinion can be found also in Xizi Qiji, pp. 27-28; and BNR, 72.C.470.1, f. 1b. 
39 LYYP, p. 1 (f. 1a). 
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into the “spoken word” and into the written one. As Trigault demonstrated, the 
“written word” and “spoken word” were born at different moments; no one 
doubted that the object, represented by both of them, were the same. Moreover, 
thanks to the “inner meaning”, “spoken words” and “written words” in different 
areas of the world would be identified with one another. All in all, it would be 
right to come to the conclusion that the differences resulting from the 
geographical distance and the time that passed could be ignored. In the course of 
this passage, “spoken words” and “written words” were employed as different 
presentations of the “inner meaning”. But there is more to say: it is the “inner 
reason” which leads the “inner meaning” to be moved.  

Nicolas Trigault placed “inner reason” (neili ) at the heart of his 
linguistic theory. He had related it to the movement of the human mind, for “the 
human mind is born to communicate. It is unwilling to imprison itself.” This 
human mind had pushed the “inner meaning” forward, and at last it had been 
orderly expressed in the form of “spoken words” and of “written words”. This 
order should actually be corrected by taking natural reason as their first cause, 
and “inner meaning” as the second; on the contrary, “spoken words” and 
“written words” are merely the result (namely representation) of this process. 
Here I shall refer to the Ratio Studiorum, the plan of Jesuit education to train 
missionaries before they were sent to take charge of religious posts. This Ratio 
Studiorum answers the question concerning the act of the human will,  
 

Nihil hic disseratur de praescientia seu praedefinitione actuum liberourm, neque 
de gratuita motione, que Deus movet voluntatem humanam.40 

 
It was God who incited the act of human will (voluntatem humanam). Nicolas 
Trigault accepted this idea, indeed, he relates reason to God in the XREMZ,  
    

 
Spirit, the light of natural reason, is the image of the Creator.41 

 
God is present in natural reason. The “inner meaning”, and in turn the “spoken 
word” and the “written word”, all of them, reflect the will of God. Starting from 
this point, the “inner meaning” of the XREMZ must be different from that of the 
soul in Aristotle, even though the Greek philosopher also thought that it did not 
move itself. It shows that Nicolas Trigault had his own theoretical source to 
introduce the relationship of language with “inner meaning” and “inner reason”, 
even if we have seen similarities in many other respects between Trigault and 
Aristotle.   

                                                           

40 “Discuss nothing about foreknowledge here or the predefinition of free acts, nor about the 
free act, by which God moves the human will”, see Pavur 2005, p. 81.  
41 LBZP, pp. 1-2 (ff. 1a-b); and see also LYYP, pp. 1-2 (ff. 1a-b). 
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Through these suggestive – though very short – passages, Nicolas 
Trigault managed to connect “spoken words” and “written words” with “inner 
meaning” and “inner reason”. Relying upon this relationship, Trigault wanted to 
show the connection between the words and objects of the universe. 
Undoubtedly, he would not agree with those Europeans of the seventeenth 
century who had seen Chinese as conventional and natural. Rather, he insisted 
that all languages, both in China and Europe, had an affinity with mankind, as 
having resulted from a convention established by human society. Going beyond 
this exterior differentiation, they were all basically the same as the 
representation of the “inner meaning”, the “inner reason”, and the will of God. 
For this reason, the “inner meaning”, the “inner reason”, and the will of God 
were identical in every realm of mankind. So, “written words” and “spoken 
words” had to proceed in a parallel way. The distance remaining between 
Chinese characters as ideograms and Chinese letras as phonograms could be 
shortened and abandoned. And finally, Chinese characters could be equated with 
Chinese letras.  
 
 
3. The Question of Chinese language in the 1610 Annual 
Letter42 
        
Here, such conclusion reminds us of another document compiled by Nicolas 
Trigault when he was sent to Europe as the procurator of the Mission in China 
from 1614 to 1618.  
 In May 1613, in Cochin, a port city on the West coast of India, Nicolas 
Trigault compiled the Annual Letter of 1610, which was about to be addressed 
to Claudio Aquaviva (1543-1615), SJ., the Superior General of the Society of 
Jesus from 1581 to 1615. In this Letter, not very different from other annual 
letters, he accounted for almost every aspect of the Chinese society and the 
missionary enterprise in progress. Here, he also accounted for the necessity of 
using Chinese language during the baptism,     
    

La forma di battezzare, che nella Cina fin hora si è usata, è stata la Latina, 
scritta con caratteri Cinesi, ciò non era senza qualche pericolo, havendo loro 
caratteri assai dalli nostri differenti, nè potendo essi esprimere altri suoni se non 
quelli della lingua loro, e vi sono alcune delle nostre consonanti, come B. D. R. 
le quali nella lingua Cinese, non hanno lettera alcuna corrispondente, si che in 
vece di loro bisognava servirsi d’alcun’altro suono manco differente, che sia 
possibile; dico suono, perché vocali, ò consonanti essi non hanno, servendosi 
per esprhymere le cose, e parole di Ieroglifici, in cambio di lettere, hanno però 

                                                           

42 As regards to Nicolas Trigault and his Question of Chinese around the Catholic liturgy, it 
has been discussed by George H. Dunne by inserting into the historical context of the Jesuit 
mission in China, see Dunne 1962, pp. 162-182.  
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alcuni suoni, che corrispondono in qualche parte alle vocali, e consonanti 
nostre. Di più non usano mai due consonanti senza vocale in mezo, e terminano 
le parole per vocale ordinariamente, tolte alcune poche, che finiscono per M. & 
N.43 Di qui si può cavare quanti caratteri mancavano nella lingua Cinese, per 
scriver la forma latina del battesimo, e dovendosi prender da quella i più simili 
suoni, se bene non faceva tanta variatione, che rendesse invalida detta forma, 
tuttavia in cosa si grave era dovere cercare via più sicura. Oltre che un’istesso 
carattere in varie Città, varie cose significa, e poteva essere, che in qualche 
Città proferita detta forma, ogn’altra cosa significasse, che quella, che pretende 
la Chiesa, con pericolo grandissimo dell’anime. S’aggiunge di più che le parole 
latine come peregrine i Cinesi non le potevano imparar’ a mente: si che questi 
neofiti scordandosi facilmente detta forma non potevano battezzare i 
Catecumeni, che stavano moribondi, e così morivano senza battesimo con 
grandissimo dolore de gl’uni, e de gl’altri. Si è dunque rimediato a 
quest’inconveniente con ridurre totalmente detta forma, in lingua Cinese, siche 
i putti ancora possono in caso di necessità battezzar quelli, che stanno per 
morire. Hò voluto riferir tutto questo, acciò sappino i posteri, in che tempo si 
sia introdotta quest’usanza nella Cina.44 

 
Here, some information on this Letter needs to be provided. The 1610 Annual 
Letter, out of propagandistic purposes, was re-edited by Nicolas Trigault. Prior 
to this one was written another 1610 Annual Letter by Gaspare Ferreira (1571-
1649), SJ., in Portuguese in November 1611. On the base of this letter, Nicolas 

                                                           

43 Nicolas Trigault had added the Latin letter “l” in the XREMZ, see YYSP, p. 125 (f. 39a).   
44 “The form of baptism which was used in China at that time was the Latin one, written with 
Chinese characters. This entailed some danger, because the characters were very different 
from Latin ones, and they could not express other sounds but those of their language. Some of 
our consonants, like B, D, R, have no corresponding letter in Chinese, so that, instead of them, 
another very different sound of the Chinese language had to be used. I say sound, because 
they do not have vowels or consonants, but express things and words using hieroglyphs 
instead of letters. However, they have some sounds which in part correspond to our vowels 
and consonants. Besides, they never use two consonants without a vowel between them, and 
words usually end with a vowel, except a few, which end with M and N. From what has been 
said, it’s easy to understand that the Chinese language lacked many characters to write the 
Latin form of baptism. Even though the most similar Chinese sounds which had to be used 
instead of Latin letters were not so different as to make that form invalid, a more secure way 
had to be found in such a grave matter. Besides, the same character in different cities meant 
different things, so that it could happen that one character, uttered in a certain city, had a 
totally different meaning from the one accepted by the Church, with great danger for the souls. 
Moreover, Chinese people could not memorize Latin words which were foreign to them, so 
that these neophytes often forgot the form and were not able to baptize the catechumens who 
were dying, and in this way they died without baptism, with much pain for them and the 
neophytes. In the end, this inconvenience was solved by thoroughly translating the form of 
baptism in Chinese language, so that even children, in case of necessity, could baptize those 
who were dying. I wanted to report all this, so that posterity will know when this habit was 
introduced in China”, see Due Lettere annue della Cina del 1610 e del 1611 scritte al M.R.P. 
Claudio Acquaviva, pp. 13-14.  
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Trigault had composed his own and signed as writer. 45  Therefore, the new 
edition must have been compatible with the tone of the propaganda trip in 
Europe. But his impression of Chinese must have deepened by Trigault’s 
interregional trip in China (please see Fig. 1 Nicolas Trigault’s Travel Route in 
China), and by his personal experience in Europe as well.    
 

 
Fig. 1  Nicolas Trigault’s Travel Route in China. 

 
In 1607, Nicolas Trigault sailed with other Jesuits to Goa, a Portuguese-
governed port located in West India. After spending more than two years there 
teaching and promoting the local evangelic enterprise, he was sent around the 
mid-1610s to Macau where he may have learnt Chinese, for there was a Collegio 
supplying the missionaries with Chinese language courses. 46  This study, 
however, was still not enough to complete the mission in China, so he had much 
more to learn after penetrating the continent. On 21 December 1610, Nicolas 
                                                           

45 See Foss 1983, pp. 1-94, in particular p. 8; and FR, II, p. 530. 
46 Loureiro 2007, pp. 183-184. 
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Trigault, together with Father Feliciano da Silva (1579-1614) and Manuel Dias 
(1574-1659), entered Shaozhou , a city located in the West of Guangdong 
province, for the first time. Then he passed through Nanchang , and finally 
arrived in Nanjing at the beginning of February, 1611. Nanjing had been the 
centre for missionaries who wanted to learn Chinese,47 a single language diffuse 
throughout China: the so-called Mandarin. There, the newly arrived missionary, 
under the supervision of Father Alfonso Vagnoni (1566-1640), Lazzaro 
Cattaneo, and a Chinese xiucai (licentiate) but already converted Philippe, 
made considerable progress in Chinese.48 Two months later, Trigault came to 
Hangzhou, with Father Cattaneo and Sebastian Fernandez (1562-1621).49 The 
latter was his interpreter when he was in Hangzhou, and Trigault persuaded 
Yang Tingyun  (1562-1627), who was baptised as Michael in 1611, to 
embrace Christianity.50 Then, he returned to Nanjing in July or August. By the 
end of August, he reached Beijing to seek the advice of Niccolò Longobardi 
(1559-1654), the Superior of the Society of Jesus in China, about the missionary 
affair. From November 1611 to August 1612, he was in Nanjing, engaging in the 
study of Chinese.51 In the meantime, he appeared once in Shaozhou.52  

By the end of his first stay in China, Nicolas Trigault’s first-hand 
knowledge of Chinese had greatly increased, partly due to the help of Lazzaro 
Cattaneo, Alfonso Vagnoni, the converted literatus Philippe, from Nanjing, 
Sebastian Fernandez and those men in Macau, as well as to his interregional 
travel. Thanks to this, Nicolas Trigault accumulated not only the first-hand 
information about the China mission, but also a bulk of Chinese knowledge, in 
particular, of the different Chinese dialects. All the cities he visited, with the 
exception of Beijing, were located in the South of China, and therefore held 
their respective dialects. Such observation, serving as a most credible argument, 
had been incorporated first into the 1610 Annual Letter and then into the 
XREMZ. 

In regards to the use of the Chinese language in respects to the Catholic 
liturgy (here referring only to the baptism), Nicolas Trigault explained to his 
European colleagues that he hoped to be allowed by the Roman Church to use 
Chinese. Just as described in the letter, the Latin form of baptism was not always 
without danger. Given that Chinese was a language very different from Latin, 
having no sounds to be expressed directly; lacking the consonants b, d, r; and 
                                                           

47 ARSI, Jap. Sin. 100, f. 11b.  
48 Due Lettere annue della Cina del 1610 e del 1611 scritte al M.R.P. Claudio Acquaviva, p. 
180. But this cannot be hailed as progress. Trigault himself also acknowledged that “this 
companion was completely ignorant of Chinese” when he was in Hangzhou; Ibid., p. 222.  
49 Ibid., p. 196; Pfister 1932-1934, p. 54; Dehergne 1973, p. 89.  
50 Due Lettere annue della Cina del 1610 e del 1611 scritte al M.R.P. Claudio Acquaviva, p. 
210.   
51 Nicolas Trigault was in Nanjing in November 1611, see Foss 1983, p. 8. 
52 See Vie du père Nicolas Trigault de la compagnie de jésus, p. 103.   
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presenting different dialects, he concluded that it would make no sense to 
transliterate the Latin form of baptism into Chinese, since Chinese characters, 
used as corresponding to Latin letters, could be pronounced in different ways 
and, consequently, their meaning varied from place to place. Thus Latin 
catechism texts, if they were to be translated into Chinese, would keep the 
meanings unaltered. Instead, the transliteration from Latin into Chinese 
characters would destroy the meanings and bring about disastrous consequences. 

In order to further convince Europeans that a language other than Latin 
could be used for the Catholic liturgy, Nicolas Trigault went on to explain that 
the vernacular language in Italy had already been used during the liturgy, as he 
exemplified in the 1614 letter to Claudio Aquaviva.53 Then it should have been 
acceptable also to use Chinese. Thus, the question Nicolas Trigault asked, in 
response of his knowledge of Chinese and his European experience, had true 
urgency, and the Roman Courtiers had to take it into serious consideration. On 
Thursday, 26 March 1615, concerning the Chinese liturgy, the Holy Office 
finally allowed the use of Chinese for the celebration of the Mass and the 
translation of the liturgical books.  

More than a decade later, the question of Chinese language re-emerged 
in the making of the XREMZ, a book fruit of another of Nicolas Trigult’s 
evangelic journeys from 1623 to 1626 (please see Fig. 1 Nicolas Trigault’s 
Travel Route in China). This book was supposed to help the Chinese people to 
study the Chinese language in a more profitable manner. Yet, Trigault shares 
evident intellectual root with his previous work, for in the XREMZ there was not 
much different information on Chinese from that of the 1610 Annual Letter, 
save some subtle distinctions (please see note 43). In the depths of his heart, 
Trigault still agreed with translating, rather than transliterating texts of the 
catechism and other Catholic books from Latin into Chinese while endeavoring 
to build a relationship between Chinese characters and Chinese letras simply 
from the point of view of linguistics. 

As the 1610 Annual Letter and the XREMZ show, the question of 
Chinese around the Catholic liturgy had risen throughout the missionary lifetime 
of Nicolas Trigault as he used his studies to take the matter in a broader 
theoretical context. 
 
 
4. Conclusions  
 
Until then, the transliteration of Chinese characters into Latin letters might have 
contributed to a further understanding of the belief shared by some missionaries 
that the alphabet, which was “revealed by God to Adam”, “constitutes a superior 
form of knowledge because, being based on phonology, only they are able to 
                                                           

53 ARSI, Jap. Sin. 100, f. 16a.  
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transcribe actual words.” 54  Although Father José de Acosta had thought of 
Chinese and Japanese as two writing systems in which the images of words were 
very close to the object in nature, these two did not mean actual words at all, and 
were not actually letters. The belief that the Latin alphabet was superior to those 
used in other languages dominated the European mind.55 From the standpoint of 
Trigault we have seen another view on Chinese. Since there was no distinction 
between Chinese characters and Chinese letras, then there was no distinction 
between congyin zhizi  (phonograms) and congyi zhizi  
(ideograms), nor between Chinese and other languages in describing objects. On 
this point, he would like to reject the idea maintained by Acosta and his other 
European brethren. In speaking of the conveyance of the “inner meaning”, he 
even stated that Chinese (written words) was superior to those languages 
(spoken words) in Europe. He wrote, 
 

 
Congyi zhizi  (ideograms) can convey meanings without relying on 
sounds; while congyin zhizi  (phonograms) cannot convey meanings 
if they don’t have a sound [of the objects of the universe]. What luck that the 
peoples living close to China can make use of congyi zhizi  
(ideograms), even if among them are differences in pronunciation out of 
convention. They read Chinese texts as reading their own writings, and they 
always understand them. So it is in China, where most of the provinces have 
their proper dialects. The “inner meaning” of the universe can be understood by 
all mankind. And if all employ the congyi zhizi  (ideograms) of 
Chinese with the purpose of unifying the texts, the “inner meaning” can spread 
throughout the whole world, and can be understood. What a benefit this would 
be.56 

 
The impression he harboured towards such features of Chinese must have 
strengthened, in part, after he travelled across China, from South to North, and 
from East to West, and also partly because of his personal experience of what 
was happening due to the rise of the local languages (national languages) in 
Europe.57 Trigault said to his Chinese interlocutor that Europeans from different 
areas could not develop a conversation in a uniform language, because they 
spoke their own languages. They could do that, only in case they mastered the 

                                                           

54 Pagden 1982, p. 187.  
55 Padgen 1982, p. 187,190.  
56 LBZP, p. 6 (f. 3b); see also De Christiana Expeditione apud sinas suscepta ab Societati 
Iesu, p. 27. 
57 On the rise of the local languages in Europe, see Burke 2006, pp. 81-114. 
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others’ languages before.58 For this reason, he also liked the tendency to search 
for a universal language, but he had never meant to replace Latin letters with 
Chinese characters, nor Latin with Chinese.59 Probably Chinese characters, as 
“written words”, were supposed to convey the “inner meaning” more faithfully 
than “spoken words”, because in China there were so many different dialects, 
seen as constituted by “spoken words”, that could not communicate with each 
other.  

Therefore, the form of baptism had to be translated into Chinese; 
meanwhile, the Roman Church also had to permit the missionaries in China to 
use Chinese for the Catholic liturgy, so as to save the suffering souls from pain.   
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FORENSICS AND POLITICS IN QING CHINA: 
A BEIJING CASE1 

 
XIE XIN-ZHE  

(École des hautes études des sciences sociales) 
 
 
In 1785, a noble Manchu woman’s unnatural death seemed to stir up for several 
months a sort of storm inside the very core of political circles in Beijing. Not 
only were high-ranking officials, including members of the Grand Council 
(junjichu ), involved in the investigation, but the Qianlong Emperor also 
participated and often made personal comments on the crime. To find the truth, 
at least four autopsies were performed and the case was successively 
investigated by different teams composed of officials and coroners from various 
administrative units in Beijing. During one autopsy, the coroners from the Five 
Boroughs (into which Beijing city was divided) were all summoned to 
attend. Ultimately, a coroner borrowed from Daxing County determined 
the correct cause of death. The inspectors commissioned by the Ministry of 
Punishment and the Censorate (duchayuan ), who had not been able to 
clear up the case, consequently received sanctions.

The enquiry into the circumstances surrounding the woman’s death 
provoked incidents of political character, implying hostility and rancor between 
officials belonging to opposite cliques. These incidents lingered even after the 
case was closed. In the continuation of the case, the Ministry of Punishment and 
the Censorate took actions which made the Qianlong Emperor suspect that 
officials from these two offices were seeking revenge against the coroner of 
Daxing, the person who had artfully unraveled the deception of the crime’s 
perpetrator. This occurred more than a year after the perpetrator was properly 
sentenced, but the Qianlong Emperor retained a strong interest in the case and 
the coroner who played a crucial role. What made this case so special? And 
what kind of political concerns meddled with the investigation? By exploring in 
depth this murder case in Beijing, this article attempts to answer these questions 
in the hope of shedding light on how forensics was immersed in the heart of 
factional conflicts and favoritism among metropolitan dignitaries.  
 
 

                                                 
1 This article is a largely revised version of my paper “Forensics and Politics in 18th-Century 
China --- A Beijing Case”, presented at the XIX Biennial Conference of the European 
Association of Chinese Studies, Paris, Sep. 4-8, 2012. I am grateful to every participant of the 
panel who provided insightful advice to me.  
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1. Forensic procedure in compliance with laws 
 
To grasp the particularity of a single case, we must first understand in broad 
strokes how an autopsy was normally carried out in accordance with legal 
requirements for the procedure during the Qing Dynasty, as well as the 
specificities of forensic practice in this historical context. Like so many other 
things in China, the institution of forensic examination attained its most 
developed form under the Qing Dynasty, after existing for more than two 
thousand years. From a very early time,2 judicial examination of dead bodies 
was considered indispensable for criminal investigation of homicides, fatal 
accidents, suicides, and other types of abnormal death to determine the cause of 
death and attribute legal responsibility accordingly. The Qing regulations 
required that as soon as a case of unnatural death was reported to the court, the 
local magistrate, either in a district, xian , or in a sub-prefecture, zhou ,  
departed to the autopsy site as quickly as possible. He generally took with him 
only a judicial clerk, xingshu , a coroner, called wuzuo , and two 
servants. He also maintained a low profile on his way to the scene of the crime, 
rode his own horse, and declined invitations from local people for 
accommodations and food.3    

Upon arrival at the autopsy site, the coroner examined the body of the 
deceased and reported4 what he observed on each body part mentioned in the 
official autopsy checklist, shige .5 By following the same order as in the 
checklist, he provided observational data regarding wounds or described the 
posture and attitude of body parts (e.g. whether the eyes were open, the tongue 
protruding, or the fists clenched). Otherwise, he would merely declare points as 
untouched. The vocabulary used for the forensic purpose of visualising textually 
these observational results was far from random. The words that coroners 
employed to specify the colour and form of wounds, as well as the shape of 
alleged weapons, were highly codified; they were based on the teachings of the 
Lüliguan Jiaozheng Xiyuan Lu  (A Record on Washing 
Away of Wrongs, Revised by the Bureau of the Code, hereafter referred to as 
Xiyuan Lu), promulgated in 1742, which was the sole state-revised edition of the 
Xiyuan Jilu  (A Collection on Washing Away of Wrongs, preface dated 
to 1247) by Song Ci .6  

This insistence on linguistic uniformity ensured a coherent and rational 
comprehension of the criminal facts, especially while the case went through the 

                                                 
2 Bodde 1982; Yan Xiaojun 2005; Jia Jingtao 1984. 
3 Duli Cunyi, 25: art. 004-04. 
4 Ibid., art. 004-01. 
5 Lüliguan Jiaozheng Xiyuan Lu, 1: 10-11a (pp. 259-260). 
6 For detailed accounts of how this official edition was compiled and published based on Song 
Ci’s Xiyuan Jilu and its subsequent re-editions, see Will, forthcoming and Chen Chong-fang 
2010. 
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review system, when high-ranking reviewers could not systematically examine 
the corpse with their own eyes. Moreover, the lexical norms for describing 
forensic observations were also linked to the question of rating the seriousness 
of the violence. Each conventional term or stock phrase used to describe a 
corpse’s condition and the wounding referred to a precise degree of harm,7 
which could in turn help to determine whether the crime was intentional or not. 
This is certainly of great importance since the circumstances of the crime 
dictated the severity of the punishment. 

While the coroner announced his findings on the body, the judicial clerk 
noted the findings. At the end of the examination, the notes made by the judicial 
clerk were submitted to the magistrate for inspection. At this stage, the law 
required that the magistrate check every remark made by the coroner by seeing, 
even touching, the corpse, making sure that the coroner did not come to a false 
conclusion, deliberately or not. It is interesting to note that, in contrast to the 
common complaints about magistrates’ failure to meet this requirement that we 
can find in numerous guidebooks for officials, guanzhenshu , 8 
magistrates were quite conscientious. Forensic casebooks 9  of the nineteenth 
century provide evidence of magistrates questioning coroners about what they 
have just reported orally. The role of the magistrate thus was that of a defendant 
of the Xiyuan Lu’s instructions, challenging every discrepancy between the 
forensic diagnosis expected in accordance with the official manual and the 
coroner’s report.  

In the same way, unlike the accusations regarding coroners’ ignorance 
that bureaucratic literature seldom failed to make, most coroners demonstrated 
deep knowledge and wide experience regarding their profession. They 
endeavoured to display their reasoning to the magistrate to convince him of the 
pertinence of their conclusions. In doing so, they had to explain that the Xiyuan 
Lu dealt primarily with general descriptions of post-mortem phenomena, and 
sometimes these phenomena cannot be observed due to circumstantial 
conditions, which could be so ever-changing and unpredictable that the manual 
could not take all of them into account.10 According to the casebooks, cited in 
the previous footnote, magistrates made their own judgments and often ended by 
accepting coroners’ explanations. From this point of view, coroners were not 
only supposed to perform autopsies in accordance with the methods taught by 
the Xiyuan Lu, but they also had to appear cogent when their diagnosis 

                                                 
7 Asen 2009.  
8 For a detailed presentation and analysis of this specific genre, see Will 1999, pp. 3-20. 
9 For example, the Jianyan Bianlan  [A Convenient Reading on Autopsies] and the 
Jianyan Jizheng  [Collected Facts for Autopsies]. Both works are composed of real 
cases and focus mainly on forensic observations. More precisely, these cases are fragments 
drawn from various types of official documents related to judicial administration, such as 
investigation reports, replies from the Ministry of Punishment, and palace memorials. 
10 Will 2007, p. 92 et paasim. 
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warranted justification. The magistrates’ function in forensic practice was to 
formally recognise and validate the autopsy reports, which means that they 
guaranteed these reports’ veracity and were responsible for that guarantee.  

 
 
2. Autopsies as a process of negotiation --- some illustrations 
 
The forensic procedure did not end there, however. Unlike present-day forensic 
examination which takes place in a pathologist’s laboratory, to which, generally, 
only certified medico-legal experts and entitled investigators have access, a 
traditional Chinese autopsy was carried out in situ, exactly where the crime had 
been found out, and in front of a mob composed usually of the culprit him or 
herself, the relatives of both parties, witnesses, all other associated persons and 
bystanders. Nothing seemed to prevent this disparate group of people from 
contesting the results if the results did not square with what they had seen of the 
crime or what they believed or claimed to be facts. Kinsmen of both plaintiff 
and defendant arguing over autopsy evidence was quite a common scene in the 
sources. 

One case drawn from the Dao Xian Huanhai Jianwen Lu
[Things Seen and Heard within the Officialdom during the Daoguang and 

Xianfeng Reigns] is remarkably telling in showing the extent to which relatives’ 
intervention in autopsy results could be persistent. The author of this source is 
Zhang Jixin (1800-1878) and the work is his autobiographical chronicle, 
in which he recounts his career as an official in different locations and in various 
positions over the course of more than thirty years. In 1838, during his tenure as 
acting prefect of the prefecture of Taiyuan , Zhang happened to reopen a 
case about a married woman who had committed suicide by cutting her throat 
with a knife.11 This seemingly clear case had not been resolved but rather put 
aside for a long time because the deceased’s father was an experienced 
‘litigation pettifogger’, songgun , named Guo , whose unscrupulous 
behaviour, combined with his mastery of jurisprudence, “made local officials 
afraid of him” ( ).12 At the very first forensic examination, aware 
of the reputation of this litigation pettifogger, “the magistrate, along with the 
judicial clerk and the coroner, performed the autopsy in an extremely cursory 
way” ( ).13 After examining the corpse, the 
authorities concluded that self-injury by knife was the cause of death. Not 
convinced by this diagnosis, Guo refused to ‘sign the declaration of consent’, 
jujie , and sprang to the provincial court to lodge a complaint. 

                                                 
11 Dao Xian Huanhai Jianwen Lu, pp. 40-42. 
12 Ibid., p. 41. 
13 Ibid. 
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Guo appeared to be skillfully acquainted with forensic knowledge since 
by following the formal checklist for autopsies he had also noted every post-
mortem symptom he saw at the first autopsy. In his complaint, he pointed out 
discrepancies between his own descriptions of wounds and the indications 
provided by the Xiyuan Lu for cases of self-harm by knife; he even claimed that 
due to the local magistrate’s inexperience, the official version of the forensic 
checklist was not as accurate as the one he had made. In addition to contesting 
the autopsy results, he also employed maneuvers so that “no official dared to 
take over the case” ( ).14 The adjudication of his daughter’s 
suicide thus stagnated for several years because of the incessant appeals filed by 
Guo in Beijing and in the provincial capital. For a long time, this situation 
retained relevant people being at the disposal of the higher judiciaries. The 
coroner and judicial clerk even died in the provincial capital while awaiting the 
trial. The end of the story was, however, rather conventional in the literary genre 
to which Zhang Jixin’s chronicle belongs. In 1838, he was assigned to supervise 
the re-investigation of the case, during which he did not pay much attention to 
the doubt that Guo cast on his daughter’s autopsy evidence, but simply 
reprimanded Guo for his dishonesty and for having usurped the official forensic 
checklist, which was strictly reserved for entrusted magistrates. Impressed by 
and afraid of Zhang’s authoritative posture, Guo finally conceded so that the 
case could be classified. 

Another well-reputed official and author of guidebooks for officials, 
Liu Heng  (1776-1841), also provided a detailed account of how relatives 
of a homicide’s victim reacted during an autopsy.15 This account stems from a 
command that Liu Heng dispatched to every local magistrate under his 
jurisdiction when he was acting prefect in Sichuan. The command was primarily 
aimed at urging local magistrates to comply strictly with the regulations; while 
traveling to the place where an autopsy was to be performed, magistrates were 
required to bring with them as few servants or yamen runners as possible (in 
theory, the magistrate could only be accompanied by a legal secretary, a coroner, 
and two servants) and prepare horses and meals at the court’s expense (instead 
of bothering the local village to make all the arrangements).  

For Liu, if a magistrate brought too many people on the journey, 
surveillance of the whole group would be difficult. Low-status (hence, very 
often, morally unreliable) yamen subordinates would seek opportunity to 
commit all possible misdeeds related to the autopsy. With any shadow of doubt 
cast on the self-discipline of the magistrate’s followers, the relatives of the 
victim were likely to transfer their suspicion to the magistrate’s integrity and, 
consequently, to the conclusion that the corpse examination yielded as well. 
They even went as far as to suspect every movement the magistrate made. For 

                                                 
14 Ibid. 
15 Zhouxian Xuzhi, pp. 101-104.  



314   MING QING STUDIES 2015 

example, “when the magistrate fills in the autopsy checklist in a succinct fashion, 
the relatives suspect that he is [deliberately] concealing certain marks of wound. 
If the magistrate notes down the testimonies with concision, they suspect that he 
is trying to help exculpate [the culprit]” (

).16 Worse was the situation where, doubting 
that the autopsy was genuinely performed with fairness, the relatives refused to 
endorse the autopsy report. Instead, they could be extremely uncooperative, to 
the point that they would “have fights with yamen runners, or smash the 
magistrate’s palanquin into pieces to insult him” ( .17 

Not only kinsmen of the victim but even a person completely irrelevant 
to a homicide case could meddle with the performance of an autopsy. This is 
exactly the case of an Imperial College student, jiansheng  in Liu’an 
county who, during an autopsy, arrogantly pointed out wounds on the body with 
a bamboo cane, behaving like an authoritative expert, as if he were the one in 
charge of supervising the autopsy. Needless to say, his overbearing manner 
infuriated the magistrate, Gao Tingyao  (1765-1830), who gave an 
account of this episode in his famous autobiography about his career as a civil 
servant, the Huanyou Jilüe (The Voyages of an Official).18 As in 
Zhang Jixin’s story, Gao Tingyao also ended by scolding fiercely this Imperial 
College student. In his autobiography, Gao proudly claimed that no one 
henceforth dared to disturb him during autopsies. 

Even though these tumultuous scenes of disputes were rather 
exceptional situations, they at least shed instructive light on a negotiation 
process over the results of forensic examination between the authorities in 
charge of the criminal investigation and people from the local society. From this 
point of view, a corpse examination practised in imperial China constituted an 
open space, in both the literal and figurative sense. Not only could people attend 
autopsies, but the ‘right of speech’ (notably that of the relatives of both 
defendant and plaintiff, as well as witnesses) regarding autopsy results and 
reconstruction of crime was also formally required by law. The signature and 
declaration of agreement with the forensic diagnosis of the people involved were 
indispensable for classifying a case and transmitting it to a higher court for the 
next procedure. Magistrates frequently used the stock phrase “[each party] 
consented voluntarily to every fact, then the confession was duly obtained” (

), which stems from the first sub-statute appended to article 
412 (Not performing an autopsy in accordance with true facts ) 
of the Qing Code, to confirm that the autopsies they conducted did not receive 
any objection from the involved parties. 

                                                 
16 Ibid., p. 102. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Huanyou Jilüe, p. 12.  
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In addition, from the stories recounted above, and especially through 
the description offered by Liu Heng of autopsies performed in pandemonium, 
we can also realise that forensic examinations in late imperial China were 
crammed with distrust and suspicion. This also squares with the impression one 
gets from the sub-statutes governing the procedure for forensic examination, 
from which emanates a certain distrust towards everybody having to do with an 
autopsy. This distrust included local governments’ own members, as if 
lawmakers had expected the worse: Coroners might be bribed or completely 
ignorant or the alleged murder might be a lie promulgated by the plaintiff to 
wrongly implicate someone by means of a feigned wound or even a fake corpse. 
In addition, both plaintiff and defendant might have made a secret arrangement, 
orchestrated collectively, about what they revealed to the magistrate. Still, local 
magistrates could also be reluctant to execute their forensic duties, abusively 
delegating the task to underlings, who were often implicitly considered more 
inclined to commit malpractice. Even a magistrate could connive with 
colleagues, modifying autopsy reports according to the benefit he expected to 
obtain by doing so, not to mention that magistrates might be tempted by bribery 
as well. 

The spectre of fraud and conspiracy, which is ubiquitous throughout the 
literature related to forensic matters, along with the scenes of debate and 
quarrelling over autopsy evidence and results, strengthens our impression about 
the openness of the forensic field, woven by conflicting intentions and interests. 
Thus, in this article, I examine the murder case of a Beijing noblewoman 
through the perspective of this peculiarity of forensics in Qing China. I will 
delineate how human factors, such as social status and relationship network, 
made forensic examination a sensitive activity.  

 
 

3. Outbreak of the Wuya shi case and the Beijing 
Gendarmerie, headed by Heshen  (1750-1799)   

 
On 4 May 1785, a noble Manchu woman, Mrs. Irgen gioro  née 
Wuya (hereafter referred to as Wuya shi), was found dead in her domicile in 
Beijing. Her husband, named Haisheng , was also a banner nobleman and 
served as secretary (yuanwailang ) at the Ministry of Rites. The evening 
of the day of the corpse’s discovery, one of Wuya shi’s maids went secretly to 
meet her late mistress’ younger brother, named Guining . As soon as 
Guining heard from the maid that his sister had committed suicide by hanging 
herself, he arrived with some female servants at Wuya shi’s home. However, the 
husband, Haisheng, refused to let these female servants look at the body of 
Wuya shi, saying that the corpse was already prepared to be encoffined the next 
day. The situation appeared dubious to Guining; he thought that if his sister 
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really did hang herself, his brother-in-law should have reported the suicide to the 
authorities to have an examination performed. However, not only did Haisheng 
not report the death; neither did he acknowledge Guining or allow access to 
Wuya shi’s bedroom to the female servants. Confused by these suspicions, 
Guining decided to lodge a complaint at the Beijing Gendarmerie (bujun 
tongling yamen ).19 
 The chief of the Beijing Gendarmerie was the famous Heshen. However, 
Heshen did not take charge of the investigation right away. Instead, he 
transferred the complaint to the Ministry of Punishment. To be sure, unlike 
counties and sub-prefectures in provinces, where lawsuits and criminal trials 
were solely the magistrate’s responsibility, in the capital Beijing, at least four 
different administrative units overlapped in their duties regarding legal affairs 
and policing in the city. As far as unnatural death is concerned, the Qing 
regulations stipulated in detail the ways of dividing responsibilities and 
distributing tasks among the Beijing Gendarmerie, the Ministry of Punishment, 
the Five Boroughs affiliated with the Censorate and the magistrates of the two 
metropolitan counties (jingxian ), Daxing and Wanping  under the 
jurisdiction of the prefecture of Shuntian .  

These regulations have been subject to change over time. First, in the 
first Qing Code of 1646, the first sub-statute attached to the statute, ‘Not 
performing an autopsy in accordance with true facts’, clarifies that for all 
homicides necessitating a forensic examination in Beijing, the Five Boroughs 
should take responsibility for the first autopsy, while it was incumbent on the 
magistrates of the metropolitan counties to conduct a double-check autopsy 
(fujian ). 20  In 1683, a decree was promulgated entrusting the ‘Five 
Boroughs with autopsies for any homicide occurring in the Outer City’ (

),21 whereas the forensic tasks were assigned to 
the Ministry of Punishment for the Inner City ( ).22 In 1724, the 
division of tasks became unclear since from then on, the new rule, based on that 
in the 1646 edition of the Code, only mentioned that in Beijing the Ministry, the 
Five Boroughs and the metropolitan counties were responsible for forensic 
examination, without specifying under which circumstances each of these three 
offices would be obliged to execute the job.23  

A few years later, in 1728, the ethnic group to which a victim of 
homicide belonged began to be an important criterion for the assignment of 
forensic duties among those offices concerned. First, an ordinance of 1728 
focused on the reporting of homicide cases. It required the corporal, lingcui 
                                                 
19 Junjichu Lufu Zouzhe (hereafter LFZZ), roll 6608, images Nos. 282-284. 
20 Da Qing Lü Jianshi Hechao, 28: 20b. This rule can be traced back to the reign of Wanli (r. 
1572-1620) during the Ming Dynasty. 
21 For the distinction between the Inner and Outer City, see Gabbiani 2011, p. 29, map 2. 
22 Dingli Cheng’an Hejuan, 28: 22b. 
23 Duli Cunyi, 49: art. 004-01.  



Forensics and Politics in Qing China    317 

 
 

, to report an unnatural death if it occurred in a Banner (qi ) community, 
whilst this is the local chief, zongjia ’s, work if the death occurred in a 
neighbourhood inhabited by ordinary people (min ).24 A memorial issued in 
1733 by a censor named Shao Jintao  reiterated the same rule and urged 
having it strictly applied. 25  Shao’s memorial described more precisely the 
procedure after the corporal or local chief reported a death requiring an autopsy; 
that is, the former should report to the Ministry of Punishment, whereas the 
latter should report to the Borough to which he was subordinated. Then, the 
autopsies would be prepared in accordance with procedural rules that applied to 
each of these two offices. 

These procedural rules were touched upon in a decree of 1748,26 which 
was aimed at pointing out their shortcomings. The decree mentioned that the 
Ministry of Punishment should proceed to the autopsy if a murder case involved 
a ‘genuine Manchu bannermen’ (zhengshen qiren ) living in the Inner 
City. In addition, the on-going regulations required that in the Outer City, 
whether an unnatural death occurred in a Bannerman or ordinary people’s 
neighbourhood, the Five Boroughs took charge of forensic examination in each 
case. The only difference lay in the procedure that the corporal should follow, 
i.e., to report the case to the Ministry, with the Ministry then commissioning the 
Borough to conduct the autopsy. The decree of 1748 criticised this way of 
proceeding as useless and as a source of delay and ordered that any unnatural 
death be first directly reported to the Borough for autopsy. One may wonder 
why the Ministry needed to delegate autopsies to the Five Boroughs for every 
case in the Outer City, since the Ministry itself was capable of carrying out 
forensic examination and two coroners had been allotted to the Ministry since 
1733.27 To this, I found no answer in the evidence I examined. However, one 
thing at least is sure, that is, compared to the very early decree dating to 1683, 
where the criterion of assignment for forensic duties depended simply on the 
spatial division between the Inner and Outer cities, concern for the apartheid 
based on ethnicity was mounting in the regulations of both the Yongzheng and 
Qianlong reigns. This actually reflects the increasingly blurred spatial 
segregation between Manchu and ordinary Chinese populations which, 
according to historians, started roughly from the middle of the Kangxi reign.28 

Since the deceased woman, Wuya shi, and her husband belonged to the 
community of ‘genuine Manchu Bannerman’, it was, therefore, in compliance 
with the regulations that Heshen transferred the complaint of Guining to the 
Ministry. Furthermore, in fact, according to the decree of 1748 cited above, the 
Beijing Gendarmerie did not enjoy nominally significant jurisdiction over 
                                                 
24 Da Qing Huidian Shili, 125: 2a (Vol. 800, p. 191). 
25 Gongzhongdang Yongzheng Chao Zouzhe, p. 403. 
26 Da Qing Huidian Shili, 1037: 4a-b (Vol. 812, p. 399). 
27 Gongzhongdang Yongzheng Chao Zouzhe, p. 403. 
28 Na Silu 2004, p. 150 and Naquin 2000, p. 366. 
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forensic practise, its function being confined to the reporting of any dead body 
found on public roads to the Ministry which, thereafter, ordered the Borough 
concerned to perform an autopsy.29 As a result, the decree did not assign great 
responsibility to the Beijing Gendarmerie for homicide investigations, which 
explains Heshen’s way of handling at the very early stage the Wuya shi case. 
However, as we shall see in the following, Heshen would play a decisive role 
very soon. 

 
 

4. The first and second autopsies       
 

Having received the request for autopsy from Heshen, the Ministry of 
Punishment immediately sent its officials, Yecheng’er and Li Kuo 

,30 accompanied by a coroner by the name of Li Yu 31 and a midwife 
(wenpo ), 32 a certain Wang shi , to examine the corpse of Wuya shi. 
The examination revealed seven nonfatal wounds and a mark on the neck, 
whose shape matched the description of suicidal hanging made by the Xiyuan Lu. 
The cause of death was thus ascertained. Following the autopsy, the testimony 
of Haisheng, Wuya shi’s husband, fit the forensic findings. He said that earlier 
on the day when his wife died they had had a violent quarrel because she 
suspected him of having an affair with a young maid. He recognised that while 
disputing, he beat Wuya shi with his fists and feet, and went having a nap 
afterwards. When he woke up in the late afternoon, he found that Wuya shi had 
hanged herself around the ‘leg of a closet’ (guitui ) next to the bed.33 In 

                                                 
29 Da Qing Huidian Shili, 1037: 4a (Vol. 812, p. 399). 
30 LFZZ, roll 6608, image No. 302. 
31 Ibid., No. 306. 
32 Midwives were often called upon for autopsies when the deceased victim was a woman, for 
in such cases, it might be necessary to examine the female intimate parts. However, what 
warrants further studies concerning midwives’ role in forensic examination is that at least 
during the early years of the Qianlong reign, female coroners (nü wuzuo ) were 
allotted to the Ministry of Punishment. We learn this from a palace memorial issued in 1739 
by Liu Fang’ai , vice president of the Ministry of Personnel, who suggested creating 
positions of female coroners in all county and sub-prefecture courts, following the model of 
the Ministry of Punishment. I have never seen mention of female coroners in the records of 
provincial homicide cases. Instead, midwives continued to be summoned to examine female 
corpses. It can thus be reasonably surmised that Liu Fang’ai’s proposition was not accepted. 
Furthermore, only salaries of ‘coroners’ and ‘midwives’ figure in two expense reports of 1748 
and 1751 from the Ministry of Punishment, without mentioning ‘female coroners’ (see Neige 
Daku Dang’an, Nos. 045042 and 045411). How can we explain why and how can we know 
when the position of female coroner, which had existed in the Ministry, disappeared? More 
sources are needed to answer these questions. For Fang’s memorial, see LFZZ, roll 6615, 
image No. 1309. 
33 I am not sure about how precisely Wuya shi was found dead, supposedly hanged by the 
means of the leg of a closet. However, I am quite sure that she was alleged to be in a position 
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addition, contrary to what Guining had previously stated in his complaint, 
Haisheng claimed that he sent servants to inform Guining about his sister’s 
suicide, but Guining did not come to his house. The next day, after dawn, 
Haisheng went personally to Guining’s place twice, but failed to find him each 
time. Haisheng explained that he was aware that he should have reported his 
wife’s death to the judicial authorities, but feeling ashamed of the suicide, he 
preferred to discuss it with Guining so as to request a dispensing of the autopsy 
(lanyan ). He could not imagine that his brother-in-law would lodge a 
complaint while he was seeking to meet him.34 
 Every doubtful point that had been bothering Guining seemed to have 
an answer then. It was established through evidence that Wuya shi had hanged 
herself out of anger following the violent quarrel with her husband. Nevertheless, 
Guining refused to agree with this conclusion because, during the autopsy, he 
saw more than ten wounds on his sister’s corpse. Moreover, one of Guining’s 
male servants suggested that the coroner, Li Yu, and Wang shi had taken a bribe: 
After the autopsy was performed, when Li Yu and Wang shi were heading out 
of Haisheng’s mansion, two servants from Haisheng’s household were seen 
waiting and holding money. Guining’s servant secretly followed these two 
persons till they reached the carriage of Li Yu and Wang shi; the servant saw Li 
and Wang receive money. Li Yu even asked one of the two servants if he 
worked for Haisheng. To this, the servant replied: “My last name is Li. I came 
from outside to help”.35 Then, everybody left. Guining gave this account to the 
Ministry officials when they were obtaining his testimony. However, they did 
not pay much attention to this witness and even, according to Guining, threated 
him: if Guining kept contesting the autopsy conclusion, they would force him to 
apply for a kaijian , a procedure consisting of taking a dead person’s body 
from the coffin or temporary burial to perform an autopsy. A request for a 
kaijiang involved more responsibilities on the part of the dead person’s relatives, 
since to obtain authorisation they had to sign a declaration of guarantee swearing 
that they had good reason to discredit the cause of death officially reported. 
 When the Ministry officials proposed to request such a kaijian 
examination from him, Guining saw the gesture as a threat because he would 
risk the charge of false allegation if the result of the first autopsy turned out to 
be verified. This is perhaps why he preferred to appeal to the Beijing 
Gendarmerie again. This time, a memorial was sent to the throne, and the 
Qianlong Emperor ordered a second autopsy, to be overseen by the eminent 
literati-official Ji Yun  (1724-1805), serving as Left Censor-in-Chief 
(zuodu yushi ) at that time. He would be joined by two other censors, 

                                                                                                                   
that modern forensic specialists call ‘incomplete hanging’, meaning that parts of the body are 
still in contact with the ground. 
34 LFZZ, roll 6608, images Nos. 283-284. 
35 Ibid., images Nos. 284-285. 
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Chongtai and Zheng Cheng , and investigators from the Ministry of 
Punishment, Jinglu , Du Yulin , Qingxing and Wang Shifen 

.36 Meanwhile, the coroners of the Five Boroughs were all summoned to 
assist, headed by the Western Borough’s coroner, named Wang Guotai . 
The second autopsy was thus carried out about fifteen days after Wuya shi died. 
 The examination established the following observations:  
 

One red wound caused by knocking on the left shoulder, two eyes closed, one 
red wound caused by slap extending from the left eyelid to the left cheek, 
green-purple colour on both upper and lower lips, a green-red wound caused by 
beating by fist extending from lower lip’s left side to the left jaw, mouth open, 
tongue pressing against the teeth without being exposed. Above the throat, at 
one cun and five fen37 from the ‘roots of the ears’, was a purple-red ligation 
mark, which was seven cun and five fen long, four fen wide and one fen deep. 
Marks of blood on the ten fingers and two legs due to the descending blood, red 
ligation mark behind the skull, its two ends not joined. Two red wounds caused 
by hitting by fist extending from right wrist to the back of the right hand, one 
green-red wound caused by hitting by feet on the right side of the back of the 
right leg.

38

 
By far, apart from the description of the ligation mark, this part of the autopsy 
findings revealed seven wounds which fit the observation made during the first 
autopsy. However, the examination team headed by Ji Yun discovered four extra 
wounds on the left leg caused by a wooden object, which had been omitted in 
the previous report. This discrepancy, nevertheless, did not affect the original 
diagnosis for the cause of death because these newly discovered injuries were 
not lethal and did not strike fatal points.  

In the meanwhile, descriptions in this autopsy report about Wuya shi’s 
eyes, lips, mouth and teeth, along with the observational data about the ligation 
mark, all featured in the post-mortem symptoms indicated by the Xiyuan Lu as 
evidence of suicidal hanging. These symptoms principally include closed eyes, 
dark lips, purple-red face, saliva around the two corners of the mouth and on the 
chest, clenched fists, thumbs and tiptoes in straight and vertical posture, marks 

                                                 
36 Ibid., image No. 303. 
37 Under the Qing Dynasty, 1 cun =10 fen, 1 cun = 3, 2 cm, according to the standard 
promulgated by the Ministry of Public Works. A 1746 sub-statute stipulated that the 
measurement of wounds for autopsies must be in accordance with this standard. See Duli 
Cunyi, 49: art. 004-08. 
38 Neige Daku Dang’an, No. 238556. 
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of blood on them, green-dark colour all over the abdomen, some bloodstains at 
the exit of the large intestine, the purple-red or dark ligature mark on neck at the 
throat level, which stretches till the backs of the ears and the hairline at the back, 
and excrement at the anus.39 The manual also points out that in most cases, the 
ligature mark will present a shape of caret (upside down V) and its two ends 
should not be joined. The mark will also present an upward direction as it passes 
towards the backside of the neck. 40  As to the symptoms with variations 
according to the actual situation, the Xiyuan Lu presents them as follows: “In 
case that the ligature marks goes above the throat, the mouth is closed and the 
tongue presses against the teeth but does not show up. In a contrary case, the 
mouth is open and the tongue bulges out of the mouth from two to three fen.” 
(

).41 
In his investigation report, Ji Yun declared that he had verified in person 

every wound that the coroners revealed. In addition, during the autopsy, Guining 
pointed out a dark green mark beneath the left breast and took it as a wound. Ji 
Yun affirmed that it was only a mark generated by corpse decomposition 
because he pressed his finger against the mark and found it too soft to be a real 
wound and tested it following a method taught in the Xiyuan Lu.42 The test 
consisted of dripping water on the mark to see whether the water flowed away. 
If this was the case, the mark in question was not caused by injuries, but resulted 
from putrefaction of the dead body. Therefore, despite these new remarks which 
had not been discussed during the first autopsy, the second autopsy issued the 
same cause of death, i.e. Wuya shi committed suicide by hanging herself after 
being beaten. None of the physical violence she suffered was responsible for her 
death. 

 
 

5. The truth revealed 
  
Still not satisfied with the results of the autopsy, Guining obstinately filed a third 
complaint with the Beijing Gendarmerie.43 This time, he confided his deepest 
concern, and the political arm wrestling involved in the Wuya shi case, which 
had hitherto been latent, clearly emerged. Guining attempted to draw attention to 
the fact that Haisheng was a relative of Agui  (1717-1797), one of the grand 
councillors (junji dachen ) and one of the grand secretaries (daxueshi 

                                                 
39 Lüliguan Jiaozheng Xiyuan Lu (hereafter Xiyuan Lu), 2: 17b (p. 283). 
40 Ibid., 2: 19a (p. 284). 
41 Ibid., 2: 17b (p. 283). 
42 For both these criteria of distinguishing real wounds and marks of decomposition, see ibid., 
1: 15b (p. 262). 
43 LFZZ, roll 6608, images Nos. 294-295. 
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). Moreover, as the case was being instructed, Agui was not only charged 
with supervising the handling of the Ministry of Punishment, but also, as leader 
of a far-reaching political clique opposed to that of Heshen, had close personal 
connections with both the Manchu and Chinese presidents of the Ministry. 44 
Aware that officials sent by the Ministry and Ji Yun, who had ties to Agui’s 
clique as well, might be covering up Haisheng, Guining could not help but doubt 
these inspectors’ honesty. 
 His suspicion was backed up by some unusual happenings during the 
second autopsy. Guining pointed out, first, that while investigators asked to 
interrogate an elderly female servant of Haisheng’s household, a certain Zhang 
shi , the household substituted a woman named Wang for Zhang shi. It was 
only at the insistence of Guining that Haisheng’s men finally handed over the 
real Zhang shi. Also, the accounts given by Zhang shi and three other female 
servants about their mistress’ death were inconsistent, one saying that Wuya shi 
died from suicidal hanging, others claiming that she was strangled to death by 
her husband. According to Guining, at the time, he heard Qingxing, one of the 
Ministry officials, order these women to be brought back to the Ministry for 
further questioning. Guining seemed to wonder why this key information was 
not even taken into account in the subsequent procedure. 
 Second, Guining claimed to have seen the same person named Li, who 
had paid a bribe to Li Yu after the first autopsy, in secret discussions that lasted 
for almost one hour with Wang Guotai, coroner from the Western Borough. 
Afterwards, during the examination, Guining saw clearly that the alleged mark 
from hanging did not pass by the backs of the ears. Instead, there was a distance 
of at least one cun and five fen between them, which made it unlikely that the 
ligation mark was caused by suicidal hanging. Furthermore, Guining also 
remarked that when a midwife seemed to have noticed more wounds on the legs, 
Wang Guotai simply yelled at her to keep her away. Last, Guining recalled that 
the first autopsy had recorded a width of three fen for the ligation mark found on 
the neck. After this, investigators asked to examine the tool used by Wuya shi to 
kill herself. Haisheng presented a full-size, large silk scarf which, Guining 
suspected, was much wider than three fen. Surprisingly, at the second autopsy, 
this key evidence was changed. Haisheng’s servants now presented a half-size 
silk scarf which was originally a full-size scarf that had been divided into two 
pieces of equal width. These two segments were then reconnected by means of a 
knot to form a longer and narrower scarf. Guining thus suspected that the 
Ministry officials had suggested that Haisheng’s household modify such 
important evidence so as to be perfectly consistent with the dimension of the 
ligation mark as it was established in the autopsy reports.  
 Based on these doubted points, Guining believed that his sister was 
actually murdered by her husband who cold-bloodedly strangled her to death, 

                                                 
44  Wook Yoon 2012, p. 502, especially note 82. I thank Prof. Pierre-Étienne Will for 
informing me about the publication of this article and communicating me a copy. 
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and he was now even more determined to ‘cry out injustice’ (shenyuan ) for 
Wuya shi. His appeal led to the immediate intervention of the Qianlong Emperor 
himself. He soon ordered a third autopsy and, obviously, Qianlong intended to 
avoid calling on officials from the Ministry of Punishment again. Instead, he 
commissioned the endeavour to an official from the Ministry of Public Works, 
Yiling’a and another official from the Ministry of Household, Cao 
Wenzhi , who was at the same time in charge of affairs of the Shuntian 
prefecture. Probably due to this connection with Shuntian prefecture, the two 
officials brought with them a coroner from the Daxing County by the name of 
Wang Quan . 
 Unexpectedly, Wang Quan’s examination reported nothing on the neck 
and stated that the wound found beneath the breast was caused by a kicking foot 
and that the kick was fatal. As soon as the new conclusion was issued, the 
Qianlong Emperor commissioned Heshen and Agui to proceed to a fourth 
examination to verify Wang Quan’s forensic diagnosis. After this, it was duly 
established that Wuya shi in fact died from being heavily kicked on the breast 
and that her death was disguised as suicide by hanging.45 Seeing no hope in 
denying the crime, Haisheng confessed that during the fight with his wife, out of 
anger because of Wuya shi’s incessant insults, he finally kicked her heavily on 
her chest, from which she died at once. Out of fear that the truth would be 
uncovered, he attempted to disguise the murder as a suicide by hanging his 
wife’s corpse on the ‘leg of the closet’ by the neck using a large silk scarf.46 
Haisheng was therefore charged with murdering his wife and was sentenced to 
death by strangulation after the Autumn Assizes (jiaojianhou ), in 
accordance with the law regarding ‘husband beating wife to death’ (fu ou qi 
zhisi ).  
 
 
6. Sanctions for the mistaken investigation teams 
 
The subsequent trials were held not only to deliberate the sentencing for the 
convicted, but also to determine the administrative sanctions punishing those 
investigators and coroners who did not uncover the truth at first. To this end, it 
was important to clarify whether any of them had been bribed or intentionally 
reported inaccurate forensic observations simply out of fear of the suspect’s 
political background or because Agui had explicitly asked them to protect 
Haisheng. Naturally, at trial these functionaries endeavoured to prove that their 
mistakes were innocent. For example, the two Ministry officials, Yecheng’er 
and Li Kuo, who had carried out the very first autopsy, claimed that they really 
did not possess sufficient forensic knowledge and experience to protect them 
                                                 
45 Gaozong Chunhuangdi Shilu (hereafter  Qianlong Shilu), pp. 471-474. 
46 LFZZ, roll 6608, image No. 304. 
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from being cheated by the coroner. They also vowed that they did not have a 
close acquaintance with Haisheng and swore that no one had asked them to issue 
a falsified autopsy report. The self-defence of the two censors participating in 
the second autopsy, Chongtai and Zheng Cheng, was consistent with the 
testimony of Yecheng’er and Li Kuo, suggesting their ignorance in forensic 
matters. 
 The self-justification of Qingxing and Wang Shifen, two Ministry 
officials who also conducted the second autopsy, is much more interesting. They 
recognised that after the coroner issued a ruling of suicidal hanging on the 
grounds of the ligation mark, which squared with the Xiyuan Lu’s teaching, they 
noticed that the ligation mark in question appeared unusually light and 
superficial as they verified this observation. However, they did not suspect foul 
play because Wuya shi had been dead for fifteen days when the second autopsy 
was conducted. In addition, the Xiyuan Lu also asserted that any mark caused by 
hanging with a silk scarf was more likely to disappear or show up less 
obviously. 47  This is why Qingxing and Wang Shifen did not object to the 
coroner’s report. The way in which they summarised their fault is fairly 
interesting and original: “We […] stuck too much to the Xiyuan Lu” (

).48 
 In all likelihood, the Qianlong Emperor was not convinced by the lack 
of knowledge that these officials asserted concerning forensic affairs. For the 
emperor, even though it was rather unlikely that such an important dignitary as 
Agui would ask for investigators’ favour just for “a minor distant relative” 
(xianue qinyi ), it was still possible that the investigators and censors, 
at their own initiative, had attempted to “protect Haisheng [in the hope of] 
pleasing Agui” (shangu fengying ). 49  Qianlong was all the more 
furious that most investigators involved in the case were actually experienced 
specialists in legal proceedings. For example, Jinglu had been promoted to his 
current position in only a very few years, suggesting that he was certainly not an 
incompetent functionary. Likewise, Wang Shifeng had been serving in the 
Ministry of Punishment for a number of years and enjoyed a good reputation for 
his talent in judicial administration. Moreover, Qingxing was an “experienced 
professional of forensic examination” (jianyan shoushou ).50 It is thus 
clear that they deliberately ignored the real fatal wound and supported erroneous 
autopsy results. Yecheng’er, Li Kuo, Jinglu, Du Yulin, Wang Shifen and 
Qingxing were cashiered and punished by serving in Yili , in Xinjiang. 
Qianlong only showed indulgence regarding the two censors from the Censorate, 
Chongtai and Zheng Cheng, for they were genuinely not experts in criminal 

                                                 
47 Xiyuan Lu, 2:17b (p. 283). 
48 LFZZ, roll 6608, image, No. 306. 
49 Qianlong Shilu, pp. 471-474. 
50 Ibid., p. 473. 
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investigation. He ordered that their sanctions be proposed by the Ministry of 
Personnel. 
 As to the officials of higher rank supervising the investigation of the 
Wuya shi case, Agui first proposed that his punishment be cashiering with 
retention of duties (gezhi liuren ), accompanied by suppression of ten 
years of salary. Despite believing that Agui did not explicitly command a cover-
up in favour of Haisheng, the Qianlong Emperor pointed out that over the course 
of the investigation, Agui had sent memorials in which he claimed that one 
could hang oneself even by using the head of a bed or in a ship basement. These 
explanations actually served to make Haisheng’s foul play believable. Moreover, 
in these memorials, Agui also said that, given Guining’s insistent appeals, 
Guining should be charged if these appeals turned out to be baseless. While the 
Qianlong Emperor condemned Agui for having sent the memorials, which might 
be aimed at exculpating Haisheng, he also took into account Agui’s merit to the 
government. The emperor therefore decided to accept the proposition of 
cashiering with retention of duties, but reduced the amount of the fine to five 
years of salary.51 
 Qianlong’s rescript shows that Ji Yun had in fact been recommended by 
Agui to take over the investigation from the moment when the second autopsy 
was to take place. In contrast with his clemency towards Agui, the Qianlong 
Emperor used severely critical wording to reprimand Ji Yun, describing him as a 
“useless and rotten pedantic” (wuyong furu ),52 who was completely 
ignorant about legal affairs and was not of any importance in this affair. Quite 
interestingly, these apparently severe reproaches in reality seemed intended to 
explain why Ji Yun’s mistake in forensic examination was understandable and, 
therefore, forgivable ( ). Like Chongtai and Zheng Cheng’s 
sanction, that of Ji Yun was to be deliberated by the Ministry of Personnel. The 
presidents and vice presidents of the Ministry of Punishment, Kening’a, Hu 
Jitang, Mujing’a and Jiang Cheng all suffered demotion to rank 
four, with downgraded dingdai , cashiering with retention of duties and the 
cessation of payment of their extra emoluments, the ‘honesty-nourishing silver’ 
(yanglianyin ). 
 Last, coroners who did not report correctly the forensic findings also 
had to be punished depending on the degree of seriousness of the fault and 
mistake they had committed. Li Yu, the coroner from the Ministry who was 
responsible for the first autopsy, confessed to having extorted money from 
Haisheng. Upon his arrival, he said, he immediately noticed that the ligation 
mark on the neck was too light and too superficial to be caused by hanging. 
Nevertheless, since he had received from a servant of Haisheng ‘fees for his 
service’ ( ) and another amount nominally designated to pay for his 
                                                 
51 Ibid., see also Neige Daku Dang’an, No. 241057. 
52 Qianlong Shilu, p. 472. 
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carriage and meal, Li Yu decided to report Wuya shi’s death as a suicide by 
hanging despite the fake ligation mark. He further claimed that he had shared the 
bribe with a judicial clerk, a horseman, Yecheng’er and Li Kuo’s servants and 
carters and the midwife. The confessions of all these people were consistent and 
also matched the testimony of Haisheng’s servant, who had dealt with payment 
of the bribe. After deliberation on his punishment, because Li Yu’s serious fault 
deserved heavier consequence than a standard treatment, the Ministry decided to 
punish him by exile to Yili and slavery at the service of Xinjiang garrison.53   
 Wang Guotai, coroner of the Western Borough and head of the team 
formed by the coroners of the Five Boroughs in charge of the second autopsy, 
swore that nobody had attempted to bribe him or to pressure him to issue a 
falsified autopsy result. However, at the time of the second autopsy, Wuya shi’s 
corpse had already started to show signs of decomposition. Wang Guotai 
declared in his deposition that he did not see any hanging mark on the neck, but 
as a Borough coroner, he did not dare to “reverse a case of Ministry” (

). Since the honesty of his testimony had survived torture, the Ministry 
ended up believing him. However, despite Wang Guotai’s not having been 
bribed and his age being over seventy, he received precisely the same 
punishment as Li Yu. In addition, the Ministry commanded both of them to be 
exposed (shizhong ) with cangue (jiaohao ) in front of the Ministerial 
Court for two months before departing to exile. Coroners from four other 
Boroughs, given that they were not able to correct Wang Guotai’s erroneous 
autopsy result even though it was established that they had not taken a bribe, 
were punished by one hundred strikes of heavy bamboo, exile of three years and 
exposure with cangue for one month. 
 
 
7. Multi-faceted political concerns through the Wuya shi case 
 
As we can see, Beijing, where the Wuya shi case occurred, as the capital of the 
Qing Empire and directly under the throne, did add to the complexity of a 
criminal investigation. Needless to say, there was considerable concentration of 
noble families and high-ranking political elites inside the city walls, among 
whom the emperor had his protégés. It was hence fairly likely that, when 
members from this prestigious social group committed offenses, investigators 
felt pressure, directly or indirectly, not to uncover the truth, just as Guining 
suspected from the very beginning. In addition, Guining’s tireless appeals also 
lay bare that in such a delicate context as Beijing, protagonists involved in a 
homicide investigation had more reasons to suspect each other because people 
from high society had more efficient resources to influence investigations, 
including wealth and social network. 

                                                 
53 LFZZ, roll 6608, images Nos. 306-309. 
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 We have seen Haisheng use money to corrupt a coroner, which is a 
rather common strategy that we see in cases from throughout China. What made 
the Wuya shi case special is precisely the social network among the perpetrator, 
investigators on the front line and high-ranking officials overseeing the case. As 
touched upon in the foregoing, Agui, a relative by alliance of Haisheng, was not 
only enjoying a high position by the Qianlong Emperor’s side, but also forming 
a clique around him. In his article, Wook Yoon provides a detailed account and 
analysis of this clique, which was originally formed by Liu Tongxu  
(1698-1773), Ji Yun’s teacher, and Akedun (1685-1756), Agui’s father, 
and had grown majorly through the examiner-examination candidate 
relationship, also called the ‘teacher-disciple’ relationship. The clique developed 
into an influential political clan in the late Qianlong period notably revolving 
around the Grand Council, as Wook Yoon argues.54 
 The same article also points out that facing the steadily growing 
problem of corruption among Grand Councillors, the Qianlong Emperor began, 
roughly from 1774, to introduce a clique made up of his own intimates so as to 
establish balance and a countercheck system between political factions.55 The 
rising of Heshen’s clique instantiated the effort in this direction, as he had been 
nominated Grand Councillor in 1776, along with one of his close comrades, 
Fuchang’an  (d. 1817).  Henceforth, according to Wook Yoon, “[from] 
1780 on, the Grand Council entered into a more stable phase […] There were 
now more checks and balances between the new Heshen clique and the clique 
consisting of the disciples of Liu Tongxun and Akedun, which was led by 
ranking grand councillor Agui.”56 Indeed, Wook Yoon argues that the Qianlong 
Emperor’s intention to maintain balance, and his recourse to the reciprocal 
control among officialdom, is clearly detected through the handling of diverse 
concrete situations. The Wuya shi case is therefore briefly cited in Wook Yoon’s 
article to illustrate this point. 
 From this point of view, Guining’s successive appeals to the Beijing 
Gendarmerie, headed by Heshen at that time, could not be fortuitous, but rather 
a maturely planned tactic, taking into account both the emperor’s favour for 
Heshen and the fractional conflict between the Heshen and Agui-Ji Yun cliques. 
This explains why the Gendarmerie played a key role in resolving the case, 
whilst nominally, it did not possess considerable jurisdiction over forensic 
examination or criminal affairs. As a matter of fact, several decisions that the 
Qianlong Emperor made regarding the Wuya shi case left traces of political 
concerns. First, after the true circumstances surrounding Wuya shi’s death were 
at last uncovered by the third autopsy, he ordered a final check to be performed 
and directly supervised by Heshen in conjunction with Agui. From this, one can 

                                                 
54 Wook Yoon 2012, pp. 486-487. 
55 Ibid., pp. 492-500. 
56 Ibid., p. 496. 
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reasonably surmise that by doing so, the Qianlong Emperor meant to cease the 
polemics through a common recognition of the new forensic conclusion by both 
the Heshen and Agui cliques. This arrangement was therefore in line with, for 
example, the joint signatures of Heshen and Agui that the Qianlong Emperor 
required when the Grand Council dispatched court letters to other governmental 
offices.57  
 This specific command of the Qianlong Emperor to have the final 
forensic diagnosis confirmed and agreed upon by both cliques revealed that the 
emperor himself was aware that a simple homicide case around Wuya shi’s 
death had evolved into a silent battle between the Heshen and Agui’s cliques; 
officials under Agui’s protection were trying to conceal, or explain, their faults, 
whereas the opposite clique was endeavouring to discredit them. Roughly one 
year later, when a censor by the name of Cao Xibao  accused one of 
Heshen’s servants of living lavishly, having taken a bribe and defrauded money, 
the Qianlong Emperor naturally made links between this failed impeachment 
and Ji Yun’s failure in the Wuya shi case.  

He commented in these words:  
 

Last year, Heshen found out the real [lethal] wound in the case of Haisheng 
having beaten to death his wife Wuya shi. May Ji Yun have been vengeful 
[against Heshen] to such an extent that he asked Cao Xibao to impeach 
[Heshen’s servant], so as to take revenge?  

58   
 
Later, in what follows, we will see how the Qianlong Emperor suspected Ji Yu 
again of having attempted to take revenge for his punishment in relation to the 
Wuya shi case. 

Furthermore, the effort of the Qianlong Emperor to maintain the balance 
between conflicting political factions can doubtlessly be observed from the ways 
in which he dealt with the punishments of Agui, Ji Yun and the Ministry 
presidents alike. Behind his seeming anger and shock at the officials’ cover-up 
for the culprit, one can see that the Qianlong Emperor intended to have Agui and 
Ji Yun punished lightly and only for the sake of form. This evidently allowed 
the whole Agui clique to persist so that the counteraction between the Heshen 
and Agui factions could continue to function. It is clear that the emperor was 
seeking an appropriate choice between, on the one hand, determining 
punishments that these officials deserved and, on the other, avoiding putting the 
Agui clique into too embarrassing a situation. The Qianlong Emperor’s plan is 
also evidenced by the fact that very soon, the next year, those Ministry 

                                                 
57 Ibid., p. 498 and note 69. 
58 Qianlong Shilu, pp. 885-888. Qianlong 51/6/xuzi. 
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presidents who had suffered demotion all “had their rank and dingdai recovered” 
( .59 

In addition, fear of offending a dignitary by investigating one of his 
relatives who was suspected of having committed murder, or conflict and 
hostility among high-ranking officials belonging to different political clique, is 
but one example of what I call political factors, which might intervene in and 
influence forensic examinations. Apart from these factors mostly depending on 
relationships between and status of individuals, the overlapping of jurisdiction 
over criminal investigation, or having connections to legal administration, 
within the Beijing area also provided a breeding ground for different agencies to 
nourish tension and conflict. As we are about to see, the promiscuity of judicial 
and policing authorities in the Beijing area was favourable for officials framing 
enemies. The deposition of Wang Guotai, the coroner from the Western 
Borough, is particularly telling for this kind of situation. He claimed that 
considering his inferior status as Borough coroner, he had not dared to overrule 
the autopsy report delivered by a Ministry coroner. Even though the claim can 
be considered merely a pretext to preserve him from accusations of bribery, it is 
still easy to understand how embarrassing the situation was for Wang Guotai 
when he was put in charge of conducting a double-check examination to confirm 
or refute the Ministry’s autopsy results. 

Wuang Guotai’s worries were certainly not groundless, for about one 
year after the Wuya shi case was classified, his colleague from Daxing county, 
Wang Quan, who had contradicted the autopsy results of the Ministry and the 
Censorate, seemed to fear being set up in a trap plotted by Ji Yun and Ministry 
officials and thus asked permission to resign.60 In fact, strictly speaking, this is 
only what the Qianlong Emperor suspected. According to the evidence that I 
have gone through, Wang Quan never explicitly expressed his real motivation 
for quitting the job. However, as Qianlong inferred, first, around two months 
before Wang Quan applied for discharge, the Ministry proposed to punish a 
coroner of Daxing County for taking a bribe and consequently issuing a feigned 
autopsy report for a case surrounding the death of a certain Liang Jizhou 

.61 Whilst Liang had been beaten to death with sticks, the coroner reported the 
death as being caused by accidental falling. After reading the report of the Liang 
Jizhou case, the Qianlong Emperor remarked that the coroner in question was 
none other than the one who had overturned the Wuya shi case the prior year, i.e. 
Wang Quan. This coincidence inclined the Qianlong Emperor to find it 
impossible to rule out the possibility that officials from the Ministry, along with 
its low-status clerks and coroners, deliberately blamed Wang Quan as revenge 

                                                 
59 Ibid., p. 1045. Qianlong 51/9/xuzi. 
60 Ibid., pp. 876-877. Qianlong 51/6/renwu. 
61 Ibid., p. 836. Qianlong 51/4/17. Also in Qianlong Chao Junjichu Suishou Dengji Dang, Vol. 
38, p. 225. Qianlong 51/4/17. 
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( . However, the Qianlong Emperor did not 
wish to order an investigation and procedure to find out whether the Ministry’s 
accusation against Wang Quan was sincere and simply rejected the charges 
against him. 

One and a half months later, the prefect of Shuntian, Wu Xingqin 
, issued a memorial in which he stated to have received several requests from 

the Censorate to borrow coroners affiliated with the Shuntian prefecture. 62 
Indeed, Wu pointed out that since every Borough coroner had been punished 
and cashiered because of the Wuya shi case, the Five Boroughs were undergoing 
difficulties in recruiting new coroners. Therefore, Wu always cooperated with 
the Boroughs by approving their requests for coroners. Wu’s understanding was 
somehow surprising in that, half a month earlier, the Censorate had asked him to 
have one of his coroners assigned ( ) to the Southern 
Borough and he immediately obeyed. Interestingly, again, the coroner that Wu 
choose to send to the Censorate was none other than Wang Quan. In his 
memorial, Wu declared that every procedure for Wang Quan’s transfer was 
ready, including his being removed from the Daxing County and his address and 
evaluation of his performance sent to the Censorate. 

Inevitably, such a second unbelievable coincidence raised even more 
suspicion in the Qianlong Emperor. This time, he was certain that this decision 
to transfer had been planned by Ji Yun as a way to bring false charges against 
Wang Quan or simply to cause a fuss in revenge ( ).63 
In addition, Qianlong’s rescript reveals that Wang Quang, after the decision 
concerning his transfer, handed in his resignation. Qianlong interpreted this as a 
reaction of fear and spilled a great deal of ink expressing his anger about Ji 
Yun’s narrow-mindedness and rancour. The emperor blamed Ji Yun for not 
being grateful for the clemency granted to him at the end of the Wuya shi case 
and of not regretting his mistakes. Instead, “Ji Yun, being a literatus, has been 
feuding so nervously with a coroner, isn’t it petty-minded?” (

)64  The affair ended with an imperial 
decree ordering Wang Quan to be retained in his position in Daxing County and 
prohibiting the Five Boroughs from borrowing coroners from the Shuntian 
prefecture to perform autopsies. The decree also urged the Five Boroughs to fill 
the vacant positions of coroners as soon as possible. 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
62 Neige Daku Dang’an, No. 194432. 
63 Qianlong Shilu, pp. 876-877. Qianlong 51/6/renwu. 
64 Qianlong Shilu, p. 877. 
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Conclusions: the place of forensic knowledge in the Wuya shi 
case 
 
What appears particularly interesting and deserves to be addressed is the 
question of how, and to what extent, forensic knowledge can serve political 
concerns and agendas. As we have seen in the foregoing, to consolidate the 
suicide version in favour of the perpetrator, Haisheng, forensic arguments had to 
be called on for support. In other words, political pressure or influence of a 
highly positioned official alone was not sufficient to make the investigation 
follow the desired direction. Even though the Qianlong Emperor was inclined to 
believe in Agui’s innocence, i.e., he had not put direct pressure on those officials 
investigating the Wuya shi case so as to cover up for Haisheng, Agui did suggest 
to the emperor that it was possible to hang oneself even in a way or in a place 
which might appear unusual. I have not found Agui’s original memorial, but 
from the fact that he put precisely forward ‘head of bed’ (chuangdang ) and 
‘ship basement’ (chuancang ) as examples, he was obviously quoting a 
brief passage of the Xiyuan Lu, according to which  
 

no matter whether the hanging spot is high or low, even by using a head of bed 
or in a ship basement, one can kill oneself [by hanging]. Only the corpse will be 
in a position of horizontal suspension, the head facing down, the whole body in 
a prone position and the slanting [ligature] mark will not pass through the 
hairline on the back of the skull.  

65 
 

It is impossible for us to know whether Agui was familiar with the Xiyuan Lu 
and the forensic knowledge or was simply told about this information by 
forensic experts. In any case, it is evident that while making comments on an 
autopsy case, especially in such a delicate context as charges of murder against 
his relative, Agui was careful enough to protect himself under the epistemic 
authority of the official guidebook for forensic examination, as if his comments 
were innocently objective and neutral, without any second thought of erasing 
suspicion of his relative. The intention of citing Xiyuan Lu as a sort of umbrella 
is almost ubiquitous in the Wuya shi case. Remember Ji Yun’s declaration that 
he conscientiously examined the mark on Wuya shi’s chest twice in accordance 
with the Xiyuan Lu’s method of testing, although the autopsy result thus 
obtained was still mistaken. We can also recall Qingxing and Wang Shifeng, 
two inspectors from the Ministry, recognising their failure to point out the real 
fatal wound while ascribing this mistake to their ‘blind’ reliance on, again, the 
Xiyuan Lu; it was as if, as long as the observational rules established by the 

                                                 
65 Xiyuan Lu, 2 :18a (p. 283). 
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Xiyuan Lu for forensic diagnosis were rigorously followed, there was no reason 
to blame too severely the investigators. 
 This sheds more light on and squares with the impression we get about 
the Xiyuan Lu’s role and function, which in reality appeared more like a set of 
operational rules than a technological and scientific treatise. To be sure, from the 
three examples of forensic arguments cited above, we can see that a reference 
made to the Xiyuan Lu, which canonically embodied what was considered 
conventional forensic knowledge at the time, was not only purported to support 
a given reconstruction of the crime, but also formed a ‘safety valve’ for officials 
in case any mistake in their forensic conclusions was denounced. In such cases, 
just as Ji Yun, Qingxing and Wang Shifen might very likely have intended to do, 
they could at least ascribe their mistake simply to their limited capacity in 
forensic matters and thus avoid raising suspicion regarding their sincerity. This 
strategy would enable them to be immune from any accusation of bribery or 
collusion and, therefore, to receive a lighter punishment. 
 Likewise, albeit with contrary intent, it was on a common basis of 
reasoning that Guining, during the investigation of Wuya shi’s death, had 
contested several times the autopsy observations made by inspectors in charge 
of the case. Even though Guining never made explicit reference to the Xiyuan Lu, 
his questionings were actually legitimate in the view of the Xiyuan Lu; he had 
been confused by the ligature mark presenting discrepancies with descriptions 
given by the Xiyuan Lu for signs of suicide by hanging. Hence, both those who 
intended to distort criminal evidence and facts and those who decried the 
injustice should have provided justification based on the canonical Xiyuan Lu. 
 As a matter of fact, this use of the Xiyuan Lu to serve multiple 
intentions surrounding an autopsy reminds us of the open space constituted by 
forensic examination in late imperial China. All people involved could 
legitimately participate in the debate over forensic evidence. In this sense, the 
Wuya shi case provides a glimpse into how things could go in this open space 
according to the particular stage on which the case and autopsies took place. We 
have seen how political and social specificities of Beijing --- special population 
(noblemen and important government members), political factions and 
favouritism and the overlapping of judicial jurisdiction --- were perfectly 
mirrored in the investigating process of the case. A legal procedure supposedly 
as objective and formalised as forensic examination was easily and deeply 
involved with unstable and unpredictable human factors. Phenomena of the 
same nature can also be detected in autopsies performed in provinces, while 
with their own characteristic structure and network of the local social life, 
provincial cases might present concretely different scenarios and introduce 
different concerns than in Beijing. Therefore, case study of autopsies, in both 
special zones like Beijing and provincial sub-prefectures and counties, is worth 
examining to lay bare and emphasise the socio-cultural dimension implied by 
forensic practice. This approach will enable us to take one step further in 
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capturing a more holistic and dynamic image of the forensic knowledge in late 
imperial China than its technical content conveys. 
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Anna Di Toro (2012) La Percezione della Russia in Cina tra 
XVII e XVIII sec., Roma: La Sapienza Orientale. 
Review by Mark Gamsa (Tel Aviv University) 
 
 
This is a valuable and innovative historical study by a linguist trained in both 
Chinese and Russian. It combines a survey of the political and conceptual 
framework of Chinese-Russian relations during the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries with a close reading of contemporaneous Chinese descriptions and 
reports on Russia (while the author does not analyse accounts of Russia from the 
later Qing period, she provides useful information on these, as well). The book 
is divided in two parts. The first is dedicated to what Di Toro calls the “places of 
cultural contact” between the two countries. The second analyses on the basis of 
a large number of published sources the body of knowledge about Russia that 
became available to readers of Chinese in the early and mid-Qing period. 

The three chapters of part One discuss the ideological conceptions of 
power in imperial Russia and China, the development of diplomatic contacts and 
the symbol-laden rituals of diplomacy, as well as the foundation and activities of 
the Russian Orthodox Mission in Peking. The function of that venerable 
institution in enabling Russians to learn literary Chinese and Manchu, hence as 
the proverbial cradle of Russian sinology, is compared with its somewhat less 
successful counterpart, the School of Russian for Chinese students in the capital. 
Part Two of the book comprises four chapters: these proceed from references to 
Russia in official Qing histories, through a consideration of the image of Russia 
in texts authored in Chinese by Jesuit missionaries and the references to Russia 
in Ming and Qing geographical compendia, to the accounts of actual voyages to 
Russia, left by Chinese travellers. The conclusion, aptly entitled “Russia, an 
exotic neighbour”, is followed by a glossary of Russian terms in Chinese usage, 
another appendix on the primary sources and an impressively rich bibliography, 
which could only be faulted for missing a few of the most recent publications. 
Thus, on some of the issues covered in this book (for example, the early history 
of teaching Russian in China and Chinese in Russia, and the Chinese-Russian 
border pidgin), more up-to-date research could have been consulted. The 
author’s precision in matters biographical and bibliographical is notable 
throughout her work. 

While some sections of the book synthesize and scrupulously 
acknowledge the contributions of earlier scholarship (in particular, studies by 
Giovanni Stary and Vladimir Miasnikov), there are also important original 
findings. Going backwards from the “official” Chinese publications, the author 
not only demonstrates their sources in Jesuit geographical writings in Chinese, 
but reveals the origins of the same Jesuit texts in European descriptions of 
Russia, which the missionaries had read. Merging her interests in history and 
language, Di Toro traces the formation of broad Chinese clichés about “Russia” 
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while always being alert to nuances in the use of specific words within the 
emerging Chinese vocabulary on Russia and things Russian. One original 
linguistic prism, which this book offers on the Chinese-Russian encounter, is a 
study of the transcription of Russian terms into written Chinese. Showing the 
frequent occurrence of such terms in texts long predating the systematic efforts 
of transcribing and translating foreign terminology (a phenomenon we usually 
associate with the late nineteenth and early twentieth century), the author 
convincingly explains this usage as a matter of stylistic choice by the 
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century writers, who wished both to convey to their 
readers a sense of the exotic and to give proof of “having been there”. 

In the Chinese imaginary, as this book shows us, there had formed by 
the nineteenth century a perception of Russia as a vast, cold country of rash and 
insolent men and dangerously loose women. The travel reports operate by and 
large with these clichés, the constant reiteration of which Di Toro does well to 
point out. Assembling bits of information on Russian geography and 
administration, the texts offer little in the way of personal observation or 
individual experience of their authors – indeed, having been written by imperial 
officials on mission, rather than by modern tourists, they were intended to serve 
the purposes of policy making. One could still ask whether (and if so, how) the 
collective “image” of Russia that was partly formed through this textual corpus 
differed from other Han Chinese stereotypes about westerners and their strange 
yet, at the same time, alluring customs. Images and perceptions are, one must 
admit, slippery notions; beyond written sources, additional means of imagining 
“Russia” would have been enabled by trade and exchanges in material culture. 
While Di Toro’s book is firmly anchored in the texts, her readers will be 
thankful for having found an expert guide through the maze of Qing-era Russian 
impressions. 
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Jodi L. Weinstein (2014) Empire and Identity in Guizhou: 
Local Resistance to Qing Expansion, Studies on Ethnic 
Groups in China Series, Seattle: University of Washington 
Press. ISBN: 978-0295993270. 
Review by Hang Lin  (University of Hamburg) 
 
 
Although has been long overlooked, the field of Chinese frontier studies has 
been rapidly growing since the mid 2000s. While the scholarly interest in and 
attention to the interface of Chinese borders are energized by the very fine 
scholarship by historians such as Peter C. Perdue and James A. Millward on the 
northern and western frontiers,1 the past years also witnessed a conceptual shift 
for southwestern China.2 Jodi L. Weinstein’s Empire and Identity in Guizhou: 
Local Resistance to Qing Expansion has fueled this dynamism by offering a 
vivid history of how the Qing (1644-1911) adopted various methods to 
consolidate their control over its southwestern frontiers and how the Zhongjia 

/  people (also called Buyi  or Bouyei in China since 1953) in 
Guizhou formulated counterstrategies to resist the Qing expansion. Drawing 
inspiration from anthropology and human geography in modern Southeastern 
Asia, Weinstein applies the livelihood approach to historical settings. In her 
sweeping analysis she amply shows that the Zhongjia people, by employing 
“social, ethnic, and religious resources at their disposal” (p. 60), “created viable 
livelihoods and maintained their identity while negotiating the imperial state’s 
plan for standardization and centralization” (p. 5).  

Weinstein’s narrative begins in 1725, when the Yongzheng Emperor (r. 
1722-1735) started the campaign of gaitu guiliu  (reform the native 
and return to the regular) to replace hereditary native chieftains (tusi ) with 
imperial appointees, and ends up with the Nanlong Uprising in 1797, a high 
point of the Zhongjia’s resistance to the Qing policy. Accordingly, the chapters 
are presented more or less chronologically. Following the first introductory 
chapter, Weinstein sets out in Chapter 2 to offer an insightful overview of 
Guizhou’s natural environment and Zhongjia’s history, culture, and 
socioeconomic circumstances. As Weinstein convincingly suggests, the harsh 
ecological conditions, in particular the hilly terrain, poor soils, and dank 
weather, had a “profound impact on the daily lives of Guizhou inhabitants” (p. 
13) and greatly shaped their livelihood decisions. After an outline of the four 
main ethnic groups living in central and southwestern Guizhou, the Zhongjia, 
the Nasu Yi, the Miao, and the Han, Weinstein briefly delineates the history of 
Ming administration in Guizhou and the Qing conquest of the territory in the 
                                                 
1 Perdue 2005; Millward 2007. 
2 See for example Giersch 2006; Herman 2007; Whittaker 2008.  
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1650s. 
Although the Qing state’s relations with native communities in Guizhou 

remained mostly unchanged as in the Ming (1368-1644), the 1720s witnessed a 
radical overhaul of Qing policies which had enormous effects on Zhongjia’s 
sociocultural and economic conditions, as Weinstein expounds in Chapter 3. 
Shortly after he ascended the throne, the Yongzheng Emperor and a coterie of 
his trusted officials soon took decisive steps to consolidate political and cultural 
control over Zhongjia communities by endorsing the gaitu guiliu policy. By 
eliminating the hereditary native chieftains (such as the Cen  lineage in 
Sicheng ) and establishing the new Nanlong prefecture in southwestern 
Guizhou, the Qing aimed to “enable the state to better understand and control 
the region’s population, land, and resources” (p. 40) and to “transform the semi-
state spaces of central and southwestern Guizhou into full-fledged state spaces” 
(p. 41). The relative successful implementation of these policies highlighted the 
Qing state’s ability to create new administrative spaces in the farthest-flung 
reaches of the realm, but it did not guarantee direct control or efficient 
governance at every level. 

This restructuring and the arrival of direct imperial rule had initially 
exerted only limited impact on the indigenous social and economic lives of local 
residents in the region, but they, as Weinstein shows in Chapter 4, “soon 
exhibited an equal capacity for perseverance, adaptability, subversion, and 
sometimes outright resistance” (p. 58). Through an examination of the nature 
and consequences of three moneymaking schemes revolving around the sale and 
purchase of good-luck charms, Weinstein explores the new livelihood choices of 
native peoples in Guizhou, especially the Zhongjia. As Weinstein has extracted 
from palace memorials, the Qing authorities considered the participants of these 
schemes as “foolish rustics” who failed to embrace the benefits of Chinese 
civilization (p. 60). These Zhongjia participants, however, viewed themselves in 
another way. In contrast to Qing officials’ suppositions, the masterminds behind 
these cases, Huang San , Ran Jing , and Wei Xuewen , all 
Zhongjia, were actually not conspirators but swindlers, and their goals “were 
expressively economic rather than consciously political” (p. 81). Whether or not 
to participate in such a scheme, as Weinstein cogently argues, is nothing but a 
livelihood choice closely related to local conditions and external forces. Both the 
initiators and participants were neither foolish nor rustic, and they only “opted 
for livelihood choices that made perfect sense to them” (p. 60). 

The latent tensions, however, did erupt in early 1797 when a Zhongjia 
religious leader from Nanlong, called Wei Qiluoxu , launched a large-
scale rebellion against the Qing state, known as the Nanlong Uprising. Chapter 5 
focuses on the Nanlong Uprising by providing the first detailed English-
language account of the event. The Zhongjia rebels made use of the sudden 
power vacuum when the Qing troops stationed in Nanlong were called away to 
quell rebellions elsewhere, and within only weeks they attacked every major 
town in southwestern Guizhou. But in the end, the rebels achieved only “a 
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temporary disruption of the existing order” and they were soon suppressed by 
the Qing army (p. 116). Although relatively short-lived, the Nanlong Uprising 
delivered clear message to both the Qing and other ethnic peoples. Local 
officials in Guizhou and Yunnan adopted series of active measures to alleviate 
the causes of future possible unrest, for instance by elaborating proposals to ease 
the poverty that had underlain the Nanlong Uprising. Yet the effect of these 
measures may be very limited: it took the Qing another nine years to suppress 
the much larger rebellion of the Miao people; another Zhongjia man planed a 
rebel in 1801, although his plot was exposed and was soon put down by local 
officials. 

Acknowledging that the Qing rule, despite their military prowess, “did 
not deprive indigenous communities of their voice or their agency” (p. 124), in 
the final chapter Weinstein situates Guizhou’s indigenes in the Qing version of 
colonialism and imperialism. Through an elaboration of Emma Teng’s assertion 
that ethnic groups in southwestern China and Taiwan were superfluous to the 
Qing conception of multicultural empire, Weinstein pertinently suggests that this 
superfluity of the Zhongjia and other peoples - that is, their peripheral status at 
the margin of the empire - confer them “license to pursue their livelihood 
choices” and gave them “more opportunities to rebel” (p. 130). Weinstein 
conclude her narrative by moving into the contemporary era. For her, the legacy 
of Qing rule is also valid in Guizhou today, as state hegemony in Guizhou still 
remains fragile and incomplete and various local peoples still have “myriad 
ways […] to resist and circumvent it” (p. 134). 

One major strength of this book is Weinstein’s comprehensive use of 
sources for her narration and interpretation. By utilizing both Qing archival 
materials and Zhongjia folk literature, her analysis gives equal voice to the 
imperial officials and to the indigenes. Although most of the Zhongjia narratives 
are “more fanciful than factual” (p. 85) as they do not necessarily represent 
historical facts but rather selective memory, they can serve “as a window on the 
beliefs and rituals that shaped Zhongjia worldviews and informed their 
livelihood choices” (p. 7). Furthermore, she is also fully aware of the impact of 
the political agenda of the current Chinese state and is sensitive to secondary 
scholarship of Chinese ethnohistorians and editors. Here Weinstein skillfully 
weave together the often contradictory accounts in different materials. Thanks to 
Weinstein’s sympathetic reading of and critical approach to sources and 
materials, we can now gain from her investigation a relatively unbiased and 
multifaceted picture of the complex dynamic between the Zhongjia and Qing 
state entities in the eighteenth century. 

That Weinstein employs the livelihoods approach for her 
groundbreaking study is highly praiseworthy. Championed by the anthropologist 
Jean Michaud and his colleagues, the approach is primarily developed for the 
modern context and is relatively unknown to historians on China. Yet as 
Weinstein forcefully demonstrates that this approach is also perfectly applicable 
to the study of non-Han peoples in Chinese history. There is little doubt that it is 
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certainly rational and justified for any group of people in any period to make use 
of all resources at their disposal to opt for the best choices for them. Some 
choose to submit themselves to the state to avoid suppression and to secure 
living. The story Weinstein provides is however of a people “who refused to 
accept the subordinate status assigned to them and who found ways to 
communicate their resentment to those in power” (p. 123). Like many of their 
modern counterparts, the Zhongjia of Qing-dominated eighteenth-century 
Guizhou “accepted, adapted, circumvented, or rejected state directives as they 
saw fit” (p. 7). In this regard, Weinstein shares especially with Enze Han an 
interest in examining the choices various non-Han peoples make to resist or 
acquiesce in their dealing with the Chinese state and majority Han Chinese 
society.3 But as Han has lucidly shown, a local community’s economic pattern 
and its external economic and cultural connection to outside groups play an 
important role in deciding their eventual livelihood choices. Thus critical readers 
may expect a more substantial examination of agriculture, handicraft industry, 
commerce relations among the Zhongjia and their interaction to other societies 
such as the Han, the Miao, or the Nasu Yi. Such an analysis would have better 
illustrated the Zhongjia resistance as their chosen livelihood strategy.  

Furthermore, Weinstein’s observation that many Zhongjia individuals 
views Confucian schooling “not as a means to advance toward the state-imposed 
ideal of civilization” but “as a strategy to protect their own economic interest” 
(p. 82) is refreshing and it faithfully reflects another side of the reality from the 
Zhongjia perspective. Yet her notion that the Qing Confucian civilization project 
to bring non-Han peoples “toward culture” (xianghua ) was “undertaken 
during the Yongzheng and early Qianlong reigns” (p. 26) has neglected the 
strenuous efforts made by some earlier Qing local officials. As Christian Textor 
shows in his recent study of Li Laizhang  (1654-1721) and his endeavor 
to educate the Bapai-Yao  in northern Guangdong through Confucian 
morals, similar projects were already in action during the last decades of the 
Kangxi reign (1661-1722).4 

Certainly, such minor quibbles cannot shadow the remarkable merits of 
this meticulously studied and elegantly written book. Weinstein is to be 
applauded for doing a superb job of introducing the Zhongjia, long regarded as 
the most intractable of Guizhou’s non-Han populations, to a broader readership 
through a vivid illumination of their role in the history of Qing China. 
Weinstein’s book clearly fills a gap in our understanding of an important facet 
of non-Han peoples on China’s southwestern frontiers. There is no doubt that 
Empire and Identity in Guizhou: Local Resistance to Qing Expansion is 
essential reading for both scholars and students interested in non-Han peoples on 
Chinese frontiers and it will definitely inspire and enlighten scholars of Chinese 

                                                 
3 Han 2013. 
4 Textor 2013. 
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history and ethnography for many years to come. 
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